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On fantasy vs. reality


Hello friends! Thank you so much for downloading this book. We had so much fun writing it. 

In our blogs and newsletters we make clear that the Kumquat Publishing writers are actual kinky perverts. However, we want it to be known that the stories which follow aren't instruction manuals on how to have a BDSM relationship or experience. 

In our stories people deceive each other, they drink alcohol before engaging in kink activities, they don't always make their expectations clear, they don't have safe sex, and sometimes don't consent to every activity that occurs. We write the stories this way because we think it makes them more interesting. These stories are for fun. In healthy relationships communication, consent, and trust are paramount. 

We would love for you to get inspired by the stories and have wonderful and safe adventures of your own, but please make sure you are conducting yourselves honestly, transparently, and with the full consent of everyone involved. Please look up concepts like Risk Aware Consensual Kink (RACK) or Safe, Sane, and Consensual (SSC) or consider attending live classes before engaging in risky behaviors.


From the Author

Natasha IV is where the masks finally come off, though in Les Libertins, removing masks only reveals more underneath.

This installment forced me to confront what I'd been building toward: the moment when the personal and political become inseparable, when the sex games turn deadly serious, and when our characters discover that infiltrating a conspiracy means becoming complicit in it.

Writing these scenes challenged me to balance genuine heat with genuine horror. How do you maintain arousal when you're counting down to genocide? How do you perform intimacy while gathering intelligence about mass murder? The collision of erotica and existential threat creates its own strange tension.

The hotwife dynamics that anchored the early books evolve here into something more complex. When everyone's performing for everyone else, when surveillance makes every intimate moment a potential intelligence coup, the traditional boundaries dissolve. The voyeurism that started as kink becomes tradecraft, then something else entirely.

I know some readers prefer their genres clearly labeled and delivered. This book continues to resist those categories. It's erotica where orgasms count down to nuclear deployment. It's espionage where the best intelligence comes mid-climax. It's a thriller where salvation might depend on who's willing to degrade themselves the most.

For those who've stayed with these characters through four books of increasing complexity: thank you for trusting me with your time and your willingness to follow this story wherever it needs to go.

The conclusion is coming. Some things will be saved. Others won't. That's all I can promise.

Much Love
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Chapter One

The sand was hot under James Freeman’s feet, the kind of heat that made you walk faster toward the water whether you wanted to or not. He’d been at this resort for four days, the first real leave he’d taken in two years, and his body still hadn’t quite accepted that he didn’t need to be anywhere or do anything.


His wife, Angela, was reading under the umbrella they’d claimed that morning, her oversized sunglasses reflecting the Caribbean blue. She’d stopped asking if he was okay around day two, once she’d figured out that his version of relaxing still involved being hyperaware of his surroundings. Old habits.

Freeman waded into the surf, letting the water rise to his knees. The Bataan was anchored somewhere east of here, going through routine maintenance while the crew rotated through shore leave. He’d done his time with hurricanes and drug interdiction. He’d earned this.

He walked back up the beach after a while, letting the sun dry the salt water on his legs. Angela had dozed off, her book open across her belly. Freeman grabbed his shirt from the chair and checked his watch. Almost noon. Time for lunch, maybe a beer at the beach bar.

The bar was open-air, thatched roof providing shade, half a dozen tourists scattered along the stools. Freeman ordered a Red Stripe and leaned against the counter, watching a charter boat motor past in the distance. The bartender slid the bottle across, already open, condensation running down the glass.

That was when a tall white man, too pale to spend much time on the beach, wearing the clothes of a simple tourist, ruined his vacation.

“Captain Freeman,” the man said.

Freeman didn’t turn immediately. He took a slow pull from his beer, let the cold settle, then looked over. The man was maybe forty-five, with the kind of lean build that came from discipline rather than vanity. His Polo shirt and cargo shorts were tourist-standard, but his posture wasn’t.

“Can I sit down?” the man asked. “Buy you another drink?”

Freeman set his beer on the bar. “Will you go away, pretending you have nothing important to tell me, if I say I’m not interested?”

“No.”

“Then sit.”

Freeman looked at him. Really looked. It took a moment, running through faces he’d seen on the Bataan over the years, but then it clicked. Ethan’s friend. The one who’d coordinated the helicopter insertion last year, the off-books extraction from Rafael’s compound.

“Gabe,” Freeman said.

“Good memory.”

“Hard to forget someone who asks you to bend the rules that far.” Freeman gestured to the bartender for another beer then nodded toward Gabe. “Whatever he’s having.”

Gabe ordered water. Freeman noticed.

“You’re not on vacation,” Freeman said.

“No,” Gabe said. “Ethan’s in trouble.”

Freeman’s hand stopped halfway to his beer. He set it down carefully. “What kind of trouble?”

“The kind where the operation got shut down from above, but nobody bothered to close it out properly. It’s just … … frozen. Ethan’s still inside a dangerous organization in Buenos Aires. He’s missed two drops with his team.”

Freeman took a long drink. “And you’re here instead of extracting him because …?”

“Because I got stand-down orders. They came through official channels, but the whole thing just stopped. No extraction authorized, no support, nothing. It’s like someone hit pause and walked away.” Gabe’s jaw tightened. “Ethan wouldn’t miss drops unless something’s wrong. But the agency won’t move.”

Freeman set his beer down. “That doesn’t happen.”

“Yeah.” Gabe shrugged. “But it did. It’s like people wanted to shut it down but didn’t have the expertise or authority to actually do it correctly.” Gabe finally picked up his water, took a drink. “So it’s just sitting there. Ethan’s inside with no support, no comms plan, no extraction window. Whoever issued the stand-down doesn’t understand how these operations work.”

Freeman was quiet for a moment. “That tracks with something I’ve been seeing.” He turned his bottle slowly. “The Bataan’s been getting strange orders for the past few weeks. Contradictory maintenance schedules. Requisitions for parts that never arrive. We’re supposed to be on patrol, but we’ve been sitting in port more than we’ve been at sea.”

“Your ship’s paralyzed.”

Freeman watched the bartender wipe down glasses at the far end of the counter. A couple laughed at something, clinking their drinks together. The normalcy of it felt surreal.

“Not just mine.” He picked at the label on his beer bottle, the paper coming away in damp strips. “I’ve talked to other captains. Same thing. Orders that don’t make sense. Missions that get canceled last minute. Supply chains that suddenly stop working.”

A gust of wind blew through the open bar, rattling the thatched roof above them. Freeman looked at Gabe directly. “It’s like someone’s deliberately gumming up the works but trying to make it look like bureaucratic incompetence.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

Gabe’s water sat untouched, condensation pooling on the bar beneath it. Freeman had seen that before. People who came to deliver bad news didn’t drink. Didn’t eat. Just sat with their burden until they could hand it off.

“You know who?”

“No.” Gabe finally picked up the glass, turned it slowly. “But I know it’s coordinated. Intelligence, military, probably other agencies. Someone’s sabotaging operations from the inside.” He set the water down without drinking. “That’s why I need you. Because whatever’s happening in Buenos Aires, I can’t count on official channels.”

Freeman watched a pelican dive into the water offshore, emerging with something silver flashing in its beak. He thought about Angela under the umbrella, about the four days they’d carved out of twenty years of service. About the strange orders that had been filtering down for weeks, each one a little more nonsensical than the last.

“What exactly do you need?”

Gabe shifted on his stool, finally looking like the weight he was carrying had a shape. “I don’t know what’s happening yet. That’s the problem. But when I figure it out, I need to know I’ve got options.” He looked out at the water. “The Bataan might not need to go anywhere. You might never get the call. But if Ethan’s in the kind of trouble I think he is, I need to know someone with reach is ready to move.”

Freeman was quiet. The bartender wiped down the counter at the far end, pretending not to listen. Twenty years of service came down to moments like this. The times when the rules said one thing and your gut said another.

“Two days to get the ship ready if I ignore the bullshit maintenance orders. Less if it’s an emergency.” He stood, leaving money on the bar. “But I’m not just a ship. I know people. Other captains dealing with the same strange orders. Bases that might have assets closer to wherever Ethan is.”

“That’s what I need. Flexibility. Options.”

Freeman looked back at Angela, still sleeping under the umbrella. Four days of vacation. He’d known it was too good to last.

“I need to tell my wife. Then I’m heading back to the Bataan.” He pulled out his phone. “Give me your number.”

Gabe rattled it off. Freeman saved it under a contact name that would mean nothing to anyone else.

“When you know what’s happening, I want to know.” Freeman met his eyes. “I’m not moving assets blind. But if Ethan’s in the shit and you need help, call me.”

“I will.”

Freeman walked back toward the umbrella, the sand already cooler as the afternoon stretched on. Angela was awake now, watching him approach. She took one look at his face and closed her book.

“How bad?” she asked.

“Bad enough.” He sat down beside her, took her hand. “I’m sorry.”

She squeezed his fingers. “I married a sailor. I knew what I was signing up for.” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “When?”

“I’m going back tomorrow morning.”

Angela looked out at the water, at the perfect Caribbean blue they’d been enjoying for four days. Then she stood, brushing sand from her legs. “Then let’s make the most of it.”




Chapter Two


Natasha woke to Marc typing. Always typing. The sound had become like white noise—always there, whether she noticed it or not.

The suite was excessive, even by Les Libertins standards. Three rooms, private terrace, a view of the Obelisco that probably cost more than most people made in a year. The bathroom floors heated themselves when you walked in, like the building was trying to prove it could anticipate your needs before you knew them yourself.

She checked her phone. 7:23. Marc was at his desk, surrounded by monitors. He’d been there when she’d fallen asleep. The coffee cup beside his keyboard had that film on top that meant it had been sitting for hours.

“Morning,” she said, not expecting a response.

“They’re incredible,” Marc said without turning around. “The MemeLord architecture. Ethan wasn’t exaggerating. It’s beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.”

Two days of this. Ever since he’d introduced her to them yesterday, Marc had been oscillating between pride at having tracked them down and barely concealed envy at how quickly Heinrich had embraced them.

“I found them,” he’d said last night, three drinks in. “Me. Not Heinrich’s people. I tracked down the encrypted wallets, sent the messages, made it happen.” Then, quieter, “But Heinrich takes them straight to his private rooms.”

She got up and pulled on running clothes. Marc didn’t look up.

“Going to the gym,” she said to his back.

“Mm.” His fingers never stopped moving. “Dinner tonight. Heinrich’s people. Seven.”

“Sex party or regular dinner?”

“Honestly? Not sure.” He actually paused his typing, considering. “Heinrich just said ‘dinner with the team.’ But you know how that can go. Can you be ready for either?”

“Always am.” She grabbed her water bottle from the counter, keeping her voice carefully neutral when she asked, “Will the MemeLord people be there?”

That got his full attention. He swiveled in his chair to face her. “Ethan and Esperanza? Probably. Heinrich’s keeping them close.” His expression shifted between pride and something else, not quite jealousy, but close. “They’re working with me on the tokenization integration. Ethan’s insights are …” He trailed off, looking for the word. “They’re exactly what we needed.”

She kept her voice light. “They knew how to make an entrance, but Heinrich was pleased with you, too. Remember that.”

Marc’s face actually softened, a small smile playing at his lips. He was thinking about it. Swan between Natasha’s legs while she’d worked her feet along his cock, Heinrich watching with approval as Marc finally, publicly, showed he belonged. It had been the first time Heinrich had looked at him with genuine interest rather than tolerance.

“That was …” Marc trailed off, color rising in his cheeks. “Yeah. That was good.”

“It was.” And it had been, in its own twisted way. Swan’s skill, Marc’s obvious pleasure, the way it had shifted his standing in the room. Even the way it had let her control the situation while processing the shock of seeing Ethan. “Heinrich noticed. That matters with him.”

“You’re right.” Marc turned back to his screens with renewed focus. “The tokenization launch is what really matters. Once they see what I’ve built, what we can do with the MemeLord infrastructure …” He was already losing himself in the code again.

Natasha headed for the door. Two days since she’d shaken her husband’s hand like a stranger. Tonight, maybe she’d see him again. Maybe she could read something in his eyes, some signal, some acknowledgment that this wasn’t permanent. That there was still a plan.

The gym was empty except for one woman on the elliptical. Natasha ran for thirty minutes, her mind cycling through the same loop. Tonight, Ethan might be there, she’d have to sit across from him and make small talk about tokenization protocols while Marc preened about making the connection. The treadmill’s rhythm couldn’t quiet the noise in her head.

After, she walked to the café she’d found a few days ago, got her cortado and medialunas, and sat by the window, watching Buenos Aires wake up. The normalcy of it felt surreal. People heading to work, arguing about football, living their lives while she existed in this strange liminal space between wife and operative, between truth and performance.

The bookstore was four blocks further. She’d noticed it yesterday. Small, cramped, with a handwritten sign advertising books in English, French, and German. A bell chimed when she pushed open the door.

Inside, it smelled like old paper and leather, that particular mustiness that came from books that had lived through decades. The narrow aisles were barely wide enough for one person, shelves crammed floor to ceiling with no apparent system. A gray cat lounged on a stack of newspapers near the register, tail twitching occasionally.

Natasha moved slowly toward the back, letting her fingers trail along the spines. The English section was a jumble. Romance novels with cracked covers, outdated travel guides, literary fiction that someone had probably brought from home and abandoned. She found a copy of The Secret History. She’d always meant to read it. The spine was cracked, pages yellowed, someone’s notes penciled in the margins. Perfect.

She brought it to the counter. The shop assistant, a woman, maybe sixty, with reading glasses on a chain, smiled and reached under the counter.

“Un momento,” she said, pulling out a leather bookmark embossed with a tango dancer. “Un hombre morocho acaba de irse y dijo que te vio dejar caer esto.”

Natasha’s Spanish was functional but not fluent. She parsed the words. Un hombre, a man. Acaba de irse, just left. Dijo que te vio, said he saw you. Dejar caer, drop. Esto, this.

A man had just left and said he saw you drop this.

She hadn’t dropped anything.

Natasha took the bookmark and turned it over in her hands. The leather was soft, worn at the edges. “Gracias.”

The woman rang up the book, slipped it into a paper bag. Natasha paid, tucked the bookmark inside the pages, and walked out into the morning sun.

She walked two blocks before stopping to look in a shop window. Leather jackets she had no interest in, but the reflection let her see the street behind her. No one following. No one paying attention.

She found a small plaza with benches around a fountain. An old man was feeding pigeons. Two women chatted over coffee at a nearby table. Normal morning activity.

Natasha sat, pulled out the book, and let the bookmark fall naturally into her lap as she opened to a random page.

Actually, the bookshop woman had said more than just “un hombre.” She’d said “morocho.” Darker, anyway. That probably meant Patel.

The leather bookmark was heavier than it should be. She ran her thumb along the edge, felt a slight ridge where something had been pressed between the layers. Without looking down, she worked the edge apart with her fingernail. A piece of paper, tissue-thin, folded tight.

She glanced at the old man. Still focused on his pigeons. The women were laughing about something.

Natasha unfolded the paper in her lap, keeping the book open as if she were reading.

Handwritten block letters:

RECOLETA CEMETERY

DUARTE FAMILY TOMB

2PM TOMORROW

LEAVE AT BASE OF LEFT ANGEL

She read it twice, memorized it, then refolded the paper and slipped it back into the bookmark. Her throat tightened unexpectedly. This was her real life breaking through. Her team, her mission, proof that someone still knew she existed beyond Marc’s girlfriend. Even if she couldn’t scream at Patel for not warning her about Ethan, at least he was here. They hadn’t abandoned her completely.

She stood, tucking the bookmark back into the book. The plaza was still quiet. The old man down to his last handful of seed, the women ordering another round of coffee. Normal life continuing while hers fractured into competing realities.

Now she needed to figure out what to give him. Marc’s timeline, whatever she could glean about the deployment he kept muttering about. The fact that Ethan and Esperanza were in Heinrich’s inner circle, but she hadn’t seen them since that handshake. That Heinrich was keeping them close. Maybe too close to be safe.

And tonight. Tonight, there was dinner. If Ethan and Esperanza were there, she’d have to watch for anything useful in the conversation. Marc’s presence would keep things surface-level, but people revealed things in their casual banter. A deadline mentioned in passing, a city name dropped carelessly, tension between players that might be exploited. Even the seating arrangements and who spoke to whom could tell her something about the hierarchy, the alliances, the fractures.

