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From the Author

I wanted to blow something up.

Not literally. But after writing several stories about suburban awakenings and slow-burn permission, I wanted to start with an explosion. A woman whose ordinary life detonates in the first chapter and never stops falling.

Natasha thinks her biggest problem is a passionless marriage. Then she gets abducted by a man she thought was just a summer fling from years ago, and discovers her boring husband Ethan has been living a double life. Spies. Handlers. Surveillance. Everything she believed was a lie.

This book let me blend genres in ways I'd been wanting to try. Espionage thriller meets erotic romance. The hotwife dynamic is still here, but refracted through betrayal and danger. When you discover your husband has been keeping secrets, does that change how you feel about the other man? When the other man is your captor, does desire become survival?

Rafael and Ethan have history that predates Natasha. She's caught between two dangerous men, and figuring out whether she's a pawn or a player becomes the heart of her journey.

Fair warning: this is Part One of a serial. It ends on a cliffhanger. I'm not sorry.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Thanks for reading.

Love Always,
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Sharing Natasha 
Part One

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot





Chapter One - The Art of Pretending

The alarm went off at 6:15, like it always did. Not a song. Not birdsong. Just the default tone—digital, precise, annoying in a small, manageable way.

Natasha silenced it before it could cycle twice and slid out of bed like someone sneaking out of a hotel room. She moved quietly, even though she didn’t have to. Ethan could sleep through thunder. She used to test it, back when they were first married—dropping a book, slamming a door, saying his name out loud from across the room. Nothing. Dead to the world until exactly 6:45, like a timer went off inside him.

She pulled on leggings and an oversized T-shirt with a faded festival logo then padded barefoot into the kitchen. She didn’t bother flipping on the overheads—the dim light from the microwave clock was enough.

Yesterday’s coffee sat in the pot like a punishment. She poured it into a chipped mug, added a splash of oat milk, and then microwaved it for forty-three seconds. She knew that number by heart. Forty-two was lukewarm. Forty-four, too hot. Forty-three was the sweet spot, the Goldilocks zone of caffeine mediocrity.

While it spun, she leaned against the counter and stared at the tiled floor. There was a hairline crack in the grout near the fridge. It looked like a tiny fork in the road. She imagined one path leading to this life—early mornings, microwaved coffee, a dependable man in an anonymous condo—and the other leading … somewhere else.

The microwave beeped. She didn’t move right away.

Eventually, she took the cup, gave it a swirl, and sipped. Still bitter. Still fine. Still hers.

She ate half a banana standing up then went to the bedroom to pick out clothes. Work didn’t require anything special—just clean, adult, non-wrinkled. She chose a pale green blouse, beige slacks, and nude flats. Not stylish, but safe. Neutral enough to disappear in.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and gave her reflection a dry little smile. “This is what thriving looks like,” she said flatly. Then she grabbed her coat and walked out the door at 7:08, like she did every day.

*** 

By 7:13, she was on the sidewalk, coat buttoned, earbuds in without music.

The neighborhood was clean and quiet in that mid-tier D.C. way—historic enough for plaques, dull enough to never make the news. The sidewalks had no cracks. The trees had IDs. She passed the same woman walking the same ridiculous Pomeranian in a quilted stroller and nodded like always. The woman didn’t nod back. Like always.

The crosswalk at 14th and Q gave her exactly eleven seconds. She never ran. She didn’t need to. She knew the pace.

A man in a gray fleece zipped past on a road bike. She saw him most mornings, always slightly behind schedule. He never wore a helmet. His bag had a “DISARM HATE” patch stitched onto it. The irony wasn’t lost on her.

By the time she hit the metro entrance, the morning had fully formed: same overcast sky, same damp chill, same platform delay. A group of high schoolers jostled past her, loud with energy and pre-caffeine arrogance. One of them smelled like weed. She envied that.

She got on the train, found her usual standing spot near the back door, and let herself fade into the background.

*** 

The front desk buzzed her in without looking up. She didn’t blame them.

Natasha worked on the second floor of a nonprofit with a name that sounded important but said nothing—Global Civic Alliance or Civil Global Action, something with enough vagueness to justify donations from people who liked the idea of change more than the reality of it.

Her cubicle was spotless—not because she was tidy, but because clutter would imply she had something to do.