She walked back toward the hotel, taking a different route. Tomorrow at two, she’d stand in a cemetery and leave whatever scraps she had at the base of an angel. Tonight, she might sit across from her husband at dinner, listening for any intelligence while pretending they’d just met.

The absurdity of it made her laugh. Sharp and sudden enough that a woman passing by gave her a concerned look. Natasha composed herself, kept walking.

At least she had something to do now. Something real.




Chapter Three

“The beauty of Marc’s tokenization protocol,” Ethan said, staring at his screen with the hollow enthusiasm of someone discussing their own execution, “is that it actually works.”

They’d been at this for three hours. Reviewing Marc’s code, suggesting minor optimizations, playing the role of the brilliant crypto couple who’d revolutionized digital currency. Number One was draped across the couch in a leather harness that crisscrossed his chest, supposedly reading a magazine but obviously listening. Number Two sat at the bar in a French maid outfit that was more suggestion than clothing, polishing glasses that were already spotless.

“His implementation of our architecture is … creative,” Ethan said, clicking through another function. “He’s using the consensus mechanism in ways we never intended.”

“Revolutionary ways, according to him,” Esperanza added.

The door opened without a knock. Heinrich entered carrying a tray with three espressos, the smell of quality coffee filling the room. Both pets immediately straightened; Number One sitting up properly, Number Two setting down her polishing cloth.

“You both look miserable,” Heinrich said, setting cups beside each terminal. “Marc’s code can’t be that bad.”

“It’s elegant, actually,” Ethan said, taking a sip. Perfect temperature, perfect extraction. “That’s what makes it exhausting.”

Heinrich sighed, settling into one of the chairs. “I do regret the necessity of this arrangement. You’ve been nothing but cooperative, and under normal circumstances, you’d be free to come and go.” He gestured vaguely at the pets. “But we’re so close now. Weeks, not months. And after Michel and Dominique …”

“We understand,” Esperanza said. “Trust takes time to build.”

“Precisely.” Heinrich seemed genuinely relieved they weren’t fighting him on it. “After everything is in place, after the world has … adjusted, you’ll have your freedom back. With considerably more resources than you have now.”

Ethan kept his expression neutral. After seventy-two million people were dead, he meant. After the ports burned and economies collapsed.

“Speaking of which,” Heinrich continued, “dinner tonight at eight. The private dining room downstairs. We have it reserved.”

“The whole room?” Esperanza asked.

“Of course. Discreet staff who know when to disappear.” He paused. “Not everyone attending is aware of our full implications. So discretion, please.”

“Marc will be there?” Esperanza asked, stretching in a way that made her thin cashmere sweater pull tight across her chest.

Number Two’s hand stilled on the glass she was polishing, her eyes following the movement.

“Maybe his girlfriend, Natalie? I’d love to make her squeal.”

Heinrich chuckled. “I think it’s Natasha. And I wouldn’t be surprised if that could be arranged. Everyone’s been working so hard. A little release would do us all good.”

Esperanza stood, moving to the window to look down at the Buenos Aires streets. “We should get ready soon. These dinners always run long.”

“Indeed.” Heinrich rose from his chair. “Eight sharp. And do try to enjoy yourselves. Not everything has to be about work.”

He left without waiting for a response. The door clicked shut, the electronic lock engaging with a soft beep. The pets resumed their positions; Number One returning to his magazine, Number Two to her endless polishing.

Ethan and Esperanza looked at each other across the room. Heinrich had just suggested that sexual release at dinner would be welcome. With Marc’s girlfriend specifically mentioned.

Ethan stood abruptly, crossing to Esperanza in three quick strides. He traced his hand up her side, over her ribs, before tangling in her hair. She gasped, playing into it immediately, her body arching against his.

“Excuse us. I’m gonna fuck my slutty wife now,” he said loud enough for the pets to hear.

Number One looked up from his magazine, mouth opening to object or perhaps to suggest they could provide whatever was needed.

Ethan didn’t wait. He pulled Esperanza toward the bedroom, her stumbling steps and breathless laugh perfectly choreographed. She reached back to grab his shirt, pulling him along eagerly.

“Music,” she managed between staged gasps.

Once in the bedroom, she went straight to the sound system, scrolling through options before selecting something with heavy bass. The music pulsed through the walls as she turned it up, then up again, loud enough to cover conversation.

They threw themselves at each other, both assuming cameras were hidden somewhere in the bedroom. Ethan pushed her against the wall, his mouth finding her neck while her hands pulled at his shirt. Every movement deliberately passionate, performed for any watching eyes.

Esperanza yanked his shirt over his head then pulled off her cashmere sweater in one fluid motion. They stumbled toward the bed, her hands working at his belt while he unhooked her bra. The music thundered around them, bass rattling the windows.

They fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs. Ethan positioned himself over her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, both of them breathing hard. To anyone watching, it would look like desperate need. In reality, their faces were close enough to speak without being seen.

“Heinrich practically gift-wrapped it,” Ethan said against her ear, his hands moving down her body, fingers finding the waistband of her pants. “You approaching Natasha tonight.”

She lifted her hips, letting him pull the fabric down while she moaned loud enough to carry. “She can move freely. We can’t.” Her hands worked at his zipper, freeing him from his jeans. “Get to Samuel. Patel.”

He kissed down her chest, tongue circling her nipple. “We can pass a note carefully.” His hand slipped between her legs, fingers starting their rhythm.

“Can’t risk it being seen,” she gasped, her hand wrapping around his cock, stroking.

Ethan pushed two fingers inside her. The sudden penetration made her gasp, then laugh—a sound that could have been pure pleasure.

“What?” he asked, fingers curving deeper.

“Tiny hotel shampoo bottle.” She rocked against his hand. “Perfect size.”

And then he understood. His fingers moved deeper, stretching slightly. “You sure?”

“She’ll know.” Esperanza pulled him down for a kiss. “She’s trained.”

He shifted position, replacing his fingers with his cock, both of them gasping at the contact. For a moment, they stayed still, adjusting to the sensation, her legs wrapped around his waist, his forehead pressed against hers.

Then they began to move, slowly at first. The strange reality of their situation—planning to pass nuclear intelligence while fucking for hidden cameras—created its own peculiar tension. Each thrust was both performance and release, each gasp both genuine and calculated.

Esperanza’s nails dragged down his back, leaving trails that would be visible at dinner. Good. Evidence of passion. Her hips rose to meet his, finding the rhythm that worked for both of them. After weeks of this, their bodies had developed their own language, separate from whatever their minds were doing.

The bass from the speakers vibrated through the bed frame, through their bodies, adding another layer of sensation. She tilted her hips, changing the angle, and he groaned against her neck—a sound pulled from somewhere deeper than performance.

“There,” she gasped when he hit the right spot. “Right there.”

He kept the angle, kept the pace, watching her face change as she climbed. The flush spreading down her chest, her breath coming in shorter gasps, her thighs beginning to tremble. All the signs he’d learned to read.

She came with a sharp cry that cut through the music, her body clenching around him, back arching off the bed.

The sight of her coming undid him. Ethan thrust deeper, once, twice, then buried himself completely as his own orgasm hit. He pressed his face into her neck, muffling his groan against her skin, breathing in sweat and perfume as he shuddered through it.

They lay there for a moment, both breathing hard. The music still pounded around them, covering the sound of their recovery. Esperanza’s fingers traced lazy patterns on his back—an unexpectedly gentle gesture after the intensity.

Then she pushed him off, playful but purposeful. “I need that shower now.”

She walked naked to the bathroom, leaving the door open. Through the pounding music, Ethan heard the shower start.

He opened the bedroom door without bothering to dress. Both pets looked up from their positions—Number One had moved to the couch, Number Two was arranging flowers in a vase that didn’t need arranging. Their eyes tracked down his body, taking in the scratches on his back, the sweat still cooling on his skin.

“She destroyed me,” he said, playing up his exhaustion. “I need water. And about an hour to recover before dinner.”

Number One smirked, his eyes lingering. Number Two went to the kitchen, returning with a bottle of water and a towel, her gaze equally appreciative.

“Should we check on her?” Number Two asked, glancing toward the bathroom where steam was starting to escape.

“She likes her privacy after,” Ethan said, taking the water gratefully, making no move to cover himself with the towel. “Trust me.”

He collapsed into one of the chairs, legs spread wide, head tipped back against the cushion. He took a long drink of water, letting some of it spill down his chest, then stretched languorously, every muscle on display. The pets exchanged glances. Number Two took a half-step toward him then stopped. Number One shifted on the couch, mouth opening then closing without speaking.

Ethan grabbed the magazine Number One had been reading, looked at both of them in their fetish attire. “Is that what you’re wearing to dinner?” Then he opened the magazine and started reading, dismissing them completely.




Chapter Four

“—like watching a master painter destroy his canvas to create something divine,” Al-Rashid was saying, his hands moving through the air as if conducting an orchestra. “True transformation requires the courage to burn what was, to birth what must be. The phoenix doesn’t politely request the flames—it demands immolation!”

Marc nodded earnestly from across the table, completely missing that they were discussing actual incineration. “Exactly. That’s what blockchain does to traditional banking. Complete destruction of the old paradigm.”

Natasha kept her expression neutral, cutting her meat with precise movements. The private dining room was intimate—one long table, candlelight making everyone look softer than they were. To her left, Heinrich presided from the head of the table. To her right, Marc gestured with his fork as he talked. And directly across from her, close enough that she could see the faint scar above his left eyebrow, sat Ethan.

“But destruction without purpose is merely vandalism,” Vincent Lam said, his voice mild as always. Strange how someone who’d made billions from children’s joy could sound so comfortable discussing annihilation. “The question is whether humanity has the wisdom to rebuild correctly.”

“Wisdom?” Brigitte laughed, leaning forward in a way that pressed her breast against Ethan’s arm. She’d been doing that all evening—little touches, meaningful looks. “Since when has humanity shown wisdom? We’re creatures of appetite, not angels of prudence.”

Ethan didn’t pull away from the contact, but his eyes flickered to Esperanza, quick and assessing. Esperanza’s mouth quirked slightly, almost amused. She reached for her wine, her other hand sliding onto Ethan’s thigh under the table, fingers spreading possessively across the muscle.

Natasha took a measured sip of her wine, using the motion to break eye contact with the scene across from her. When she set the glass down, her hand was perfectly steady. The absurdity of it hit her suddenly—who exactly was she supposed to be rooting for? Her husband to successfully seduce Heinrich’s wife? His fake wife to defend her territory? Herself to do nothing while both happened? The situation was so perfectly fucked that she almost laughed.

“Appetite is exactly right,” Heinrich said, refilling glasses with a vintage that probably cost more than most people’s rent. “We pretend civilization has tamed us, but we’re still the same creatures who painted caves and feared the dark. We just have better toys now.”

Marc leaned forward eagerly. “That’s what the tokenization protocol addresses. It strips away the artificial barriers between desire and fulfillment. When everything has a token value, exchange becomes frictionless.”

Number One moved silently around the table, clearing plates with practiced efficiency. Number Two followed with the next course—duck confit with cherry reduction, presented like small sculptures. Two years ago, Natasha would have had to Google “confit.” Now she knew without thinking—the duck leg cured in salt, cooked in its own fat until it fell apart at the touch of a fork. Strange what became normal. She picked up the correct fork without looking, cut into the meat with the precise angle that suggested she’d always done this.

“Appetite drives everything,” Al-Rashid said, watching Number Two pour wine with obvious appreciation. “As Rumi wrote, ‘Let yourself be silently drawn by the strange pull of what you really love. It will not lead you astray.’ We are pulled toward transformation whether we admit it or not.”

“You’re quoting Sufis at a dinner about financial systems?” Vincent said dryly.

“Why not? ‘Sell your cleverness and buy bewilderment,’ Rumi also said.” Al-Rashid’s eyes gleamed with delight. “What is Marc’s tokenization but selling the old cleverness of traditional banking to buy the bewilderment of a new world? Your blockchain—it’s the whirling dervish of economics, spinning until all sense of the old world disappears!”

Marc practically glowed at the comparison, sitting straighter in his chair. “I’ve never thought of it that way, but yes—complete transformation through technological transcendence.”

“Transcendence requires sacrifice,” Esperanza said, speaking for the first time in a while. She stretched slightly, her hand still on Ethan’s thigh. “The question is always what you’re willing to burn.”

“Speaking of appetite,” Heinrich said, observing the dynamics at his table with obvious satisfaction. “Brigitte, you’ve been practically devouring Ethan with your eyes all evening. Why not see if his talents extend beyond what we witnessed at the party?”

Brigitte didn’t even pretend to be embarrassed. “I was trying to be subtle.”

“Subtle is overrated,” Heinrich said then stood slightly, wine glass in hand, addressing the table like a master of ceremonies. “Please, Ethan, don’t hold back on my account. I find jealousy tedious.” He gestured broadly toward Esperanza. “And no one should feel bad for his lovely wife. I’ve gotten the distinct impression she has her own interests to pursue this evening.” His gaze swept the table meaningfully before landing on Natasha for just a moment.

Marc straightened in his chair, processing the shift in the evening’s dynamics. The philosophical dinner was transforming into something else, something distinctly Les Libertins.

Esperanza leaned back in her chair, her gaze sliding over to Natasha with unmistakable intent. She tilted her head slightly, studying Natasha like she was considering a particularly interesting dessert. The look was predatory but playful, exactly the kind of attention that fit this room.

Natasha felt Marc shift beside her, noticing the attention. She could practically feel him calculating—his girlfriend being desired by one of the MemeLord creators would raise his status. But he needed to feel like he was in control of it.

“Your wife has excellent taste,” Natasha said to Ethan, keeping her voice light, almost amused. Then she turned to Marc, her hand finding his arm. “She’s been looking at me like that since the salad course.”

Ethan met her eyes directly, the first real moment of connection all evening. “I’m the luckiest man on Earth. And only a fool would stand in my wife’s way.”

Marc laughed, looking back and forth between Esperanza and Natasha with barely contained excitement. “Well, I’m certainly no fool. If Natasha is interested, I imagine we’d all enjoy seeing that.”

“Very interested,” Natasha said, holding Esperanza’s gaze. There was heat there, recognition. They both remembered Rafael’s compound, his hands on them, the discoveries made in that bed. But this was different—no Rafael orchestrating, just the two of them with their own agenda.

Esperanza stood slowly, deliberately. “Then why are we still talking about it?”

“Because,” Heinrich interjected with amusement, “we haven’t had dessert yet. And Carlos makes an exceptional chocolate soufflé that I won’t have ignored for anyone’s libido.” He gestured for the pets to bring the final course. “Anticipation makes everything sweeter.”

Esperanza sat back down, her eyes never leaving Natasha’s face. She’d expected to see nervousness, maybe excitement. Instead, Natasha was looking at her with an expression Esperanza had never seen before—predatory, aggressive, almost feral. The kind of look that promised retribution.

Oh shit, Esperanza realized. She watched me fuck her husband and now she wants payback.

A slow smile spread across Esperanza’s face. She could work with this. Hell, she could enjoy this. Let Natasha take whatever she needed to take. The capsule would get delivered either way.

Ethan’s gaze was fixed on the two women, the tension between them impossible to ignore. Brigitte noticed immediately, her hand pausing on his thigh.

“That promises to be quite a show,” she murmured in his ear, her breath warm against his neck. “But don’t worry, darling. I promise to take very good care of you.” Her hand resumed its movement, more insistent now, as if reclaiming his attention.

Ethan turned his focus to Brigitte, letting her green eyes fill his vision. The whole situation was so comprehensively fucked—his wife about to aggressively fuck his fake wife while he performed with a board member’s actual wife, all while planning to pass intel about nuclear terrorism through a sex act. He’d had simpler missions.

The soufflé arrived, perfect chocolate domes that Number Two placed with precision. Coffee followed in delicate cups that seemed absurd given what was about to happen. Through it all, Natasha never stopped staring at Esperanza. Not with the playful interest from earlier, but with something rawer. Hunger mixed with rage mixed with need.

Esperanza found herself glancing at Marc as he enthusiastically discussed token velocities with Vincent. This was Natasha’s cover boyfriend—the man she’d been pretending to love for months while her actual husband was inserted into the operation without warning. Then forced to watch that husband fuck Esperanza in front of a crowd, unable to react, unable to claim him.

The reports hadn’t captured how isolating that would be. How it would feel to perform intimacy with someone you tolerated at best while your real partner was right there, untouchable.

Esperanza met Natasha’s predatory gaze and let her shoulders relax slightly. A subtle signal—I’m not fighting you on this. She’d deliver the capsule, yes, but if Natasha needed to work something out physically, needed to reclaim some kind of power after months of powerlessness, then Esperanza would let her.

It was the least she could do.

Heinrich set down his coffee cup with satisfaction. “Now then, shall we adjourn to more comfortable surroundings?”

The sitting room was dimmer than the dining room, furnished with low couches and those ambiguous pieces that could be furniture or props, depending on need. The pets had preceded them, adjusting lighting, arranging cushions with practiced efficiency.

“So much better,” Heinrich said, settling into a leather chair positioned for optimal viewing. “Dining chairs are terrible for anything interesting.”

Marc practically vibrated with anticipation as he chose a spot on one of the couches. “Should I …? Where should—”

“Wherever you’re comfortable watching from,” Natasha said, not looking at him. Her attention was on Esperanza, who had moved toward one of the corners, near a chaise that would provide some concealment. Smart positioning.

Natasha followed her to that corner, understanding the choice. The authority in her own voice surprised her as she spoke. “Take off your dress.”

She’d been gentle with Marc, commanding only in practical ways. This was different—harder, with an edge she hadn’t known was there. Part of her recognized it wasn’t fair to Esperanza, who was her ally, her friend. But another part, the part that had watched Esperanza with Ethan, wanted to make her feel something. Wanted to see her controlled for once.

The command carried through the room. Esperanza blinked, clearly recalculating, then began unbuttoning with steady fingers.

Esperanza’s fingers worked down the buttons, her movements steady but different somehow. Natasha had never seen her look even remotely submissive before. Even playing the masseuse back at Rafael’s compound, she’d maintained that knowing confidence, that sense of being in control even while serving. But now, Esperanza was angling her head down just enough, taking her dress off when told, letting the fabric slip from her shoulders without her usual performative grace.

Natasha felt herself getting wet, but more than that, she felt something in her chest loosening. The rage that had been building all evening was still there, but underneath it was something else. Esperanza was going to let her do what she needed to do. Not because the mission required it, but because she understood.

She was a true friend.

Natasha stepped forward, sliding her hand into Esperanza’s hair and pulling firmly enough to tilt her head back. Their eyes met—Esperanza’s dark gaze steady, waiting.

“You’re going to do what I tell you to?” Natasha asked, her voice lower than usual. She licked her lips, tasting her own lipstick.

Esperanza nodded, keeping her chin angled down even with Natasha’s grip in her hair. But in her eyes was that spark of understanding, a warmth that said she knew exactly what was happening here, and it was okay.

“Good.”

Natasha leaned in and kissed her aggressively, hungrily. It was nothing like the tentative exploration at Rafael’s compound. This was Natasha taking what she wanted, her tongue pushing past Esperanza’s lips, her teeth catching Esperanza’s bottom lip hard enough to make her gasp.

The room had gone quiet except for the sounds of their mouths meeting, breaking apart, meeting again. Natasha’s free hand found Esperanza’s throat, not squeezing, just holding, feeling her pulse race under her fingers.

Across the room, Brigitte had Ethan’s shirt completely off, her mouth working down his chest, leaving small red marks with her teeth. She was methodical about it, creating a pattern that would be visible for days.

“All that crypto mining,” she murmured against his skin, “must include significant gym time.” Her teeth found his nipple, making him inhale sharply.

Heinrich watched from his chair with obvious amusement, occasionally sipping his brandy. Marc had shifted to the edge of the couch, completely absorbed in watching Natasha with Esperanza, his breathing already uneven. The pets stood ready with towels and water, professional as waitstaff despite their fetish attire.

Brigitte straightened, reaching behind herself to unhook her dress, letting the top fall forward. She was in her forties, maintained with the kind of precision that money allowed—skin still taut, body toned from trainers and treatments. She pressed closer to Ethan, guiding his face between her breasts. “Show me what you do for your wife,” she said.

Ethan’s mouth found her nipple, his tongue circling before sucking gently. The breasts were augmented, he could tell, but expertly done—still soft, still responsive. His hands came up to cup them, thumbs brushing the undersides. Brigitte wasn’t remotely self-conscious about any of it. Why would she be? Her body was exactly what she’d paid for it to be.

“Lower,” she murmured, taking his hands and guiding them down to her ass, pressing them firmly against her. “That’s better.” She held his face against her breast with one hand while the other worked at his belt.

Heinrich watched it all with the satisfaction of a man whose life had turned out exactly as planned.

Across the room, Natasha had Esperanza pressed against the wall, one hand still tangled in her hair while the other traced down her side. She could hear Brigitte’s satisfied sounds, Marc’s heavy breathing from the couch, but her focus was entirely on the woman in front of her.

“Turn around,” Natasha said, releasing Esperanza’s hair.

Esperanza turned to face the wall, hands braced against it. Natasha moved behind her, close enough that her breath stirred the hair at Esperanza’s neck. She ran her hands down Esperanza’s arms, then around to her belly, feeling the muscles tense under her touch.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Natasha said, loud enough for the room to hear, playing her part. Her hand moved lower, fingers finding the edge of Esperanza’s underwear. “Since dinner.”

She pressed closer, her front against Esperanza’s back, feeling the other woman’s breathing change. This was performance, but it was also something else—a chance to touch someone who understood the game they were all playing.

Natasha kept her grip firm in Esperanza’s hair, pulling her head back to expose her throat. She kissed along the exposed skin then bit down where neck met shoulder—not gently. Esperanza gasped, her body arching.

Natasha’s free hand explored deliberately. She cupped Esperanza’s breast, thumb circling the nipple until it hardened, then pinched it sharply enough to make Esperanza inhale through her teeth. Her hand traced down Esperanza’s ribs, across her abdomen, around to grip her ass hard enough to leave marks. All while keeping that grip in her hair, controlling where she could look, how she could move.

“You like this,” Natasha said against her ear. Not a question. She could feel how wet Esperanza was getting through the thin fabric of her underwear when her hand moved between her legs. “Being told what to do for once.”

Esperanza nodded, a small movement restricted by Natasha’s grip. Her breathing had gone shallow, her body responding to every touch despite—or because of—the audience watching them.

Natasha kissed her again, pushing her tongue deep into Esperanza’s mouth, tasting wine and something sweeter. Her hand moved down, sliding into Esperanza’s underwear, fingers finding wetness.

But there was the slightest response—Esperanza’s tongue twitched, her fingers intercepted Natasha’s hand, just barely. A subtle redirection that anyone watching would miss.

Natasha understood immediately. Don’t take the underwear off. She had to remind herself not to get lost in what was happening. Esperanza had something planned, something that required the panties to stay on.

So, Natasha worked within that constraint, her fingers moving against Esperanza through the fabric, then slipping just inside the elastic to touch skin. She kept her other hand in Esperanza’s hair, using the grip to turn her head, to kiss her throat, to maintain control while giving Esperanza whatever room she needed for her plan.

“So wet already,” Natasha said, loud enough for Marc to hear, for the room to appreciate. She pressed her fingers against Esperanza’s clit through the underwear, making her gasp. “I’ve barely started with you.”

Across the room, Ethan could see Esperanza between Natasha’s thighs. He knew that look of concentration on Esperanza’s face—she was working, not just performing. Whatever she planned to do, now was the moment.

He needed to draw attention.

Ethan pulled Brigitte up from her knees, perhaps more forcefully than necessary. She made a sound of surprise that drew eyes.

“My turn,” he said loud enough to carry. He pushed her back onto the couch, immediately going to his knees in front of her. His hands pushed her dress up, revealing that she wore nothing underneath.

“Oh,” Heinrich said with interest, setting down his brandy. “Now this should be educational.”

Ethan made it theatrical—spreading Brigitte’s legs wide, looking up at her with intentional eye contact before lowering his mouth to her. Brigitte’s resulting cry was loud enough that everyone except Esperanza turned to watch.

Perfect. Whatever Esperanza needed to do, she had her window.

Ethan knew exactly what he was doing. He’d learned long ago that enthusiasm mattered more than any specific technique, and right now, he needed Brigitte completely lost in sensation.

He started slow, deliberate, his tongue tracing patterns that made her hips lift off the couch. When he found the rhythm that made her gasp, he stayed with it, steady and relentless. His hands held her thighs open, keeping her exposed to both his mouth and the room’s attention.

“Oh God,” Brigitte gasped, her usual composure cracking. Her hand found his hair, gripping tight. “Yes, right there—”

He didn’t stop. He kept the exact pressure, the exact speed, even as she started to shake. When he slid two fingers inside her while maintaining that rhythm with his tongue, she cried out loud enough that Al-Rashid actually stopped his poetry mid-verse to watch.

“Mein Gott,” she gasped, slipping into German as her control fractured. “Genau da, nicht aufhören—”

Heinrich leaned forward in his chair, genuinely interested. “She only speaks German when she’s about to come,” he observed conversationally. “You’re doing something right.”

Brigitte’s thighs were trembling now, her breathing going ragged. “Scheisse, ich komme gleich—” The German came faster now, a stream of words Ethan didn’t understand but whose meaning was clear.

Brigitte took him all the way to the base, her nose pressed against his abdomen. Somehow, even with him fully in her throat, her tongue snaked out, darting along what it could reach. The sensation was overwhelming—the tight heat of her throat combined with that impossible tongue movement.

Ethan’s fingers tightened in her hair involuntarily. She hummed in satisfaction, the vibration adding another layer of sensation. When she finally pulled back, it was slowly, letting him feel every inch, before diving back down again without pause.

“Christ,” he breathed, the word escaping before he could stop it.

Heinrich chuckled from his chair. “My wife has many talents. Though I suspect yours might be equally skilled, given your performance at the party.” He took another sip of brandy. “It’s fascinating how perfectly matched couples find each other, isn’t it?”

Brigitte continued her rhythm, establishing a pace that was going to end things quickly if Ethan didn’t find something else to focus on. His eyes found Natasha working Esperanza just a few yards away, and the sight didn’t help his control at all.

Esperanza sank to her knees in front of Natasha, who remained fully clothed, still in complete control. Natasha extended her foot between Esperanza’s legs, the leather of her heel pressing against the fabric of her underwear.

“Hump my foot,” Natasha commanded. “Like a dog.”

Esperanza kept eye contact as she began to move, a flicker of amusement in her eyes even as she obeyed. She rocked against Natasha’s foot, the friction through her panties making her breath catch. She kept looking up, never breaking that connection.

“Keep looking at me,” Natasha said. “Keep your tongue out.”

Esperanza opened her mouth wide, tongue extended, breathing visible. Natasha looked down at her, thinking how Esperanza had probably experienced so much that nothing Natasha could do would truly degrade her. The thought was oddly comforting—she could take what she needed without actually harming someone she cared about.

After a moment, Esperanza’s hips still moving against her foot, she asked around her extended tongue, “Please, can I eat your pussy?”

The request was perfectly pitched—submissive enough for the room, but with just enough of Esperanza’s natural confidence bleeding through. Marc made a sound from the couch, something between a gasp and a groan.

Natasha smiled. Esperanza wanted this for some reason—not just to pleasure her, but for some operational purpose. She was angling for something.

Natasha moved to one of the chairs, settling into it with deliberate grace. She slid her dress up her thighs then hooked her thumbs into her underwear, lifting her hips to slide them down and off. She let them drop to the floor beside the chair.

“Come here,” she said to Esperanza, who crawled forward on her knees, maintaining that submissive posture even as her eyes stayed alert, calculating.

Natasha spread her legs, one hand tangling in Esperanza’s hair to guide her forward. “Show everyone how good you are with that mouth.”

Esperanza moved between Natasha’s thighs, her hands coming up to rest on Natasha’s hips. She started slowly, teasingly, her tongue tracing light patterns that made Natasha’s breath catch despite herself. Whatever Esperanza’s agenda, she was committed to making this look real.

Esperanza was lost between Natasha’s thighs, her tongue working with focused intensity. Natasha let herself relax into it, one hand still tangled in Esperanza’s hair but no longer controlling, just resting there. The sensation was good—better than good. Esperanza knew exactly what she was doing.

Natasha’s gaze drifted across the room. Brigitte’s thighs were clamped around Ethan’s head as she arched off the couch, clearly in the throes of orgasm, her cries in German filling the room.

That’s when she felt it.

Esperanza’s fingers had been working inside her, two, then three, building a rhythm that matched her tongue. But there was suddenly something else—something small and hard being pushed deeper inside. Not a finger. Something foreign. Smooth, cylindrical.

Natasha’s body tensed for just a moment, then she forced herself to relax, to moan as if Esperanza had just found the perfect angle. This was why Esperanza had maneuvered them here. This was the point of the entire evening.

She looked down, meeting Esperanza’s eyes. An understanding passed between them—message received, no questions asked. Esperanza refocused on Natasha’s clit with renewed intensity, her tongue working in tight circles.

The orgasm built steadily, inevitably. Natasha let it come but kept part of herself separate, aware. She couldn’t afford to lose control completely. When she came, it was with a sharp gasp, her thighs trembling, real enough for the audience but contained enough that she stayed present.

Natasha slid from the chair to the floor, staying in a crouch, and pulled Esperanza into a kiss. She could taste herself on Esperanza’s lips, intimate and strange. They breathed together for a moment, foreheads touching, just two people who understood exactly what the other was going through.

Esperanza’s hand came up to cup Natasha’s face, thumb stroking her cheekbone. The touch was gentle, real in a way that nothing else in this room was. For just these few seconds, they weren’t performing. They were just two women trapped in the same impossible situation, finding comfort in shared understanding.

Their moment was broken by Brigitte’s voice cutting through the room.

“Take me, Ethan. In front of my husband and your wife.”

She’d gotten on all fours on the floor, her ass presented to him. Ethan moved behind her, sliding into her with one smooth thrust that made her gasp. Heinrich leaned forward in his chair, watching with obvious appreciation as Ethan began fucking his wife.

Brigitte looked over at her husband then turned to smile at Esperanza, clearly thinking she was simultaneously cuckolding both Heinrich and Ethan’s wife. The satisfaction on her face was almost comical.

Natasha and Esperanza held each other, watching the display. Natasha felt laughter bubbling up inside her at the absolute absurdity of it all—the layers of deception, the mistaken assumptions, the fact that Brigitte thought she was winning some game she didn’t even understand. Her body shook slightly with suppressed laughter.

Esperanza felt it, wrapping her arms tighter around Natasha, her own shoulders starting to shake. The whole situation was so comprehensively ridiculous.

Ethan looked over at them mid-thrust, locking eyes with both women. He could see Natasha about to burst out laughing, could read Esperanza’s barely contained amusement. For a moment, he felt it, too—the complete absurdity of their situation threatening to break through his control.

He broke eye contact quickly, refocusing on Brigitte, increasing his pace until he came loudly inside her, letting the physical release cover what had almost been laughter.

Brigitte pulled herself forward then turned to sit facing the room. She reached between her legs, bringing her fingers to her mouth and licking Ethan’s cum off them slowly, making deliberate eye contact with both Heinrich and Esperanza. The look of victory on her face was almost theatrical.

Heinrich laughed, genuine amusement in his voice. “A fantastic evening. I’m glad we could take a break in the midst of our important work.” He stood, adjusting his clothes. “But tomorrow, we return to reshaping the world.”

Marc was still on the couch, looking dazed. Al-Rashid had Number Two in his lap, murmuring something about celestial bodies. Vincent Lam had observed everything without participating, still nursing the same glass of wine from dinner.

“Shall we retire?” Heinrich asked Brigitte, offering his hand. She took it, standing with only slightly unsteady legs. “I believe everyone knows their way back to their rooms.”

The pets began efficiently cleaning up—gathering discarded clothing, straightening furniture. The evening was ending. Natasha felt the weight of what was inside her—whatever Esperanza had passed along. She needed to get back to her suite, to privacy, to figure out what came next.