Her inbox was full, but none of it mattered. Most of her job involved triaging email chains, scheduling meetings between people who preferred to reschedule, and proofreading reports written by interns who thought the phrase “at-risk communities” was still cutting-edge.

At 9:05, her boss, Karen-with-an-E, stopped by with a forced smile and a paper cup of herbal tea. “You’re a rock, Natasha,” she said. “Seriously. I don’t know how this place would run without you.”

Natasha smiled and said thank you, like she always did. But inside, she noted the phrasing. A rock. Immobile. Heavy. Useful. But not alive.

At 9:30, Chloe from Comms bounced over in gym gear and said, “Hey, we’re doing a hydration challenge this week. It’s fun! You just log how much water you drink, and we all keep each other accountable. You in?”

Natasha glanced at her own desk, where her one-liter glass bottle had been sitting untouched since Tuesday.

“Sure,” she said. “That sounds … measurable.”

Chloe beamed and bounced away.

Natasha unscrewed the cap and took a sip out of guilt.

By 10:00, she was knee-deep in three overlapping Google Calendars and an email chain titled “RE: RE: RE: Updated Draft of Talking Points v3,” in which a twenty-four-year-old program associate was arguing passionately about word choice in a paragraph no one would read.

Natasha rewrote the paragraph in six seconds, reattached it, and clicked “Reply All.”

She leaned back, took another sip of stale water, and stared at the little motivational quote pinned to her cubicle wall.

“Be the change you want to see in the world.”

She resisted the urge to write “…or die of dehydration” underneath it.

Lunch was a sandwich from the deli downstairs, eaten at her desk with earbuds in. No music, just the illusion of preoccupation. She told herself it was because she was behind on work, but the truth was she didn’t want to be drawn into the break room conversation about someone’s bachelorette weekend in Charleston.

At 1:17, her phone buzzed.

Maya: Want to grab drinks next week? Been ages.

Maya was one of the few people from college she still liked. The kind of friend who wouldn’t ask why she’d gone quiet, just show up with cocktails and gossip. Natasha stared at the text, thought yes, and then put her phone facedown without responding.

At 3:05, she minimized a spreadsheet and opened a new Word doc. The blinking cursor stared at her, expectant. She didn’t know what she meant to type—an escape plan? A resignation letter? A confession?

She closed it after ten seconds.

By the time five o’clock rolled around, she felt like a piano that hadn’t been tuned in years. Still functional. Still polite. Just enough off-key to make you uneasy if you listened closely.

*** 

Ethan was already plating dinner when Natasha walked in. He wore an apron—not ironically—and was humming some unplaceable melody under his breath as he spooned roasted vegetables onto two white plates.

The apartment smelled like garlic and rosemary. The dining table was set, placemats aligned, wine glasses half-full, cloth napkins folded the same way they always were: tight rectangles, sharp corners.

“Hey, babe,” he said, glancing up. “Traffic okay?”

“Standard,” she said, setting her bag down in its usual spot near the bookshelf. “That guy who plays the bagpipes outside DuPont was out again. He’s added a didgeridoo.”

Ethan smiled. “Ambitious.”

They sat. Ate. Talked about small things. A squirrel incident at his office building. A misdelivered Amazon package at hers. She asked about his day, and he answered in the same tone he always used—pleasant, specific, but not vivid. Whatever his job actually entailed, she still didn’t know. Something with logistics. Government-adjacent. Numbers, and flows, and terminals.

He poured more wine without her asking. Remembered she liked the stemless glass, not the tall ones. Cut her salmon just the way she preferred, flipping the thinner edge outward for more crisp.

It wasn’t performative. It was just Ethan—reliable, low-key, sweet. The kind of man who remembered the names of your coworkers and added batteries to the grocery list without being told.

They loaded the dishwasher together. Natasha dried. Ethan rinsed. The entire routine had the quiet precision of people who’d lived together for long enough to work in mirrored rhythm.

Afterward, they curled up on the couch. Ethan opened a paperback thriller, one of those sprawling spy novels with maps in the front and a glossary in the back. He read aloud to her in his soft, measured voice. She didn’t follow the plot. Just listened to the cadence.

The couch cushion sagged gently under their weight. The dishwasher hummed in the background. The air smelled faintly of citrus from the dish soap.

At one point, Ethan rested his hand over hers. His thumb grazed her knuckle.  And still, she felt a flicker of something she couldn’t name. Not sadness. Not boredom. A low, electric hum of wanting something she couldn’t articulate.