Marc stood unsteadily, reaching for Natasha’s hand. “That was … that was incredible.”

*** 

Natasha closed the bathroom door behind her, locking it. Marc was already passed out on the bed, still fully clothed. She could hear his snoring through the door.

She sat on the edge of the tub, working the small cylinder out of herself. It was slippery, about the size of a hotel shampoo bottle, just as she’d guessed. The cap twisted off to reveal tightly rolled paper inside.

Her hands shook slightly as she unrolled it. The writing was tiny, precise. Esperanza’s hand.

She read it once.

Then again.

The paper trembled in her hands. She had to grip the edge of the tub to steady herself.

She read it a third time.

“Oh, dear God.”




Chapter Five

Patel watched from behind a mausoleum as Natasha approached the Duarte family tomb. Two p.m. exactly.

She moved like any other tourist, pausing to read inscriptions, taking a photo with her phone. When she reached the tomb, she bent slightly, appearing to adjust her shoe while she moved her hand toward the base of the left angel. Then she straightened and walked away.

He waited five minutes, scanning for surveillance, for anyone following her. Nothing. Just tourists wandering among the elaborate tombs, the afternoon sun casting long shadows between the marble monuments.

He approached casually, pulling out his phone as if checking directions. The base of the angel looked undisturbed. He crouched, running his fingers along the stone where she should have left the message.

Nothing.

He checked again, feeling for a folded paper, a microdot, anything. The space was empty. Had she been compromised? Unable to leave the intel? He stood, trying to work through what could have gone wrong.

“We need to talk.”

Patel spun around. Natasha stood three feet away, having approached silently while he’d been searching. This was completely fucked. You never revealed yourself at a dead drop. Never.

But he didn’t blink. Didn’t express the shock racing through him. If she’d broken this much protocol, she had a reason.

“Walk with me,” she said quietly. “Like we’re old friends who ran into each other.”

They fell into step together, moving deeper into the cemetery among the elaborate tombs and monuments.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” Patel started, his voice tight with controlled anger. “The entire point of a dead drop is that we don’t meet. It’s literally in the name—dead drop. As in no living people making contact. We leave things for each other like very secretive pen pals who never want to—”

“Seventy-two million people,” Natasha cut him off. “Nuclear weapons at twelve major shipping ports. They’re going to kill seventy-two million people.”

Patel’s stride faltered. His face went completely still, the kind of stillness that meant he was processing something catastrophic.

“When?”

“Weeks. Maybe less. Rotterdam, Dubai, Shanghai, Long Beach, others. Containers with nuclear devices already in position or moving into position.” She kept her voice low, conversational, even as she delivered information that changed everything. “Marc’s tokenization system is designed to replace the entire global economy after the ports are destroyed.”

They passed a group of tourists photographing Eva Perón’s tomb. Patel smiled at them, nodded, kept walking. When they were out of earshot, he spoke again.

“How solid is this?”

“Ethan and Esperanza are inside Heinrich’s inner circle. They got this from the board meeting. The actual board. This isn’t speculation—it’s their active plan.”

Patel started to speak but Natasha kept going.

“The board includes the people we know about, but also Sheikh Al-Rashid, one of the Rothchilds, Amara Diallo, Vincent Lam, and Lucia Laurent.”

That stopped him completely. He stood still for a moment then forced himself to keep walking. A couple passed them, speaking Spanish about the architecture.

“Laurent,” he said quietly. “Jesus Christ. That explains everything. Three days ago, we got stand-down orders from above. Complete shutdown of the Les Libertins investigation.”

Now it was Natasha’s turn to stop walking. “What?”

“The operation is officially over. Gabe couldn’t get answers from anyone about why. His supervisor won’t take his calls. It’s like someone hit pause and walked away.” Patel guided her to keep moving, passed two tourists admiring graves. “But if Laurent’s involved—she has people everywhere. Half of Congress has taken her money. The DOJ, the State Department—”

“So, we’re …” Natasha processed this. “We’re completely on our own?”

“Gabe’s on his way here. Unofficially. Samuel and I are supposedly on vacation.” He managed a grim smile. “So, yes, we’re trying to stop nuclear terrorism with no backup, no resources, and no legal authority. Against someone who owns half the government.”

“Jesus.” Natasha ran a hand through her hair. “That’s why I need to get back to Marc. He built their system, but he doesn’t know about the deaths. When he finds out—”

“You think he’ll help?”

“I think so. I think …” She paused, working through how to explain it. “For all his faults, there’s a reason they didn’t tell him. He thinks he’s kept on the outside for petty high school clique reasons. But, actually, they know that, despite how pathetic he is, he isn’t evil. He isn’t ‘more deaths than Hitler’ evil.”

They walked in silence for a moment, passing elaborate marble angels and weathered headstones.

Patel stopped at a bench, pretending to tie his shoe while scanning the area. “Do you know why we’ve lost contact with Esperanza and Ethan?”

“Heinrich is keeping them on a short leash.” Natasha paused to read an inscription, playing tourist. “They’re new, so he doesn’t trust them.”

“How’d they get this info to you?”

She traced the engraved dates with her finger, not meeting his eyes. “Um … it was awkward.”

“Worse than seventy-two million deaths?”

A tour group passed, their guide explaining something in Italian. Natasha waited until they were out of earshot. “Esperanza went down on me at a party last night and slipped the note into my pussy in a single-use hotel shampoo bottle.”

Patel’s hand froze halfway through retying his shoe. He finished the knot with deliberate care, stood, then brushed dust off his knee. “Well.” He started walking again, faster than before. “That’s … operationally creative.”

Natasha matched his pace, stepping around a photographer crouched by a grave. “It was the only way to pass it without being seen. Everything at Les Libertins gatherings is performance, so—”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Patel said. “You guys are the right people for the job.”

Natasha suddenly turned and hit his arm. Hard. Then again. And again.

“Wait! What?”

“That’s for not telling me that Ethan was coming in!” Her voice cracked slightly. “I found out it was him moments before he was inside Esperanza in front of the entire group!”

“You know I couldn’t—”

“I know!” The word came out louder than she’s intended. She stopped, took a breath, pressed her palms against her eyes for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was controlled. “I know.”

“Nat …” Patel’s voice was softer than she’d ever heard it. “I’m sorry. I have no idea what you’ve been through.”

She stood there for a long moment, jaw tight, holding it together, gathering everything back in. A groundskeeper walked past with a wheelbarrow. Birds called from the trees. Normal cemetery sounds while her world fell apart and reformed itself over and over.

Finally, she straightened, the operative mask sliding back into place. “We have seventy-two million people to save. Everything else is …” She didn’t finish the sentence.

“When Gabe gets here, we’ll figure out a plan. Without official channels, without backup, but we’ll figure it out.”

“Marc’s the key,” she said, already walking again. “I just need to figure out how to break someone who’s already broken.”

“What can I do for you?” Patel asked quietly.

“Nothing.” She looked at him, managing something close to a smile. “Just having a real conversation is doing a lot.”

They’d circled back toward the main path. More tourists now, cameras and guidebooks, the living moving among monuments to the dead. Natasha checked her phone—she’d been gone almost an hour. Marc might actually notice if she was gone much longer.

“I should get back,” she said. “He’ll be wanting dinner soon. Some restaurant Heinrich recommended.”

“Be careful. If Laurent has people everywhere—”

“She doesn’t know I know. None of them do. I’m just Marc’s girlfriend. The one who’s up for whatever the group wants.” The bitterness in her voice surprised even her. “A very accommodating accessory.”

Patel touched her arm briefly. “Three months of this. You’ve held it together longer than most people could.”

“Not much longer now. One way or another, this ends soon.”

They reached the cemetery gates. Outside, Buenos Aires traffic moved in its usual chaos. Normal life continuing while they carried knowledge of its potential end.

“If you have anything or need something,” Patel said quietly, “the Japanese Garden in Palermo. There’s a bamboo grove behind the bench near the tea house. I’ll check it daily.”

She nodded, memorizing the location. “I can try to walk through it every day, around six p.m.. Tell Gabe to hurry. We’re running out of time.”

“Nat, when you tell Marc, have an exit strategy. Desperate people do desperate things.”

She was already stepping toward the street to hail a cab. “I know.”

The taxi pulled up, and she got in without looking back. Through the rear window, she watched Patel disappear back into the cemetery, probably taking a different exit. Two operatives who’d just broken protocol to prevent seventy-two million deaths.

*** 

Patel walked deeper into Recoleta Cemetery, taking a circuitous route back toward the northern exit. He’d parked three blocks away, standard procedure, never take the direct path back to your vehicle.

He paused at a crossroads between mausoleums, pretending to consult his phone while checking his periphery. Tourists, mourners, the usual cemetery traffic. A woman in dark sunglasses near the Paz family tomb, reading the inscription. Or appearing to.

At the next intersection, he caught a glimpse of dark sunglasses again. Different angle, same careful distance. Could be nothing. Buenos Aires was full of women in sunglasses visiting famous graves.

But in this city, with Laurent’s reach, with everything they’d just discussed …

Patel kept his pace steady, tourist-casual, unable to shake the feeling that someone had been watching.

*** 

Patel parked three blocks from the safehouse, taking a different route than he’d used that morning. The woman in sunglasses at the cemetery could have been nothing. Probably was nothing. But his year in intelligence work had taught him that paranoia was just another word for caution when nuclear weapons were involved.

The building was a nondescript apartment complex in Palermo, the kind where young professionals lived and tourists rented short-term.

He entered through the parking garage, taking the service elevator to the third floor, then the stairs up two more flights. All clear, all normal. A woman passed him carrying groceries. A man argued with someone on his phone about football.

The safehouse door looked undisturbed. The tiny piece of tape he’d placed at the bottom corner was still there, positioned exactly as he’d left it. Good. He relaxed slightly, fishing out his keys. Sam was probably still monitoring communications, drinking his way through their coffee supply.

Patel entered and closed the door behind him. “Honey, I’m home …”

It had started as a joke but became their calling card. Patel used to casually work his homosexuality into conversations, to remind people, to tease out any homophobes. After years in the Navy, he’d let that insecurity go. Still, he’d been gratified to learn that no one on his current team seemed bothered by it.

He smiled as he turned the locks, engaging both deadbolts. But there’d been no response from Sam. No sarcastic comment about divorce papers, no complaint about him being late.

Unless Sam had found a reason to leave—and he would have signaled that somehow—this was a problem.

“Sam?” Patel kept his voice casual while his hand moved to the Glock at his hip. The apartment was too quiet. No keyboard sounds, no coffee maker gurgling. Sam was always making coffee.

“Did you eat the last of the empanadas?” Patel called out, moving toward the kitchen. Empty. Coffee maker cold. “Because I specifically labeled them with my name.” He checked behind the counter, cleared the corners. Nothing.

“I know you think my handwriting is just a suggestion, but—” The bathroom next. Door ajar, light off. He pushed it open with his foot, Glock now drawn but held low. Also empty. Towels still damp from the morning. “—property rights are the foundation of civilization, Sam.”

The living room was ahead, around the corner. That was where Sam’s workstation was set up, where he should be sitting surrounded by empty coffee cups and surveillance feeds.

He rounded the corner into the living room, Glock extended, when a baton struck down hard on his outstretched arm. The impact was precise—right on the nerve cluster above his wrist. The gun clattered across the hardwood floor, his entire hand going numb from fingertips to elbow.

Patel reacted immediately, peripheral vision catching a man to his left, just outside of arm’s reach. Instead of engaging, Patel pivoted backward, grabbing the door with his good hand and slamming it shut with his full body weight behind it.

The timing was perfect … or terrible, depending on perspective. The man had been lunging forward, arm extended to grab or strike, when the heavy door caught his hand in the jamb. The crunch of fingers against wood and metal frame was audible, bone and cartilage compressing in ways they weren’t meant to.

Patel rammed his shoulder into the door, flinging it wide. The force sent the injured man stumbling backward, clutching his crushed fingers to his chest.

In that split-second, Patel took in the room: Sam tied to his desk chair with zip ties, mouth covered with duct tape but eyes alert and furious. Another man dressed like a local—jeans, River Plate football jersey—was already moving from the window to help his injured partner. The workstation monitors were dark, cables pulled. Professional job.

The injured man was bent forward, cradling his mangled hand against his abdomen, head bowed in pain. Patel didn’t hesitate—he drove his knee up hard into the man’s exposed face. The crack of impact echoed through the room, and the man’s head snapped back, his body following, crashing into the coffee table behind him.

Patel turned just in time to see the second man barreling toward him, shoulders low for a tackle. Patel sidestepped, but the man’s momentum was already committed—his hands caught Patel’s waist, fingers digging into his shirt and ribs.

The man in the football jersey was bigger, broader through the chest and shoulders. If this went to the ground, if it became a wrestling match, weight would win.

Patel pivoted hard, using the man’s grip against him, and drove his elbow down into the exposed shoulder joint. He was aiming for the spot where the tendons were most vulnerable, trying to separate the joint or at least damage the rotator cuff enough to weaken the man’s hold.

“Stop!” a woman commanded from the doorway.

Patel didn’t stop. He drove his elbow down again into the same shoulder, feeling something give under the impact. The man in the football jersey grunted, his grip loosening for just a moment as the pain registered.

“We are not here to harm you, Commander!” the woman yelled again.

The voice was crisp, British, authoritative. The man in the jersey was still gripping him but had stopped advancing, waiting for orders despite his damaged shoulder. Behind him, Sam was making muffled noises through the duct tape, eyes darting between Patel and whoever was in the doorway.

“We would have killed your partner and you if we wanted to. We would have killed Natasha if we needed to.”

That stopped him. They’d been watching Natasha, too. At the cemetery, or longer?

Patel released the man in the football jersey, shoving him away in the same motion. He dropped low, scooping his Glock from where it had fallen near the couch. He kept it pointed at the floor but ready, his finger indexed along the frame rather than on the trigger. Professional courtesy—not quite pointing a weapon at someone who claimed not to be a threat, but ready to change that in a heartbeat.

The man in the jersey stumbled back, holding his damaged shoulder, moving to stand near his partner who was still groaning on the floor by the coffee table. Sam’s eyes tracked everyone’s movements, still bound to the chair but very much alert.

Patel backed toward Sam’s chair, keeping the Glock low but ready, eyes on the three intruders. He reached back with his free hand, finding the edge of the duct tape by feel. The angle was awkward—he had to pull sideways and up, his palm inadvertently sliding across Sam’s cheek and jaw as he worked the tape free.

Patel looked at the woman properly for the first time. Large sunglasses pushed up on her head—the same ones from the cemetery. But her face wasn’t what he’d expected. Korean maybe? The bone structure suggested it, but something about her features made him uncertain. The kind of face that could pass for several different ethnicities depending on context.

She stood perfectly still in the doorway, hands visible at her sides, watching him with the patient confidence of someone who’d already won this encounter and was waiting for him to realize it.

“They’re Mossad,” Sam said, working his jaw side to side, testing for damage from the tape.

Patel kept his eyes on the woman. Mossad. That explained the surveillance at the cemetery, the professional entry, the fact they’d tied up Sam instead of killing him. It also meant they were dealing with one of the world’s most effective intelligence services, one that operated by its own rules and answered to no one except Tel Aviv.

“Are you all right?” Patel asked, still not taking his eyes off the woman.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Sam flexed his wrists against the zip ties, testing them. “If you want to convince us we’re friends, how about untying me?”

The woman reached slowly into her jacket pocket, movements deliberate and telegraphed. She pulled out a folding knife, opened it with one hand, and tossed it gently onto the coffee table between them. The blade landed with a soft thunk on the wood, well out of her immediate reach.

“By all means,” she said, that British accent crisp and controlled. “We need to talk, and I imagine Samuel would be more comfortable participating without the restraints.”

Patel kept his right hand on the Glock while he reached for the knife with his left. The position was awkward—he had to maintain sight lines on all three intruders while sawing through the zip ties behind Sam’s back. The blade was sharp though, slicing through the plastic restraints in a few quick motions.

Sam pulled his arms forward, rubbing his wrists where the ties had cut into the skin. Red marks circled both arms, but nothing serious. He flexed his fingers, getting circulation back, then stood slowly from the chair, keeping his movements non-threatening.

“So,” Patel said, still holding the Glock loosely at his side. “You’ve been following us since the cemetery.”

“And you know Natasha’s name.”

“Yes.” The woman’s expression didn’t change. “I was part of the entertainment at Les Libertins’ last party. Natasha’s boyfriend purchased me as a gift for her.”

Patel’s mind raced through the implications. This woman had been inside Les Libertins, close enough to touch their assets, and they’d had no idea.

Sam shifted beside him, clearly processing the same uncomfortable reality—Mossad had been running their own operation parallel to theirs, and doing it well enough that they’d gotten an operative into the inner circle as hired entertainment.

“How long have you been tracking Les Libertins?” Patel asked, though he wasn’t sure she’d answer.

“Six weeks,” she said. “But we’ve only been aware of your operation for the last week.”

“You figured out Natasha.”

“I was unsure. She conceals her disgust for Marc Duval well. But seeing her meet with you today was confirmation enough.”

Sam made a disgusted sound. “That’s what happens when you break dead-drop protocol.”

The woman tilted her head slightly, studying them. “Your asset seemed to think it was worth the risk.”

“Did she now?”

“Because whatever she told you made you go completely still for three seconds. You’re trained not to react, but you stopped walking entirely. Then you spent the rest of your conversation looking like someone had just informed you of a death in the family.”

Patel stayed silent, giving her nothing.

“Our countries’ interests align … much of the time,” she said after a moment. “Perhaps we can assist each other?”

“I’ll call you if that’s the case.”

The front door opened and closed.

Gabe walked in. He looked at the two injured men—one with a broken nose, blood on his shirt, the other holding his shoulder. Then at Patel and Sam. Then at the woman standing calmly in the doorway.

“Mossad?”

“They were just leaving,” Patel said, the Glock still loose in his hand.

“As I was telling your associate,” the woman said, not moving from her position, “our interests may well align.”

“And we’ll call you if we need any massive overkill,” Patel said dryly.

“Stay.”

Everyone looked at Gabe. He stood in the doorway, travel bag still over his shoulder, taking in the blood on the floor, Sam’s reddened wrists, the obvious tension in the room.

“We should compare notes,” Gabe said simply.

The woman tilted her head, considering. The two injured men looked to her for direction. Patel’s grip on the Glock tightened slightly.

Sam broke the silence. “This should be interesting.”

***

Natasha pushed through the hotel’s revolving doors, the afternoon heat giving way to aggressive air conditioning. The lobby was all marble and gold leaf, trying too hard to evoke European grandeur in the heart of Buenos Aires. A handful of guests sat in leather chairs, drinking cocktails that cost more than most people’s daily wages.

The concierge looked up from his desk, recognizing her. She’d become part of the ecosystem quickly—Marc Duval’s girlfriend, the pretty one who spoke decent Spanish and tipped well. He nodded politely. She smiled back, the same practiced smile she’d worn at the cemetery while discussing nuclear annihilation.

Her heels clicked across the marble as she headed for the elevators. A couple emerged from the bar, the woman laughing too loudly, the man’s hand possessive on her lower back. She’d seen them at breakfast yesterday, and at the pool before that. Everyone here was Les Libertins. Heinrich had probably booked the entire hotel.

The elevator was empty. She pressed the button for their floor and watched the doors slide shut. Her reflection stared back from the polished brass—composed, elegant, showing nothing of the weight she carried.

Seventy-two million people. The number kept repeating in her head like a broken record.

The elevator climbed smoothly, expensively quiet. Somewhere in this building, Ethan and Esperanza were playing their roles. Heinrich was planning logistics. And Marc was writing code that would manage the economy after the apocalypse, still thinking he was building a better future.

She stepped out onto their floor. The hallway stretched ahead, plush carpet muffling her footsteps. A room service tray sat outside one door, champagne bucket still sweating condensation. Even genocide, apparently, required proper celebration.

Their suite was at the end of the hall. She slid the keycard, heard the lock disengage with a soft click. Inside, Marc was exactly where she’d expected—hunched over his laptop at the desk, multiple monitors connected, code filling every screen. He didn’t look up.

“How was shopping?” he asked, fingers never stopping their movement across the keyboard.

“Fine.” She set down her purse on the console table. “Found what I was looking for.”

Natasha moved to stand behind his chair, asking, “What are you working on?” The screen was full of code she didn’t understand, but she recognized the intensity of his focus.

“Finalizing the conversion protocols,” Marc said, still typing. “When the old system collapses, we need seamless transition to the tokenized economy. Every asset needs to be instantly transferable to the new framework.”

“Tell me about it,” she said, her hands resting on his shoulders. “The new world you’re building.”

Marc’s fingers paused on the keyboard. He loved when she showed interest in his work—she could feel it in the way his shoulders straightened under her hands.

“It’s going to be beautiful,” he said, turning his chair to face her. “Complete transparency. Every transaction tracked, verified, immutable. No more hidden wealth, no more offshore accounts. Just pure, efficient exchange of value.”

“And between now and then?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. “How do we get from this world to that one?”

“Creative destruction,” Marc said, the phrase rolling off his tongue like he’d rehearsed it. “Economic disruptions, targeted attacks on internet infrastructure. Some governments will be exposed as completely unable to function without constant digital connection.” His eyes lit up with the pride of discovery. “And shipping lanes—I figured that part out myself. There’s going to be massive disruption to global shipping. Has to be. It’s the only way to break the current supply chain monopolies.”

“Creative destruction,” Natasha repeated, the words sitting strange in her mouth. “What does that mean for most people? The ones who aren’t visionaries?”

Marc shifted in his chair, suddenly less comfortable. “There will be … difficulties. During the transition. Supply chains will break down before the new system is fully operational. Food distribution, medicine, basic goods—there’ll be shortages.”

“People will die,” she said. Not a question.

“Yes.” The word came out quieter. Marc looked at his screens instead of at her. “Any major economic transition involves casualties. The Great Depression, the fall of the Soviet Union, even the 2008 financial crisis. People always die when systems change.”

“How many?” Natasha kept her voice neutral, curious rather than accusing.

Marc’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know. Heinrich says the modeling is complex. Depends on how quickly governments adapt, how well the tokenization system handles the initial surge.” He turned back to his keyboard, fingers hovering over the keys without typing. “It’s not my department. I build the system. Other people handle the … operational details.”

“What if it’s ten thousand people?”

Marc’s fingers stilled completely. “Ten thousand.” He seemed to be tasting the number, trying to fit it into his vision. “That’s … in a global transition, that would actually be remarkably low. More people than that die from preventable diseases every day.”

“What about a hundred thousand?”

His shoulders tensed. “That’s starting to sound like a war.”

“A million?”

Marc spun his chair to fully face her, his face flushed. “That’s ridiculous! No one would go along with that. These are good people, Natasha. Visionaries. They’re not mass murderers.” He stood up, pacing to the window. “Heinrich, Sheikh Al-Rashid, the others—they’re trying to build something better. They’re not Stalin or Mao or … or Hitler.”

Natasha stared at him quietly, watching his agitated stance by the window. The words were right there: Seventy-two million, Marc. Nuclear weapons. This was the moment to shatter his illusions.

Then she thought of Ethan, trapped in Heinrich’s suite with Esperanza. Under constant guard. If Marc ran to Heinrich, if he chose his desperate need for approval over the truth, Ethan would be dead within an hour. Tortured first, probably, to find out what else they knew.

She forced a smile and made her voice light and slightly embarrassed. “Of course … I’m being silly. I don’t understand these things like you do.” She stood, moving toward him with practiced grace. “I just worry sometimes. The world changing so fast.”

Marc’s whole body relaxed, the tension flowing out of his shoulders. He pulled her into a hug, crushing her against his chest with unexpected intensity. “I’m doing the right thing,” he said into her hair. “I promise you, Nat. This is going to make the world better. More efficient, more transparent, more fair.” His arms tightened around her. “Heinrich knows what he’s doing. The board knows what they’re doing. There’s a plan for everything.”

She let him hold her, her face pressed against his shirt where he couldn’t see her expression. Seventy-two million people, and he was worried she thought the number might be one million. The gap between his understanding and reality was so vast it made her dizzy.

This wasn’t the moment, but she knew it would come.

She stayed in his embrace, feeling his heartbeat slow as his anxiety faded. He believed so completely in his own importance, in the righteousness of their cause. That faith would shatter eventually—when the ports burned, when the bodies started piling up, when he finally understood what his beautiful code had enabled.

“I should let you get back to work,” she said, pulling away gently. “Your protocols won’t finalize themselves.”

Marc smiled, already turning back to his screens. “Heinrich wants everything ready by the end of the week. We’re so close now, Nat. So close to changing everything.”

She smiled, the expression automatic now. “I think I’ll go walk around the hotel for a bit. Clear my head.”

“Good idea.” Marc was already settling back into his chair, fingers reaching for the keyboard. “Maybe check out the pool. I heard Heinrich had it reserved for a gathering later.”

“Maybe.” She picked up her purse, the same one that had carried nothing to the cemetery. At the door, she paused, looking back at him. He was already lost in his code again, building his better world line by line.

***

Sam poured another round of coffee while everyone processed what Patel had just shared. The machine gurgled and hissed, the only sound in the apartment besides distant traffic from the street below. Swan sat perfectly still in the armchair, her sunglasses now on the table beside her. Without them, her face was harder to read—sharp cheekbones, dark eyes that gave away nothing.

Gabe had taken the couch, laptop open on the coffee table next to the bloodstain from the broken nose. He kept glancing at it, then away, his fingers drumming against his knee in an irregular rhythm that was starting to annoy Patel.

“Seventy-two million,” Gabe finally said. “That’s all civilian and military deaths in World War Two.”

“That’s every famine the British caused in India, twice over,” Patel added, flexing his hand where the baton had struck. The numbness was fading, but his fingers still felt clumsy.

“That’s around twenty Holodomors,” Sam said from the kitchen.

Patel looked at him.

“The famine the Russians intentionally made in Ukraine,” Sam clarified, bringing the coffee pot over and refilling cups.

“Six Holocausts,” Swan said quietly.

“One point five Spanish Flus,” Gabe continued.

“Three to five of Japan’s atrocities in China,” Patel said.

“Why such variance?” Sam asked.

“The records were politicized between the Japanese, Communist Chinese, and Nationalist Chinese,” Gabe explained.

“That makes sense.”

“Oh my God, shut up!” Swan snapped, setting her cup down hard enough to slosh coffee onto the table. “We’re doing historical death arithmetic while nuclear weapons are moving into position.”

“Forgive the gallows humor,” Gabe said, closing his laptop with more force than necessary. “But the enormity is hard to take in.”

“When are your reinforcements arriving?” Swan asked, looking between them.

Gabe, Patel, and Sam all looked at each other. Sam suddenly became interested in wiping up the spilled coffee. Patel examined his bruised knuckles. The silence stretched a beat too long.

“The other Americans?” Swan pressed. “Operators? Anyone?”

“There are no reinforcements,” Gabe finally said. “The operation was shut down from above three days ago. We’re here unofficially. As far as the CIA is concerned, we’re on vacation.”

Swan’s expression didn’t change, but her fingers tightened on the armrest of her chair. “You’re telling me that you’re trying to stop nuclear terrorism with three officers operating without authority or backup?”

“It’s unclear why, but the entire American intelligence and military force structure is paralyzed at the moment, seemingly intentionally,” Gabe said, standing and moving to the window. The late afternoon sun caught the dust motes floating in the air.

“Oh … yeah.” Patel set down his coffee cup. “Lucia Laurent heads Les Libertins.”

Everyone blinked. Swan’s hand stopped halfway to her cup. Gabe turned from the window. Sam actually put the coffee pot down.

“You could have said that sooner,” Gabe said slowly.

“I had a hard time deciding between death toll and mastermind as a first priority,” Patel replied, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

Swan leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Lucia Laurent, the woman who owns half your Congress.”

“And judges. And state department officials. And probably my supervisor’s supervisor,” Gabe added, pacing now, his footsteps muffled by the carpet. “That explains the shutdown. She didn’t have to infiltrate the intelligence community—she just bought the people who give us orders.”

“That’s why your people are unaffected,” Sam said, looking at Swan.

Swan looked up from her coffee, waiting.

“For all your agency’s excesses, it’s a lot harder to buy you guys off,” Sam continued.

Swan chuckled, a dry sound. She picked up her sunglasses, cleaning them with the hem of her shirt, even though they were spotless. “Still … this rules out just killing everyone in the hotel.”

“Yes,” Gabe said, stopping his pacing. “Killing the Les Libertins members we have access to won’t stop Laurent, and we don’t know who pulls the trigger. The nuclear devices are already in position or moving. Even if we eliminated everyone in Buenos Aires tonight, Laurent stays safe in Washington, or New York, or wherever she’s hiding, and the bombs still go off.”

“We need the locations of the devices,” Patel said, moving toward the couch, stepping around the overturned coffee table from the earlier fight. “Or to know how they are triggered. Whose job it is?”

“Laurent would have as much protection as the President,” Patel said, settling onto the couch and immediately regretting it—something in the cushions had broken during the fight.

“It couldn’t stop a Tomahawk,” Gabe replied.

“Do we have a Tomahawk?”

“We have a friend who does.”

Swan raised an eyebrow, setting her sunglasses back on the table with deliberate precision. “You’re suggesting calling in a cruise missile strike on American soil against an American citizen?”

“The normal rules already don’t apply,” Sam pointed out. He’d given up on the coffee and was now dismantling his phone, checking for surveillance devices—a nervous habit. “We’re sitting here with Mossad, planning unsanctioned operations, because our own government has been compromised by the person planning mass murder.”

Gabe moved back to the window, watching the street below where normal people were living their normal lives, completely unaware. “We also have our friends on the inside.”

“Friends?” Swan stood for the first time since the conversation had started, her movement fluid and controlled. “You have more than just Natasha.”

“Indeed, I do.” 




Chapter Six

“—by the time we’re done, Marc will be able to plug into the blockchain with a few keystrokes,” Esperanza said, leaning over Ethan’s shoulder to point at the screen. Her breasts hung directly beside his face, close enough that he could smell her perfume mixed with something else. Soap from a recent shower. He noticed and didn’t simultaneously, the same practiced awareness they’d developed over weeks of this performance.

“I’m sure he’ll get a kick out of that,” Ethan replied, keeping his focus on the code while his peripheral vision tracked everything else in the room.

The pets were in their usual positions. Number One stood by the door in black lace briefs and a harness that crisscrossed his chest. Number Two curled on the couch in the same style but fitted for her body: lace bra and panties with matching leather strapping. They’d coordinated even their surveillance uniforms, which would have been funny if it wasn’t so oppressive.

“Good thing he’s on our side,” Esperanza said, straightening up but keeping one hand on the desk, still close enough to maintain the intimacy they were supposed to display.

Ethan nodded, chewing his lip as he scrolled through another function. “Yeah. He probably doesn’t realize that when I open the architecture up to him, he could corrupt the whole blockchain.”

“That would … complicate matters.”

Number Two shifted on the couch, uncurling her legs and stretching like a cat. The movement was deliberate, drawing attention. She’d been listening more carefully since Ethan mentioned corrupting the blockchain. These pets weren’t just decoration. They understood enough to recognize potential threats to the system.

Ethan turned toward her, letting his gaze travel up and down her body slowly, intentionally leering. “Heinrich only has the most skilled people working for him.”

Number Two held his gaze and uncrossed her legs, spreading them slightly. She licked her lips, the invitation obvious.

Weirdest guards he’d ever had.

The door opened without a knock. Heinrich entered with his usual unhurried grace, carrying a box about the size of a shirt box. He took in the scene with one smooth glance. Ethan staring at Number Two’s display, Esperanza draped against the desk, the particular tension in the room.

“I see you’re all getting along,” he said, mild amusement in his voice. “How fortunate. The integration tests are tomorrow, so I trust the code is ready?”

“Completely,” Ethan said, turning back to face Heinrich.

“Excellent! I was hoping you might say that.” Heinrich set the box on a side table. “Ethan … Brigitte is positively smitten with you. I simply won’t hear the end of it until you work your magic on her again.”

Ethan blinked, genuinely surprised. “Oh. Really? I, um, would love to.”