By 9:30, the book was closed, the wine was gone, and the lights were dimmed to that same warm setting he always used.

Ethan stretched and kissed her forehead. “Coming up?”

“In a bit,” she said. “Gonna fold the laundry before it wrinkles.”

He nodded and disappeared upstairs.

She waited until she heard the door click shut.

*** 

The upstairs bathroom light buzzed faintly when she flicked it on. One of those dull halogen fixtures that made even perfect skin look tired.

Natasha pulled her hair into a loose knot, twisted the cap off her cleanser, and began the careful, automatic rhythm of washing her face. Circular motions. Rinse. Pat dry. Moisturizer with the tiny spatula, because Ethan had once sent her an article about bacteria in jars and now she couldn’t not think about it.

She looked up mid-routine and caught herself in the mirror. Same face. Same ponytail. Same skin. Not bad. Not glowing. There.

She tilted her head, squinted, wiped the corner of her mouth. She tried smiling. It looked practiced. Not fake, exactly, but not real either. Like the expression you make to prove to someone else that you’re fine.

She leaned closer to inspect her eye cream for new results. None.

On the counter, her phone buzzed with a group chat notification—college friends making weekend plans she wouldn’t attend. She didn’t open it.

For a second, she thought about texting someone. Or pouring a second glass of wine. Or opening that audio erotica app she used once during lockdown and never deleted. Instead, she brushed her teeth, flossed, and ran the hot water to steam the room a little before she turned in.

She shut the mirror cabinet and, for half a second, the glass caught her reflection again—distorted by steam, slightly warped, as if the room had started to forget who she was.

*** 

She went back downstairs to grab the laundry basket she’d left near the coat closet. It wasn’t urgent. Just one of those nightly rituals she didn’t question anymore. Clean up. Shut off lights. Reset everything so tomorrow could start tidy, controlled. A quiet little fiction of order.

The closet door stuck slightly, like it always did. She tugged it open and crouched for the basket. Then paused.

Ethan’s navy windbreaker was hanging dead center. Out of season, out of place.

It didn’t look like it had been there long—no dust on the shoulders, no bend in the collar. Hung carefully. Recently.

Not suspicious, just … odd.

She touched it. Pressed her fingers against the outer pocket. Something was inside. Flat. Solid.

She hesitated. Then slid her hand in and pulled it out.

A phone.

Not his phone. Not a phone. This one was different. Black, slim, no case. No wallpaper. Anonymous. Disposable. The opposite of Ethan.

She tapped the screen.

It lit up instantly. No lock. No fingerprint. Just one open text thread. No name. No emojis. Two lines of text, plain as anything.

Unknown: Our mother prefers a sapphire necklace.

Ethan: Then we’ll make sure she receives it on her birthday.

She read it once, then again. The words made sense. And didn’t.

He had no siblings. No living mother. He hated jewelry—called it “pointless markup.” She couldn’t picture him ever typing the word sapphire.

This wasn’t a butt dial or a misfire. He had answered like someone who knew the language.

Her stomach did a small, neat flip.

She scrolled up. Nothing else. Just the two lines. No context. No contact name. No mistake.

The air felt thinner now, like someone had cracked a window she couldn’t see.

She looked up toward the ceiling. The creak of a floorboard above. Ethan, probably brushing his teeth. Running water. Whistling faintly through his nose like he always did when he flossed.

She stood perfectly still. Just long enough to feel her pulse in her throat. Then she tucked the phone back into the pocket, zipped the coat closed, adjusted the hang on the rack like it mattered.

She picked up the laundry basket, held it with both hands, and carried it upstairs like nothing had happened. Like she hadn’t just read proof that her husband was someone else entirely.




Chapter Two - The Red Dress

The red dress was already laid out on the bed when she stepped out of the shower.

Not hung. Not folded. Laid out. Like a decision had been made.

She towel-dried her hair and looked at it. She hadn’t worn that dress in over a year, not since a friend’s wedding where the champagne was warm, the air conditioning broke, and the photos made her skin glow in ways that felt dishonest.

It clung. It clung everywhere.

From the hallway, Ethan called out, “Thought it might be a good night for that one.”

She didn’t answer right away.

He wasn’t wrong. The dress was the right level of formal—striking without being obvious. The kind of thing that made people look twice but not long enough to ask questions. She used to wear things like that on purpose. Back when being looked at felt like something she owned.