“Splendid.” Heinrich turned to Esperanza with that practiced charm. “And Esperanza, I wouldn’t dream of having you feel deprived. If you’d be interested in spending some time with me, I would be flattered beyond belief.”

Esperanza straightened from the desk, her expression shifting to something between surprise and interest. The pets watched silently, Number Two closing her legs and sitting properly again now that Heinrich was present.

Heinrich picked up the box and handed it to Esperanza. “Only if you’re interested. I would never dream of pressuring you into something you wouldn’t be enthusiastic about.”

She took the box, its weight suggesting something substantial inside. “I … Yes, that sounds wonderful.”

“If you’re free in about an hour, that’d be lovely. Just tell the pets.” He gestured toward Number One and Two with casual ownership, then moved toward the door with the same unhurried elegance he’d entered with.

He paused at the threshold, looking back. “Oh, and Ethan? Brigitte is in our suite. She’s expecting you.” Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him.

Esperanza stood holding the box, looking at Ethan. The pets watched them both, waiting to see what would happen next.

“I guess we’ll go shower,” Ethan said as Esperanza opened the lid of the box.

She smiled, amused by whatever she saw inside.

“What is it?” Ethan asked.

“Something I have not done in a long while.”

“There’s something we haven’t done?”

Esperanza turned the box toward him. Inside was a light brown dildo and leather harness, the color matched perfectly to Esperanza’s skin tone. The craftsmanship was expensive, custom work. Heinrich had clearly planned this in advance.

Ethan looked from the box to Esperanza’s face. “Huh … I wouldn’t have thought—”

“Powerful man, used to being obeyed?” Esperanza ran her finger along the leather strapping. “Yeah, this isn’t hard to believe.” She looked up at Ethan. “Jealous?”

He laughed, genuine for once. “Just surprised, honestly, that we hadn’t already tried.”

“The shower sounds good,” Esperanza said, closing the box. “We should both prepare for our respective … appointments.”

They headed to the bathroom together. Ethan could hear Esperanza starting the shower as he poked his head back out the door. He winked at Number Two. “Only room for two.”

Number Two gave an exaggerated look of disappointment, her lower lip pushing out in a pout.

“Next time,” Ethan said then closed the bathroom door behind him.

They slid into the shower together and began soaping each other up, lathering each other’s bodies in a familiar but utilitarian way. Hands moving efficiently, cleaning rather than caressing. They’d done this enough times that the intimacy had become purely functional.

“Is it ready to go?” Esperanza asked, working shampoo through her hair.

“Yeah. Marc built something pretty impressive.” Ethan turned to let the water hit his back. “If Natasha could turn him, he could set the whole financial architecture back months.”

“That’s a big if.” Esperanza rinsed her hair, water streaming down her body. “He worships Heinrich. Thinks he’s finally found his people.”

“There’s a reason they aren’t telling him the whole plan,” Ethan said, reaching for the soap. “They think he won’t go for it.”

“It’s a shame we can’t just start killing people,” Esperanza said, tilting her head back under the spray.

“That’s Patel’s job. We just fuck them.” The words came out flat, matter-of-fact. It was what it was.

Esperanza laughed, a short sharp sound that echoed off the tile. “Speaking of which, Heinrich is waiting for me to dominate him with his custom-matched strap-on.”

“And Brigitte is waiting for me to do whatever it is I do that has her so smitten.” Ethan kept the water running, letting it pound against his shoulders. “Think we’ll get anything useful from them?”

“Actually … yes.” Esperanza stepped out of the shower, reaching for a towel. “Fuck them until they’re so exhausted they fall asleep. Get a hold of a device, see if there are any messages on Gregslist Buenos Aires.”

“Of course! Casual encounters.” Ethan smiled. “Patel always has an ad we can use to contact him.”

“That’s the plan then,” Esperanza said. “I’ll be right back.” She walked out of the bathroom.

Ethan stayed under the spray, letting the heat work on his tense muscles. He heard her moving around in the bedroom then footsteps returning.

He turned to see her standing outside the shower door, wearing the strap-on. The leather harness crisscrossed her hips and thighs, the dildo jutting out at a realistic angle. She opened the door and stepped back in with him, still wearing it.

“It really is a perfect color match,” she said, running her hand along it. “Heinrich must have spent time studying me to get it this exact.”

Ethan smiled and reached for the shampoo, but she moved closer, pressing him back against the tile. The dildo pressed against his hip.

“Stop that!” he said with humor in his voice.

She moved closer and kissed his neck. He instinctively turned into her arms and kissed her, then felt the dildo press against his leg and chuckled.

“That’s going to take some getting used to,” he said against her mouth.

“Heinrich better appreciate the full experience.” She shifted her hips slightly, making the dildo move against him again. “Though I’m out of practice.”

“Like riding a bike?” Ethan suggested, his hands settling on her waist, feeling the wet leather straps under his palms.

“Like riding a bike,” she said, leaning in and kissing Ethan again.

Ethan responded instinctively. It felt so natural, so normal at this point that when he broke it and stepped back, he felt completely confused. The water streamed between them.

“Esperanza … we’re just—”

“I know.” She looked down, water running off the harness. “Sometimes I forget which part is the performance.”

She started unfastening the straps, her fingers slipping on the wet leather. “I’m about to go be alone with him, and I’ve lied to men and slept with them a thousand times before. At least with you there’s been honesty. The lies are there, but you and I are at least telling them together.

“When this is over, if this is over, if we survive, you get to go back to Natasha … I go back to the lies.” Her Colombian accent was getting heavier, barely audible over the water.

He didn’t know what to say. She was right. When the mission ended, he’d have his wife back. Esperanza would have another assignment, another cover, another set of lies to maintain.

“You don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do.” She pulled the harness off completely, setting it on the shower shelf. “This is what I’m good at. What I’ve always been good at. Before the CIA, before everything. I learned how to be whoever men needed me to be.”

The weight of that history hung between them, mixing with the steam. All those years of performance, and here she was again, about to strap on a dildo to dominate a man planning genocide.

“We have a little more time,” Ethan said. “Do you want to just lie down?”

Esperanza was looking at the floor through the water streaming down. She just nodded.

They turned off the shower and stepped out, not bothering to dry off completely. Water dripped from their bodies onto the bathroom tile, then onto the bedroom carpet as they walked to the bed. The air conditioning raised goosebumps on their wet skin.

Ethan went to the bed and lay down on his back, still damp. She climbed onto the bed and curled into his right side, her head on his chest. He could feel her breathing slow as she settled against him, their wet bodies gradually warming each other.

They stayed like that in silence. His hand found her hair, stroking it absently. The afternoon light filtered through the curtains, casting everything in soft gold. For a moment, they were just two people finding comfort in physical proximity. Not operatives, not performers. Just two people who understood the weight of what they were carrying.

“Thank you,” she said quietly against his chest.

He kissed the top of her head, a gentle pressure that said everything words couldn’t. They stayed like that, her breathing steady against him, the weight of her arm across his chest grounding them both in this brief moment of peace.

Outside the bedroom door, the pets waited. Heinrich waited. Brigitte waited. The whole machinery of Les Libertins ground forward toward its horrific conclusion. But for these few minutes, they could just be still.

Esperanza’s fingers traced small circles on his chest, a unconscious gesture of comfort. Neither of them spoke. There was nothing to say that wouldn’t break whatever fragile thing existed in this space between performances.

***

Ethan followed Number One down the hallway to Heinrich and Brigitte’s penthouse suite. The pet had thrown on a silk robe for the journey but hadn’t bothered to tie it, the fabric flowing open as he walked. Professional exhibitionism even in transit.

The penthouse door opened before they reached it. Brigitte stood in the doorway wearing a sheer black negligee that left nothing to the imagination. Her eyes lit up when she saw him.

“Finally,” she said, dismissing Number One with a wave. “I’ve been thinking about you since the other night.”

She pulled him inside by his shirt, the door closing behind them with a heavy click. The suite was massive, all marble and crystal, views of Buenos Aires stretching out through floor-to-ceiling windows. A bottle of champagne sat in ice on the coffee table, two glasses already poured.

“Heinrich said you’ve finished your work for tomorrow,” she said, handing him a glass. “So we have all night.”

Ethan smiled. “Yes, we do.”

“I want you to treat me like I’m your wife … like you own every part of me.” Brigitte’s voice dropped to something hungrier.

Ethan had to focus despite all his training and preparation. Brigitte’s voraciousness was overwhelming. The way she looked at him like she wanted to devour him whole, the aggressive need in her body language. Esperanza’s words rang in his ears. “Fuck them until they’re unconscious.”

He was glad he’d taken the sildenafil before heading here. He was attracted to Brigitte, but a little pharmaceutical help was more than welcome for what promised to be a marathon.

“Oh my!” She pressed her hand to her chest dramatically. “Just promise me you’ll be gentle! I couldn’t bear rough treatment from a man like you!”

Ethan understood immediately what game they were playing. His hand slid up her back, fingers tangling in the hair at the base of her skull, gripping firmly.

“I’ll treat you the way a woman like you deserves to be treated.”

Her eyes went wide with excitement and she smiled, showing her teeth. “Oh no! You men are all the same!”

He bit down on her neck, hard enough to mark. She cried out, the sound somewhere between protest and encouragement, her nails digging into his shoulders through his shirt. The performance was everything with Brigitte. She wanted to be the ravished heroine of her own movie, and he was cast as the dangerous man who would take what he wanted.

“Your husband,” Ethan said, pushing her through the bedroom doorway, “sent me here himself to teach you a lesson.” He let go of her hair and walked to the bed, then turned to face her. “Crawl the rest of the way.”

Her eyes lit up with exaggerated shock. “You can’t be serious! I’m a respectable woman, not some—”

“Now.”

She dropped to her hands and knees with practiced grace, crawling toward him with exaggerated movements that belonged in a burlesque show. Every movement was calculated for maximum visual impact. When she reached him, she sat back on her heels, looking up with wide eyes.

“There,” she said breathlessly. “Are you satisfied with humiliating me?”

“Open your mouth,” Ethan said. “Let me see what you have to offer.”

She parted her lips immediately, sticking her tongue out in an exaggerated display. Ethan slid two fingers into her mouth, pressing down on her tongue, moving them in and out slowly. She kept her eyes on his, making small sounds around his fingers.

Her lipstick left marks on his knuckles. Everything about Brigitte left marks. She wanted evidence of every encounter, proof of her desirability. When he withdrew his fingers, she actually pouted, like he’d taken away her favorite toy.

“Over my knees,” Ethan said.

Brigitte moved with enthusiasm, draping herself across his lap. Her ass positioned squarely over his knees, she placed her palms flat on the floor and curled her head back to look at him. Her eyes were wide, pleading, playing the part of the nervous ingénue about to be punished.

“Please be merciful,” she said in that breathless voice, though her body was practically vibrating with anticipation.

Ethan ran his hand over the curve of her ass, feeling her shiver. She was already wet against his thigh through the thin fabric.

He grabbed her ass with both hands, kneading the flesh, warming it. His other hand reached down to curl into her hair, gripping firmly. The first spank was measured, testing. She cried out dramatically, playing up the shock.

“Oh! You beast!”

The second was harder. Then the third. He found a rhythm, alternating cheeks, watching her skin turn pink. She squirmed across his lap, gasping with each impact, her fake protests becoming more breathless.

“Please, I’ll be good, I promise I’ll—”

Another spank cut her off. Her hands pressed harder against the floor, steadying herself. The sounds she made were still performed, but her body’s responses were becoming less controlled, hips starting to move involuntarily against his thigh.

He kept spanking her, watching her ass turn from pink to red. Her cries were getting less staged, more genuine, her body jerking with each impact. She was grinding against his thigh now, the movement unmistakable.

Is this woman so hypersexual she’ll orgasm just from this? Ethan thought, feeling her wetness through his pants.

“Please, please, please,” she was chanting, though whether she was begging him to stop or continue wasn’t clear. Her whole body was trembling.

He paused, his hand resting on her reddened skin, feeling the heat radiating from it. “Look at you,” he said. “Getting off on being punished.”

“I can’t help it,” she gasped, still in character but barely. “You’ve awakened something terrible in me.”

“Only a depraved, broken woman would enjoy this. Is that what you are?” He spanked her again, the sound sharp in the room.

“Ja! Yes, yes! Do whatever you wish to me! I deserve it!” Her German accent had completely taken over, the American affect gone.

He gave her three more in quick succession. She came with a scream that was pure release, no performance left in it, her body shaking across his lap. He held her there, one hand still in her hair, the other resting on her reddened ass, letting her ride it out.

When she finally stilled, breathing hard, he pulled her up to straddle his lap. Her face was flushed, eyes slightly unfocused.

“We’re just getting started,” he said.

She smiled, her melodramatic mask slipping back into place. “Take every part of me. It is yours.”

She kissed him hungrily, and he lifted her off the bed. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he carried her to the bedroom wall. To his right was the doorway to the living room, and beyond that an office within the suite. He set her down facing the wall, pressing her against it with his body.

His hand slid between her legs, finding her still sensitive from her orgasm. She gasped, pressing her palms flat against the wall.

He placed his hand over her mouth, keeping it shut. As he started to finger her, his eyes scanned the room for any device he could use later. There was a tablet on the nightstand, charging. Brigitte’s phone was probably in her purse somewhere. Heinrich’s laptop might be in the office he’d glimpsed through the doorway.

Brigitte moaned against his palm, her hips pushing back against his hand. She was getting wet again already, her body responding to being silenced and controlled. He kept his movements steady while memorizing the room’s layout. He’d need to exhaust her completely first, get her deep enough asleep that she wouldn’t notice him moving around.

He felt her starting to build again and looked at the back of her head. This woman is amazing, he thought as he pushed his fingers deeper into her, feeling her extreme response. Her whole body jerked, a muffled cry against his palm.

He’d once seen Natasha all but pass out after four orgasms. He and Esperanza had gotten to seven once before. He had no idea where Brigitte’s limits were, but she didn’t need much coaxing. Her body was already trembling again, hips moving against his hand, chasing the sensation.

He curved his fingers inside her, finding that spot that made her legs shake. She was close again already, less than two minutes after her first orgasm. The sildenafil was doing its job—he was rock hard against her ass, ready for however long this would take.

She orgasmed again, a muffled cry vibrating against his palm. He pressed his body against hers as she came, pinning her to the wall. Her whole body shook, legs threatening to give out. He held her up with his weight, keeping his fingers inside her through the aftershocks.

When she finally stilled, he turned her around to face him. Her makeup was smeared, her perfectly styled hair disheveled. She looked drugged with pleasure, eyes heavy-lidded.

“Bed,” she managed to say. “I need you in the bed.”

He kept eye contact with her as his hands went to her lingerie, pulling her breasts free. He backed toward the bed and stood in front of it.

“Crawl,” he said again.

This time, there was no feigned embarrassment. She moved like a lioness approaching prey—deliberate and predatory. When she reached him, he’d already removed his pants. She rose up on her knees, her head level with his cock. She started with her tongue, slow deliberate licks while maintaining eye contact the entire time.

She used her hand at the base while her mouth worked the head, creating different pressures and sensations. Her tongue swirled on the upstroke, flattened on the way down. When she took him deeper, she relaxed her throat completely, no gagging, no hesitation. She varied her pace—fast enough to build tension, then slowing to keep him from finishing. Her free hand cupped his balls, adding another layer of sensation.

The eye contact never wavered, even when she took him completely, her nose pressed against his abdomen.

He was about to tell her to switch to his balls, but she somehow preempted him. She smiled, one hand stroking his shaft while she lowered her mouth, maintaining eye contact as she licked and sucked at his balls. The woman could read bodies like other people read books.

“Christ,” he breathed.

She hummed in satisfaction, the vibration adding another sensation. Then she was back on his cock, taking him deep, her throat working around him. He tangled his hand in her hair, not guiding, just holding on.

He felt a small noise from her, almost like a plea as he touched her hair. He looked down and understood. He started guiding her head, gentle pressure at first. Her eyes lit up. He applied more force, controlling the pace and depth, and saw the edges of her mouth curl up even as he pushed deeper.

She wanted to be used. Wanted him to take control completely.

He gripped her hair tighter, setting a rhythm that had her moaning around him. Her hands gripped his thighs, not to push him away but to steady herself, to let him fuck her mouth exactly how he wanted.

“Look at me,” he commanded. Her eyes snapped back to his, watering slightly but still eager. “Don’t look away.”

He started thrusting, feeling the back of her throat with each forward motion. He pressed against it, then pushed further, gently but firmly, testing her limits. She took it, eyes watering but still locked on his, her throat relaxing to accommodate him.

She was incredible at this. No panic, no resistance, just complete acceptance of whatever he wanted to do. He could feel her breathing through her nose, controlled even as he held himself deep. When he pulled back, she gasped for air but immediately opened her mouth again, ready for more.

“You were made for this,” he said, and she moaned in agreement, the sound vibrating around him.

He pushed in again and they held eye contact. He could almost count the seconds as he held himself there, watching her eyes water. The control she had over her body was remarkable. Her throat and lungs were sending signals of danger, but her mind knew she was safe and she rode out the physical sensations, staying completely still for him.

When he finally pulled back, she gasped deeply but immediately opened again, tongue out, inviting him back. Her mascara had started to run slightly, black tears at the corners of her eyes. She looked wrecked and they’d barely started.

“On the bed,” he said. “On your back.”

She nodded, so deeply in her body that she had no performance left in her. She slid the lingerie off as she lay back on the bed, spreading her legs, bending her knees, ready for him.

Ethan moved between her thighs, positioning himself. When he entered her, she arched off the bed, hands gripping the sheets. She was incredibly wet, still sensitive from her earlier orgasms.

“Please,” she whispered, and it wasn’t theatrical anymore. Just need.

He started slowly, watching her face change with each thrust. Her mouth fell open, eyes fluttering closed then opening again to find his. He could feel her beginning to build again already, her internal muscles starting to flutter around him.

He increased his pace, watching her face contort with pleasure. Her hands reached up to grab his shoulders, nails digging in. She was close again, her third orgasm building fast.

“Look at me,” he said. “I want to see you come.”

Her eyes locked on his, pupils blown wide. A few more thrusts and she was there, crying out in German, her whole body clenching around him. He didn’t slow down, didn’t let her recover, just kept the same steady rhythm through her orgasm and into the next build.

“I can’t,” she gasped. “It’s too much.”

“You can,” he said, shifting angle slightly, hitting deeper. “You’re going to come for me again.”

Her head thrashed on the pillow but her hips kept meeting his, her body betraying how much she wanted this. The fourth orgasm hit her like a wave, leaving her shaking, tears at the corners of her eyes from the intensity.

He shifted angle, going deeper, watching her face contort with pleasure. She was so wet that the sound filled the room. Her hands gripped the sheets, knuckles white.

“I want to hear you,” he said.

She was louder now, no longer caring about performance, just lost in sensation. He could feel her building again, the fifth one, her body trembling with overstimulation. When it hit, she screamed, her whole body going rigid then limp.

“Please,” she whispered, looking dazed. Lipstick smeared, hair a mess. “I need you to come. I need to feel it.”

He increased his pace, chasing his own release now. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper, her nails raking down his back. When he came, she held him tight against her, both of them breathing hard, sweat making their bodies stick together.

They lay there for several minutes, Brigitte’s breathing gradually slowing. She made a small, contented sound, nuzzling into his neck. Her body was completely relaxed, boneless against him.

“I need water,” she murmured against his skin.

“I’ll get it,” he said, but when he tried to move, she held him tighter.

“Not yet. Just … stay for a moment.”

They lay there, breathing hard, then she curled into his chest, her body fitting against his side. Her fingers traced idle patterns on his chest.

“Is this what you imagined?” she asked quietly.

“What do you mean?”

“Fucking at the end of the world.”

Ethan chuckled. “We can still fuck afterward.”

“Will we want to? I don’t know.” Her voice was thoughtful, distant.

“I suppose we’ll find out soon.”

Brigitte laughed, a knowing sound. “Yes, very soon.”

The way she’d said it—with such certainty, such specific emphasis on “very”—made Ethan realize she knew exactly when the bombs would go off. Not just that something was coming, but the precise timeline. She was counting down days, maybe hours.

“With how well you know your body, I suppose you’ve only got a couple hundred more orgasms left?” He tried to make it sound like a joke, not the probe for information it was.

“Ha!” Brigitte stretched against him, her body arching. “My record for a day is twenty-one. So if your test is a success tomorrow, then that is all we have.”

The test. Tomorrow. Ethan’s mind filed that away—if the integration test succeeded, the timeline would be set.

“If the test is a success, everything is a go?”

She squinted at him, catching his too-casual tone.

After a moment, she understood. “If by go, you mean …” She made a sound with her lips—“Poof … BOOM”—her hands spreading to mime an explosion—“then ja. Heinrich and Laurent have been … ha … preparing the board for a long time. They wish to checkmate. That is how he puts it.”

The test tomorrow. Then the bombs. Ethan kept his breathing steady, his hand still stroking her hair as if they were discussing vacation plans rather than mass murder.

He looked down at his dick, glad he’d taken the strongest dose of sildenafil he could handle. Otherwise, he was sure he wouldn’t be able to perform under this kind of pressure.

Has anyone ever had to perform under this specific pressure? he thought. Fuck someone for intelligence about nuclear annihilation?

“I’m going to use the bathroom, then I’ll come back and we’ll get going on beating your record.” He kissed her forehead then slid out of bed.

“Mmm, I’ll be waiting,” she said, stretching like a cat.

In the bathroom, he closed the door and ran the tap. The test was tomorrow. If it succeeded, the bombs would go off. He needed to get this information to Patel immediately. But first, he had to exhaust Brigitte completely, get her so worn out she’d sleep through him accessing a device.

Twenty-one orgasms in a day was her record. He splashed cold water on his face. Time to beat that record.




Chapter Seven

Esperanza stood in Heinrich’s suite wearing the strap-on, the leather harness tight against her hips. The surreal part wasn’t that she was standing there with a dildo, simultaneously a politely held hostage and dominatrix-on-demand. The surreal part was that a man planning genocide and economic domination of billions was naked on the floor in front of her, kissing her feet with the devotion of a pilgrim at a shrine.

He hadn’t looked up once. Just worked his way from her toes to her ankles, methodical and reverent.

“Did I say you could go past the ankle?” she said, finding her dominant voice. It had been years, but it came back easily.

“No, Goddess.” He returned immediately to kissing her feet.

Goddess, Esperanza thought. Interesting. A man so Nietzschean in his morals defaults to a divine honorific in his fantasy life. The one orchestrating the death of millions needed to worship at someone’s feet. The psychology of it was almost too on the nose.

“Look at me,” she commanded.

He looked up at her. She spit in his face, keeping eye contact as the saliva hit his cheek. His breathing immediately picked up speed, chest rising and falling faster. She could see his cock hardening, the physical response to disgrace immediate and obvious.

“You like that,” she said. Not a question.

“Yes, Goddess.” His voice was rough, aroused. The control and composure he showed to the world completely absent.

“Back to the feet.”

He obeyed immediately. Esperanza used the chance to look around the smaller suite Heinrich had reserved for his private ventures. She saw about what she expected—a spanking bench in black leather, a St. Andrew’s cross mounted to one wall, a flogger and bamboo cane lying together on a dresser. Standard equipment for someone with Heinrich’s proclivities. She didn’t see anything she could use yet. No phone in obvious sight, no laptop.

Heinrich continued his worship, now at her toes again, thorough and focused. The integration test was tomorrow. If she was going to learn anything useful, she needed him talking, not just servicing.

She needed him turned on and stupid. He was already halfway there.

She turned around, her back toward him. “Keep going. Work your way up slowly.”

She felt his lips on her heel, then her calf. His hands came up to steady himself against her legs as he kissed higher, the back of her knee, her thigh. The dildo hung in front of her, visible between her legs from his angle. She could hear his breathing getting heavier as he worked his way up, knowing what was waiting for him when he reached the top.

She took a slow step forward and he stopped. She turned her head. “I didn’t tell you to stop.”

He understood immediately, moving forward on his knees, lips still pressed to her upper thighs. She began walking around the room, thinking and observing, while he scurried behind her on hands and knees, trying desperately to keep his face as close to her ass as possible.

She paused by the dresser with the flogger and cane. His face pressed against her, his breath warm on her skin. The position gave her a moment to scan the room more carefully. Where would he keep his devices? There had to be something here he used to communicate with the others.

She leaned forward to examine the cane more closely, which pushed her ass back into his face. He moaned at the contact, his hands coming up to grip her thighs, pressing himself deeper against her.

“Did I say you could use your hands?” she asked, picking up the cane and testing its weight.

His hands dropped immediately. “No, Goddess. I’m sorry.”

She turned around to face him, the cane in her hand. He was still on his knees, looking up at her with that mixture of submission and need. The strap-on was at his eye level now, and his gaze kept flickering to it.

“Lean over the table. Stick your ass out.”

She stepped aside, and he moved immediately, bending over the table with his ass presented. Precum was already dripping from his cock onto the floor.

She grabbed his ass with both hands, feeling the muscle, then dragged her fingernails across the sensitive skin. Light touches, just enough to raise goosebumps. She knew that when men got into submissive headspace, the lightest touch could excite them as long as it was kind. The contrast between gentleness and cruelty was what they craved.

She picked up the cane, tapping it lightly against his thigh. He tensed in anticipation.

She brought the cane down, lightly at first, just enough to sting. Then harder, building up gradually. She watched his face contort with each strike, his knees bending, hands gripping the edge of the table.

Red lines appeared across his ass, parallel marks that would be there for days. He made low sounds with each strike but didn’t ask her to stop. His cock stayed hard, bouncing slightly with each impact.

“You plan such big things,” she said between strikes. “The whole world in your hands.”

She reached between his legs, gently playing with his cock. The soft touch contrasted sharply with the sting of the cane marks. He groaned, hips pushing forward into her hand.

“Such a powerful man,” she murmured, stroking him slowly while running the cane along his marked skin with her other hand. “All those important decisions. Life and death.”

His breathing was getting ragged. The combination of pain and pleasure had him close to that edge where thinking became difficult. She kept her strokes light, teasing, not enough to let him finish.

She spit in her hand and continued stroking him, the added slickness making him groan. The cane came down again on his already marked skin, then her wet hand returned to his cock, alternating between the two sensations.

“All your big plans,” she said, keeping her voice dismissive, “and you still need to worship me to feel whole.”

His hips bucked forward into her hand. “Yes, Goddess.”

She brought the cane down harder, watching him flinch, then immediately stroked him with that same gentle rhythm. His cock was leaking steadily now, making her hand even slicker.

“Get on the bed,” she commanded. “Head hanging off the foot.”

He moved immediately, positioning himself on his back with his head tilted back over the edge of the mattress. From this angle, his throat was exposed, vulnerable. She walked around to stand in front of him, the strap-on at the level of his face.

“Open,” she said.

He parted his lips and she slid the dildo into his mouth, watching him take it. The position gave her complete control of depth and pace. She went slowly at first, letting him adjust to the intrusion.

She suddenly turned around and pressed her ass into his face, shaking until she felt his mouth and nose buried between her cheeks. She counted to ten in her head, feeling him struggle slightly before holding still. When she moved off, he gasped for air.

“Thank you, Goddess,” he managed to say before she sat back down on his face.

This time she ground against him, using his face for her own pleasure. She could feel his tongue trying to work despite the lack of air. His hands came up instinctively to her thighs, then dropped when he remembered the rules. She lifted slightly, letting him breathe, then pressed down again.

She looked around and spotted the living room through the open doorway. There was a television mounted on the wall.

Of course. All TVs in fancy hotels had Wi-Fi connections. If she could get through to the general internet, she could send a message through Gregslist. She just needed to keep Heinrich occupied and find a moment to access it.

She turned around and went back to the dildo, sliding it into his mouth. She pushed deeper this time, watching him take it, his throat working to accommodate the intrusion. She found a rhythm, fucking his face with steady strokes.

His cock was rock hard against his abs, untouched and leaking. She could see him getting more desperate, his hips moving slightly with each thrust of the dildo into his throat. She needed to push him to exhaustion, but he seemed to have stamina for this kind of treatment.

“Get on your back,” she commanded.

He moved to the center of the bed, lying back. She walked to the dresser where she’d seen supplies earlier. Next to the flogger was a bottle of lube. She picked it up, then positioned herself between his legs, lifting them onto her shoulders.

She slicked the dildo generously with lube, then pressed it against his asshole, not entering, just teasing.

“Say it,” she commanded. “Tell me what you want, or you won’t get it.”

He squirmed, trying to push back against it, but she pulled away. “Please, Goddess. I need you to fuck me.”

“Louder.”

“Please fuck me, Goddess. I need your cock inside me.”

She pushed in just the tip, watching his face contort with need. “The great Heinrich Rossi, begging for cock.”

She pressed inside slowly, watching his eyes go wide. The initial resistance gave way as his body relaxed, and the rest of the dildo slid in. He gasped, hands gripping the sheets.

She stayed still for a moment, letting him adjust, then began to move. Slow thrusts at first, watching his face.

“Look at you,” she said, finding a rhythm. “All those people you want to rule. Imagine if they saw you now.”

She noticed that she was very wet. She’d forgotten how much it turned her on to do this to men, the power exchange, the control.

“You’re being so good for your Goddess,” she said, thrusting in slowly and thoroughly, making sure he felt every inch.

His back arched off the bed, a moan escaping him. “Thank you, Goddess.”

She gripped his thighs, using them for leverage as she fucked him steadily. Each thrust made his cock bounce, precum pooling on his abs. He was completely lost in it, eyes unfocused, mouth open.

She started rubbing his cock in tandem with her thrusts, leaning in deeper. She kept watching his eyes as she stroked him, matching the rhythm perfectly. He was getting close, she could tell by the way his breathing changed, the tension in his thighs.

“You give orders and people listen. Everyone.” She squeezed his cock as she thrust. “It’s tiring, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Goddess,” he gasped, his hips bucking up into her hand.

She slowed her strokes, keeping him on edge. “Always being in control. Always having to make the decisions.”

“Yes.” His voice was getting desperate. “Please, Goddess.”

“You’ll end the whole world with just the press of a button.”

His eyes flew open, even through his arousal. “Not me,” he gasped. “I’m not the one who—” He caught himself, but she kept stroking, kept thrusting, pushing him toward that edge where control slipped.

“Oh, you tell people to press buttons?” She went faster, both her thrusts and strokes. “That’s how important you are? Who do you tell to push the button then?”

Heinrich was right on the edge. “The … toymaker.”

Esperanza had to steady herself from reacting. Vincent Lam. The children’s toy mogul had the trigger for nuclear annihilation.

She kept fucking Heinrich, processing this information while maintaining her rhythm. “No one, not even him, would listen to the bitch on my cock right now.”

That did it. Heinrich started to orgasm, his cum spurting across his chest and face.

Esperanza laughed as she watched his body tense around the dildo, his back arching off the bed.

“Look at you,” she said, still moving inside him through the aftershocks. “A powerful man, covered in his own cum. Clean yourself up completely. Then you’re going to eat my ass until I grow bored. Then I’ll find something else to do to you.” She gestured to the bathroom.

Heinrich slowly moved off the bed wordlessly. As he stood, Esperanza caught his face in her right hand and spit in his face again. The saliva ran down his cheek, mixing with the cum already there.

“Clean everything. You’re disgusting right now.” She removed the dildo from the strap-on ring and handed it to him. “Clean this, too.”

He took it without a word and went into the bathroom. The second the door closed, she moved.

She got online, using the remote control to type in the URL. Clumsy, but she had no other options.

She navigated to Gregslist, found Casual Encounters. The first post was about a Desi man looking for quick hookups, nothing serious. Then something completely inane about “seeking someone who appreciates fine furniture and long walks.”

She rolled her eyes. That was him. That was definitely Patel.

She could hear water still running in the bathroom, Heinrich following her orders to clean thoroughly. He was probably scrubbing himself raw, wanting to be perfect for his Goddess. She had a few minutes at least, but her heart was still racing as she clicked “send reply.”

The remote made typing agonizingly slow. Each letter required multiple clicks.

She thought about what to type. What was Lam’s company? Lollibop? Something cutesy like that. Fuck it, it didn’t matter. There was only one toymaker on the board, and if the message got through, they’d figure it out.