Now it felt like strategy. Like camouflage. Or bait.

She pulled it on without a bra. The fabric didn’t allow for one. She adjusted the straps, smoothed the hem. Her body looked good in it. Better than it should’ve, considering how little attention she paid to it these days.

Ethan appeared behind her in the mirror, already dressed in his navy suit. He stepped in, close but not quite touching, and fastened her necklace—silver, a small charm, worn smooth from years of use.

“You look perfect,” he said and kissed her bare shoulder.

She smiled at him in the mirror. The smile wasn’t fake.

It just wasn’t hers.

*** 

The building was limestone and minimalist, with large glass doors and security guards who scanned invitations like they were checking for landmines. Inside: neutral lighting, neutral jazz, neutral faces in tailored black.

Natasha scanned the room as they entered. Name tags. Government haircuts. Lanyards tucked under formalwear like they couldn’t fully commit to the illusion of elegance.

A quartet played near the far wall, something classical, just upbeat enough to seem expensive. Waitstaff floated with trays of sparkling water and wine. Everything smelled like citrus polish and mild anxiety.

Ethan handed their coats to someone in a tuxedo then placed a hand gently on her back. “This way,” he said.

She followed.

He moved through the room like someone on an internal track. Nodded to a few men. Smiled at a woman with a Department of Energy badge. Whispered a name in Natasha’s ear that she immediately forgot.

She accepted a glass of wine from a tray, held it like a shield. The wine was warm. Of course it was.

Ethan was in his element—polished, competent, quiet, but confident. Not quite charming, but perfectly assembled. No one asked what he did, and no one explained what they did either.

Natasha smiled when appropriate, laughed when required. Her feet already hurt. She noticed a woman in heels shorter than hers slip discreetly into flats near the bathroom line. Smart.

She couldn’t remember the last time a stranger had looked her in the eye for longer than a second without flicking away to find someone more useful.

Ethan leaned in. “They’re showing the keynote video at eight. You’ll hate it.”

She smiled again. This one was real.

Then she felt it.

Someone was watching her.

She didn’t turn toward the gaze immediately. It felt deliberate—too steady, too certain. Whoever it was wasn’t just looking. They were watching.

She turned casually, like someone looking for the restroom.

And there he was.

Tall. Crisp suit, dark blue. Graying at the temples. No name tag. He held a glass of scotch with one hand and tucked the other in his pocket like he had nowhere else to be.

He wasn’t handsome, exactly. But there was something in the way he stood. The weight of confidence. Of not needing permission to take up space.

He met her eyes and smiled like they’d already met. Like they were sharing a secret from across the room.

She looked away first.

She could feel him moving closer before she saw him again—by the appetizer table now, within speaking range. He picked up a shrimp skewer, turned slightly toward her. “Think anyone’s ever eaten one of these without immediately regretting it?”

She glanced at the tray. “No. But I keep hoping.”

He laughed. “Eternal optimism. You must not be from procurement.”

She shook her head. “Thankfully, no.”

“Good. I can still talk to you, then.” He extended a hand. “Gabe.”

“Natasha.”

“Nice to meet you, Natasha. You here with anyone important?”

“My husband,” she said. “He’s … networking.”

“Of course he is. Poor guy.”

She laughed, more than she expected to. He wasn’t hitting on her—not really. Just charming in that way some men were when they stopped trying too hard.

They lingered by the food table, both avoiding the shrimp.

He picked up a square of some puff-pastry thing, bit in, and winced slightly. “Why is it always goat cheese? Who asked for this?”

She smiled. “It’s for the people who like to say they hate goat cheese. It gives them something to do.”

He chuckled and nodded toward the string quartet. “This music sounds like it was picked by someone who once read about jazz in an airport bookstore.”

“I was going to say it sounds like it was generated by a polite AI.”

“I’m going to steal that.”

She sipped her wine. “Go ahead. I’ve got plenty.”

He gave her another smile—genuine, relaxed. “What do you do, Natasha?”

She gave her standard answer. “Admin work at a nonprofit. I schedule, organize, troubleshoot. Keep the wheels turning.”

“That sounds like code for ‘I do everything and nobody notices unless I stop doing it.’”

She tilted her glass at him. “Exactly.”

He nodded, impressed. “The world runs on women like you.”

She laughed again. Not big, but real.

“What about you?” she asked. “What’s your cover story?”

“International consulting,” he said. “Very boring. Mostly in Europe. Lots of emails that start with ‘Hope this finds you well.’”

She grinned. “So you’re one of the few people who’s both at this party and has a passport?”

“Two, actually.”

“Showoff.”

They both smiled.

It was nice. That was all.

Just … nice.

*** 

Natasha was still laughing at something Gabe said, something about government cheese ratios, when she noticed a small shift in his expression. Not much. A pause between words that hadn’t been there before. A flicker in his eyes. His shoulders squared just slightly, not like a threat, more like someone remembering to stand correctly. He glanced past her for half a second.

She turned her head.

Ethan stood just to her left, behind her. Close. Not saying anything. Not interrupting. Simply … there.

“Hi,” she said, unsure why she felt like she was apologizing.

“Hey,” Ethan replied. He gave her a soft smile then looked to Gabe. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Gabe recovered quickly, but she caught the lag—the nanosecond where his charm recalibrated.

“You didn’t,” Gabe said smoothly. “We were just comparing jazz sins and goat cheese atrocities.”

Ethan extended a hand. “Ethan.”

“Gabe.” They shook.

“Have we met before?” Gabe asked. “Budapest?”

Ethan shook his head. “No.”

“Prague?”

“No.”

“Sarajevo?”

Ethan smiled, pleasant. “I’ve never been to the Balkans. I’d remember.”

Gabe gave a soft chuckle. “Right. Must be someone else.”

He turned to Natasha. “Pleasure chatting with you. Enjoy the keynote. It’s not as painful as it sounds.” And just like that, he slipped away into the crowd.

They watched him go.

Natasha turned to Ethan. “What was that about?”

“What was what?”

“You know what. You knew that man.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Do I?”

“Don’t play dumb.”

He paused then said, “Gabe’s not the bland bureaucrat he pretends to be.”

That was all.

And she knew that was all she was going to get.

They moved toward the main hall as the lights dimmed and the speakers took the stage.

***

The car was quiet on the way home. Ethan drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting loosely on his thigh.

Natasha watched the city slide past in amber smears—streetlights, traffic lights, glimpses of quiet windows. Everything outside looked distant and sleepy. Inside the car, her body hummed.

She thought about Gabe. Not the conversation, not the jokes. The shift. The way his energy had changed the second he had seen Ethan. Something tightened. Something pulled back.

“You okay?” Ethan asked, glancing at her.

“Yeah.”

A beat of silence.

She looked over. “Gabe was needling you.”

“No, he wasn’t.”

She pressed. “You saw it. Don’t pretend you didn’t.”

Ethan chuckled and moved his hand over to her thigh. “He probably thought I was a jealous husband who was on his way to defend his turf.” He squeezed her thigh.

“And I’m the ‘turf’ in this situation?” she responded dryly.

Ethan smiled. Natasha kept looking at him.

“You’re really not going to tell me—”

Ethan hit the brakes—hard.

The car jolted. Her hand flew to the dashboard.

“Shit. Sorry.” He exhaled, looking over. “There was a cat.”

Natasha blinked. Her heart was hammering. She hadn’t seen a cat.

“You all right?” he asked.

She nodded slowly, still breathing through the spike.

“Good.” He gave her a quick look then added, “I had been meaning to ask—how’s that woman at your office? The one with the bright scarves? Last time you mentioned her, you said she was being bitchy.”

Natasha blinked again. “Angela.”

“Right. Angela. Honestly, I think she’s just jealous of you.”

The shift was so clean she almost missed it.

They talked about work for the rest of the ride. Deadlines. Passive-aggressive emails. Who left fish in the microwave.

At some point, the car pulled onto their street. Then the driveway. Then the lights were off and they were upstairs.

*** 

Later, in bed, Natasha lay still and listened to Ethan’s breathing. Slow. Even. Asleep.

She stared at the ceiling.

There had been no cat. And Ethan had thrown the conversation. Cleanly. Painlessly. She hadn’t even seen him do it until now.

She swallowed.

She wasn’t sure if she felt angry. Or impressed. Or turned on.

Maybe all three.




Chapter Three - Taken

Natasha stood in line at the bakery with a to-go cup of coffee and half-interest in everything around her.

It was late morning, sunny but cold. A Saturday. Her errands list was open on her phone—pick up dry cleaning, refill her prescription, maybe swing by the market if she had the energy. Ethan was at the gym, or pretending to be. He said something vague before he’d left.