Reply: Haha, LOL. Love fine furniture, especially with a plush stuffie. Could kiss the man who made those. LOL. For real, though.

She looked at the reply. God, she was lame. But “stuffie” and “man who made those” should point to Lam clearly enough. She hit send before she could second-guess herself.

The water was still running in the bathroom. She quickly cleared the browser history then navigated back to the TV’s home screen. She walked back to the bedroom, setting the remote on the nightstand like she’d never touched it.

She lay back, thinking about what she’d just learned. Vincent Lam controlled the nuclear triggers.

The water stopped. Heinrich came out a few moments later, clean and composed again, the dildo in his hand.

She looked at him. “Lie back on the bed. It’s your Goddess’s turn to come.”

He set the dildo on the nightstand and lay back obediently, ready to serve. She moved to straddle his face, looking down at him. The integration test was tomorrow. If it succeeded, Vincent Lam would have the power to kill seventy-two million people with children’s toys in one hand and nuclear triggers in the other.

“Make me come,” she commanded. “And if you do well enough, maybe I’ll let you sleep.”

His tongue went to work immediately, eager and skilled. She gripped the headboard, grinding against his face while her mind raced. The message was sent. Patel would understand. They knew who had the trigger now.

***

Patel’s phone pinged from across the room. He’d left it charging on the kitchen counter while he and Gabe spread documents across the dining table—shipping manifests Sam had pulled before leaving, trying to identify which containers might hold the devices. The apartment still smelled like the coffee Swan had made, strong enough to strip paint.

“What is it?” Gabe asked, not looking up from a manifest for Rotterdam.

Patel crossed to the phone, unplugging it. His Gregslist notification showed one new message. “Someone replied to my ad.” He thumbed it open. “Haha, LOL. Love fine furniture, especially with a plush stuffie. Could kiss the man who made those. LOL. For real, though.”

Gabe set down his papers. “That’s either spam or—”

“It’s Esperanza. She has no idea how to talk on the internet.” Patel reread it, parsing the awkward phrasing. “A man who makes stuffed animals.”

“That has to be Vincent Lam.”

“She wants us to kill him.”

Gabe raised an eyebrow, abandoning his window surveillance to lean against the wall. “You’re sure?”

“A pretty big percentage of people Esperanza has kissed have ended up dead, but regardless, yes.” Patel set the phone down and moved to the coffee maker, needing something to do with his hands. The machine was still warm from Swan’s earlier pot. “That’s the only reason to single him out.”

Gabe picked up one of the shipping manifests then set it down again without looking at it. The papers were just busy work, anyway—they had no way to check forty thousand containers across twelve ports. “I wonder what she did to get access to the internet.”

“She had to go to some extremes to get the info about the board out.” Patel poured the dregs of the coffee into a mug, grimacing at how thick it had gotten.

“What do you mean?”

“She went down on Natasha during a party and shoved a tiny shampoo bottle inside of her.”

Gabe actually laughed, a short bark of sound. “Not bad. They are the right people for the job.”

“That’s what I said!”

The phone pinged again. This time, Patel was already moving toward it.

Patel grabbed the phone before it finished the second ping. Another Gregslist reply. He read it aloud. “Love furniture and Desi dick. Don’t know if I’ll make it more than another 24 hours if I don’t get some.”

Gabe looked at him. “That’s either a very specific fetish or—”

“It’s Ethan.” Patel set the phone down. “He’s saying we have twenty-four hours.”

The words hung in the air. Gabe stopped pretending to look at the manifests. The coffee mug in Patel’s hand suddenly felt too heavy. Outside, a car alarm started then stopped.

“We don’t have much time at all,” Gabe said quietly.

Patel set the mug down harder than necessary, coffee sloshing onto the counter. He started gathering his things—wallet, keys, gun from where he’d left it by the sink. His movements were sharp, efficient, the kind that came from having made this decision before his conscious mind had caught up.

“Where are you going?” Gabe asked, though his tone suggested he already knew.

“It’s almost time for Natasha to walk by the Japanese Gardens. I’m going to try to catch her.”

“That’s breaking protocol.”

“That won’t matter in twenty-four hours.” Patel checked his gun’s magazine, a habit more than necessity, then slid it into his waistband. The metal was cold against his skin through his shirt.

Gabe watched him. “You’re right. Protocol is for operations that have backup, oversight, extraction plans. We don’t have any of that anymore.”

“Just us trying to stop the end of the world,” Patel said, heading for the door.

*** 

Natasha walked through the Japanese Gardens, taking her time along the gravel paths that crunched softly under her heels. The bamboo grove was ahead, behind the bench near the tea house, exactly as Patel had described. She paused at the bridge, its red-painted wood warm under her hand, looking down at the koi swimming in lazy circles below. Orange and white shapes moving through green water, completely unaware of the world above them.

She didn’t see anything unusual. No signal, no message tucked into the railing. The gardens were almost empty in the afternoon heat—a mother with two children feeding the fish, an elderly couple on a distant bench. She continued walking, maintaining her cover as just another hotel guest enjoying the gardens.

She looked across the gardens at a small coffee shop built into what had once been the garden’s gift shop. At one of the outdoor tables sat a man reading a book, positioned so deliberately casual it screamed surveillance. Something about his posture, the way he held the book just high enough to hide his face from most angles.

Patel.

Behind him, back to back at another table, sat another man who was similarly still, newspaper spread in front of him but his coffee untouched, the steam long gone.

Oh God. It was Gabe.

Something was wrong. She walked toward the coffee shop, her pace unchanged, just a woman deciding she needed caffeine.

She walked by them completely, as if they were just part of the scenery. The coffee shop’s air conditioning hit her as she entered—aggressive and welcome after the humid gardens. She ordered a cortado, making small talk with the barista about the heat, asking about their pastries. Taking her time. The barista, a young woman with intricate braids, recommended the medialunas.

“Just the coffee,” Natasha said, paying in cash.

She exited with her cortado and chose a table, sliding into a metal chair that scraped against the concrete. She positioned herself with her back to both Gabe and Patel, completing their triangle. Three intelligence officers sitting back to back to back at a Buenos Aires coffee shop, pretending not to know each other while the world counted down to nuclear annihilation.

The coffee was actually good—rich, properly made. She took a sip before speaking.

“Now who’s breaking protocol?” Natasha said quietly, her voice barely carrying over the ambient garden sounds.

“Haha,” Patel responded, his book still up.

“It’s that serious,” Gabe said, turning a page of his newspaper.

A couple walked past with their schnauzer. The dog stopped to sniff at Gabe’s shoe, and he reached down to pet it while the owners apologized in Spanish. Normal life continuing while they discussed the apocalypse.

“We got messages from the other assets,” Patel said, his book pages rustling in the breeze.

Natasha’s shoulders relaxed slightly, tension she hadn’t realized she’d been holding releasing. They were okay.

She took another sip of her cortado, letting the normalcy of the action ground her.

“I wonder who she had to shove something into to manage that?” The relief made her almost giddy for a moment.

“As interesting as that information would be, it was not included,” Gabe said dryly, still not looking up from his newspaper.

“Have you talked to Marc yet?” Patel asked. A page turned in his book.

“No … the timing wasn’t right.” She watched a maintenance worker trimming hedges near the tea house, the steady snip of his shears rhythmic and calming.

“It needs to be right today,” Patel said, an edge creeping into his voice despite his casual posture.

“What do you mean?”

Gabe folded his newspaper, the crinkle loud in the afternoon quiet. “Ethan has indicated that … what we are all afraid of … could occur in as little as twenty-four hours.”

“The test.” Her coffee cup clinked against the saucer as she set it down. “There’s a systems test tomorrow. If it’s successful, that must be all they need to start the … to trigger it.”

“If Marc is going to turn, it needs to be now, or it doesn’t matter,” Patel said.

Natasha lifted her coffee again, the cup nearly empty now. “Anything else?”

“Nope.”

“Understood.” She drained the rest of the cortado in one aggressive gulp, the foam coating her upper lip. She wiped it with a napkin, gathered her purse, and stood. No goodbye, no looking back. Just a woman finishing her coffee and continuing with her day.

Behind her, Patel and Gabe remained at their tables. Pages turned. Coffee cooled. Three strangers had coincidentally chosen the same café on a hot afternoon in Buenos Aires.

***

Ethan walked into the suite, Number One following behind him like a shadow. His muscles ached in places he’d forgotten existed—his lower back seized when he turned, his thighs trembled with each step. Brigitte had been insatiable; they’d gone well past her record of twenty-one. The pet moved to the couch immediately, settling into position like a guard dog that knew its post, the leather creaking under his weight.

The suite smelled wrong—too much perfume and sweat, not enough air circulation. The afternoon light slanted through the blinds, creating bars of gold and shadow across the floor.

“I’m going to shower,” Ethan said, his voice hoarse. Number One didn’t acknowledge it, just stared at the wall with that practiced thousand-yard stare they all had.

He opened the bathroom door and stopped. Esperanza was sitting on the edge of the tub, wearing one of the hotel’s white robes, loosely tied. The terry cloth was damp against her skin. Her hair hung in wet strands, mascara smudged into dark crescents under her eyes. She looked up at him and their eyes met.

She looked emotionally raw, like someone who’d been taken apart and hadn’t quite figured out how to put herself back together. Her usual composure was gone. The robe had slipped off one shoulder. Her hands were trembling slightly where they gripped the tub’s edge. She’d been crying, he could tell—her eyes were red-rimmed, though her face was dry now.

“Hey,” he said softly, stepping inside and closing the door behind him. The lock clicked, a small sound that meant temporary privacy.

“Did he—”

“No,” she cut him off, her voice rough. “I’m fine. It’s just everything.”

Ethan nodded, understanding. The weight of what they were doing, what was coming, the constant performance. He turned on the shower, the pipes groaning before water burst out. Steam immediately began filling the small space, fogging the mirror.

Esperanza stood, letting the robe drop to the tile floor with a wet sound, and walked over to join him. They stepped under the water together, the heat hitting their exhausted bodies like a blessing. She leaned back against the tile wall, the cold ceramic making her gasp before she adjusted. Water ran down her face, washing away the last of the mascara.

“Were you able to send a message?”

“Yeah. Vincent Lam is the one who will trigger the bombs.” She looked up at him through the water streaming between them. “You?”

Ethan smiled grimly, the expression not reaching his eyes. “Yes. That’s actually the only good news. We have twenty-four hours if the test is successful.”

“What?” She buried her face against his chest, her body suddenly shaking. The water streamed around them, too hot but neither of them moved to adjust it. “How can we do anything about this?”

“I got a message out. Used the TV after Brigitte fell asleep.” He could still feel the remote in his hand, the agonizing slowness of typing with arrow keys.

“We can sabotage the test?” Her voice was muffled against his skin.

“It’d have to be pretty believable with them watching us. And if we do, Marc could figure it out.”

She pulled back slightly, water droplets clinging to her eyelashes. “But they know? Patel knows?”

“And whoever else he’s got now.”

They stood there under the hot water, steam thick enough to chew, both processing. Twenty-four hours to stop seventy-two million deaths, while trapped in a hotel full of people orchestrating those deaths.

*** 

Patel watched Swan’s operators lay out tactical gear on the safehouse floor—body armor that still had dust from wherever they’d stored it, suppressed pistols that gleamed with gun oil, flash-bangs with Hebrew warning labels. Professional kit for professional killers. Patel was checking magazines, the click of bullets against metal rhythmic and calming. Gabe and Sam studied building schematics on a laptop, the screen’s blue light reflecting off Gabe’s glasses.

The apartment smelled like gun oil and stale coffee. Someone in the unit above was playing tango music, the bass lines vibrating through the ceiling.

“Twenty-four hours? You are sure?” Swan asked, examining a suppressor, rolling it between her fingers to check the threading.

“The operative’s message was as clear as we can hope,” Gabe said without looking up from the screen, his fingers scrolling through floor plans.

“And killing Vincent Lam will stop it?”

“Stall it, maybe,” Patel said. He was cleaning his Glock, the familiar motions calming. The gun oil made his fingers slick. “We’re hoping for disruption, not prevention.”

“Our hope is that Natasha can turn Marc Duval in time to make the test a failure,” Gabe added, finally looking up.

“I have met him.” Swan set down the suppressor with a metallic clink. “Natasha gave him a foot job while she was eating me out. He didn’t seem like the mass murdering type.”

Everyone stopped what they were doing. Patel’s magazine loading paused mid-push. Gabe’s fingers froze on the keyboard. The two Mossad operators exchanged glances.

Swan looked at them all calmly, eyebrow slightly raised. “What? It was Les Libertins. These things happen.”

“Right,” Patel said slowly, returning to his gun, trying to scrub that mental image. “Of course.”

“Of course all of this is a moot point if we can’t take out Lucia Laurent.” Swan picked up one of the flash-bangs, weighing it in her hand, feeling the cold metal weight. “You can’t arrest someone for this. She could buy the courtroom, anyway.”

“We have a friend who might be able to help,” Gabe said, closing his laptop with a decisive snap. “But stalling the countdown might be the best we can hope for.”

Swan looked at her two operators—one still sporting a taped nose from Patel’s knee, the other favoring his left shoulder—then back at Patel and Gabe. The calculation in her eyes was clear, weighing risks against necessity, probable losses against certain catastrophe. “You’re going to need us.”

Patel and Gabe exchanged a glance across the weapon-strewn floor. The weight of it hung between them—accepting Mossad’s help meant accepting Mossad’s methods. No oversight, no rules of engagement, no concerns about collateral damage. Of course that’s why he’d asked them to bring their tactical kit in, so they knew what they had to work with.

“Yeah,” Patel finally said, setting down his reassembled Glock. “We know.”

*** 

Natasha walked back into the hotel suite to find Marc exactly where she’d left him—hunched over his laptop, code filling multiple screens in different colors. Green text, blue variables, red error messages he was systematically eliminating. He didn’t look up when she entered. The keycard reader beeped, the door clicked shut, but his fingers never stopped moving.

“How were the gardens?” he asked, sounding distracted, most of his brain elsewhere in the architecture of his creation.

“Hot.” She set down her purse on the console table, the leather making a soft thud. The suite’s air conditioning was struggling against the afternoon heat. “The integration test is tomorrow?”

“Early afternoon.” His glasses had slipped down his nose again. He pushed them up with one finger, never taking his eyes off the screen. “Heinrich wants everything perfect.”

Natasha studied him for a long while. Just looking. Watching him work. The way his fingers moved across the keyboard with such certainty, each keystroke deliberate and sure, building his better world line by line. The slight hunch in his shoulders from too many hours at the computer. The empty energy drink cans forming a small city around his workspace. The way he pushed his glasses up when they slipped—an unconscious gesture he probably did a thousand times a day.

She lowered her eyes. He wasn’t a bad person. Just kind of a shitty one. Desperate for validation, willing to ignore uncomfortable truths, eager to belong somewhere, anywhere that would have him. But not evil. Not someone who would knowingly participate in mass murder. Not someone who could look at seventy-two million deaths and call it acceptable losses.

She hoped that made sense. She hoped the distinction mattered. She hoped there was enough humanity left in him, under all that desperate need for approval, to be horrified when he learned the truth.

He noticed her staring at him and stopped typing, his fingers hovering over the keys. “What’s up? You’re looking at me weird.”

“Marc …” She moved closer to his desk, the carpet soft under her feet, choosing her words carefully. “Do you remember what we were talking about? About how many deaths are too many?”

His expression shifted, suddenly wary. His shoulders tensed. “Why are you bringing that up again?”

“Because I need to know where your line is. You said a million deaths would be ridiculous. That Les Libertins aren’t mass murderers.”

“They aren’t.” His voice had an edge now, defensive. His hand moved to close the laptop slightly, protective of his work. “Natasha, what is this about?”

She sat on the edge of the bed, facing him. The mattress dipped under her weight. “What if I told you the number was higher than a million?”

Marc’s face went pale, the color draining like someone had opened a valve. “What are you doing?”

Natasha took a breath. The air conditioning hummed. Someone laughed in the hallway. The world kept turning while she prepared to shatter his. This was it. The point of no return.

“Marc, I’ve been lying to you. I need to tell you who I really am.”
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