She kept replaying the night before. The way Gabe’s eyes had changed. The calm in Ethan’s voice. That brake slam.

The conversation was gone now, scattered by a perfectly timed distraction and a compliment about her office nemesis. Skillful. Like he’d done it a hundred times before.

She didn’t know whether to admire it or be pissed.

The line moved forward. She ordered a seeded baguette and a croissant, paid with her phone, and then stepped out into the street. The bag crinkled softly under her arm. Her coffee was still hot. Her life still looked normal.

On the walk to the pharmacy, she noticed a man across the street.

Not staring—only standing there. Smoking. Watching traffic. Could’ve been anyone.

A block later, she crossed and caught sight of another man on the corner, checking his watch. He looked up. Their eyes met briefly.

Her stomach tightened. Not fear, exactly. Just a warning bell. Low and steady.

She turned into the pharmacy and told herself to stop overthinking everything.

Ethan was getting to her head.

That’s all it was.

*** 

The hood came off.

She didn’t remember how she had gotten here. She’d been crossing the street. She’d turned a corner. That was it. Now she was here.

Fluorescent lights. Concrete walls. A single chair, bolted to the floor. No table. Her wrists were zip-tied to the arms, ankles to the legs.

One man sat in the corner, casually flipping through a paperback. Another leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, chewing something like gum or tobacco. The third stood directly in front of her.

He wasn’t tall, but his build said military. His eyes were sharp. Cruel.

He didn’t introduce himself. He just stepped forward, bent slightly, and said, “Do you know what your husband really does?”

Natasha’s throat tightened. She didn’t speak.

He smiled. Not friendly. He tapped a finger against the pale scar running from the edge of his eyebrow to his temple. “He gave me this. In Tunisia.”

She stayed quiet. What the fuck else could she do?

“You think he’s just good in bed and bad with birthdays?” he asked, voice low. “Your husband ruins people.” He stood straighter. “It’s not just the job. He likes it.”

Behind him, the man chewing piped up. “Maintain a professional bearing, Sven.”

Sven smiled wider. “Just making conversation.” He left the room.

The one with the paperback didn’t look up.

She sat there in the silence, zip-tied to a chair, heart racing.

Whatever Ethan had done, it had left scars.

*** 

She didn’t know how long she sat there. The silence pressed in around her, thick and mechanical. No clocks. No motion.

Then the door creaked open, and Sven walked back in. He wasn’t smiling anymore.

“This is taking too long. We need to know where to get rid of her.”

The one with the book turned a page. “We are supposed to wait for our instructions. Waiting is part of the job.”

Sven turned to Natasha, his eyes boring into her. “You don’t know her husband. He’s probably on his way now. Maybe we should kill her and leave.”

The man with the book looked up for the first time. “If you harm her, her old boyfriend will kill you. Then he’ll kill me for not stopping you.”

Natasha’s head jerked around. Old boyfriend? Natasha had dated plenty of men but had precious few long-term relationships. Let alone with someone who might be ordering men to kidnap her.

Sven paced. “You surround yourself with dangerous men. Don’t you?”

No one responded.

Sven stopped pacing, turned to Natasha. “Your husband is not a good man,” he said. “Whatever you think he is, whatever bedtime story he told you—he’s worse. And Raf—”

The gum-chewer’s head snapped back. Blood sprayed the wall behind him. He dropped like a stone.

The room froze.

Sven turned, but it was too late.

From the shadows at the door came “Hi, Sven.”

The voice was low. Calm. Unmistakable.

Ethan stepped in, pistol raised. He fired once. Sven’s knee. The man screamed, dropped. Ethan crossed the room fast, pistol-whipped him clean across the temple. Sven crumpled, out cold.

Ethan didn’t break stride. He took both phones off the nearest bodies, slipping them into his pocket. Then he knelt in front of Natasha. Zip ties gone in seconds.

“You all right?”

She nodded, still stunned.

He helped her stand, one arm around her waist, and moved them quickly through the door. Down a hall. Up a set of stairs.

A black car waited. Ethan got her in, shut the door, and got behind the wheel.

He drove without speaking.

In her lap, her hands shook. On his hip, one of the stolen phones buzzed.

She stared at it. It looked exactly like the one she’d found in his windbreaker.

The car was warm. Too warm.

Natasha pressed her palms to her knees, trying to steady them. Her whole body buzzed like it had forgotten what safety felt like. She could still smell the room. The blood. Sven’s breath.

Ethan drove without music, without glancing at her.

“You killed them,” she finally voiced.

“Sven will recover. He’s fun and predictable,” he said.

The way he said it made it sound like gravity—unavoidable.

She stared at him. “Who are you?”

He didn’t answer right away.

Outside, the city passed like a movie set—too clean, too bright. Like none of what had just happened could have happened in a world with stoplights and bike lanes.

“I’m not an analyst,” he said after a while.

“No kidding.”

“I’m a handler. I run assets. Mostly surveillance and field logistics. Sometimes containment.”

She blinked. “What the hell is containment?”

A moment passed. “You just saw it.”

She turned back to the road. “So Gabe’s real.”

“Very.”

She didn’t speak again for a minute, just watched the lines on the highway, zipping under the car.

“I found a phone in your windbreaker,” she said.

He didn’t look at her, but his jaw moved slightly.

She nodded to herself. “I thought maybe it was an affair. I think I hoped it was an affair.”

Ethan exhaled softly. “Sorry. I wanted to keep you out of it.”

“You failed.”

“I know.”

Another stretch of silence. Then she said, “You were never boring.”

He glanced at her. “I tried.”

When they pulled into the garage, he got out first and came around to her side. He offered his hand. She took it.

And for the first time all day, she didn’t feel scared.




Chapter Four - Breached

The front door clicked shut behind them.

For a long moment, they just stood there—Natasha still in her coat, Ethan in his blood-smeared black jacket. The house was quiet. Nothing had changed. That was what made her stomach knot.

Same sofa. Same soft hallway light. Same faint scent of laundry detergent and cinnamon from the candle she’d blown out last night. It felt fake. Like a diorama version of their life.

Ethan walked ahead of her, wordless. He turned the deadbolt, checked it twice. Closed the blinds in the living room. Walked to the drawer near the kitchen and slid the stolen phones inside. Locked it.

It was so calm. Like coming home from dinner.

She stood in the entryway, still holding her bag from the bakery like it meant something.

“We can’t stay here,” she said.

Ethan didn’t turn around. “We’re not alone.”

“What?”

“There are agents outside. Perimeter’s locked. We’re being watched.”

Her pulse kicked.

He kept moving. Removed his jacket. Hung it up. “The place where they had you—it’s already clean. They were scrubbing it while I was getting you out.”

She dropped the bag. The croissant hit the floor with a soft, ridiculous puff. “Stop talking like this is normal.”

Ethan finally looked at her. “I’m not.”

“I don’t feel safe here.”

“You are.”

“How do you know?”

“Because no one got out. And no one’s coming back. This house is safer than it’s ever been.”

She believed him. That was the worst part. She believed him completely.

And she hated how badly she wanted him to keep talking.

She followed him into the kitchen, slowly, like her legs were still deciding whether they belonged to her.

Ethan moved efficiently—opened a cabinet, poured water into a glass, handed it to her. Like it was a normal night. Like she hadn’t been kidnapped.

Natasha took it, but she didn’t drink. Her hands trembled.

He turned away and started rinsing his hands at the sink. There was dried blood on the side of his thumb.

“You’re just … doing dishes now?” she asked.

He glanced at her, turning off the faucet. “Trying to bring us down from it.”

She stepped back. “Down from what, Ethan?”

He looked at her like it was obvious. Maybe to him, it was.

Her breath hitched. “We should be gone. We should be running.”

“We don’t need to run.”

“You don’t get to decide that for me!”

He said nothing.

She moved toward him. “You act like this is normal. Like I’m overreacting. I got taken. And you’re just … saying there are agents and perimeters and scrubbing protocols. Who are you?”

Still nothing.

She hit his chest with the side of her fist. Not hard. “Who are you?” she said again. “Because I don’t know.”

When he reached for her, she slapped him. It was fast. Sharper than she’d expected.

He didn’t flinch.

She stumbled back a step, hands shaking. “Don’t.”

Ethan stood there for a moment. Then he stepped forward again.

“Don’t,” she said again, pushing him back.

He didn’t let her. He caught her wrists gently and pulled her in. She tried to resist, but there was no strength behind it anymore.

She broke, crying into his shoulder while he held her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should’ve told you sooner. I will. I’ll tell you everything.”

She couldn’t speak.

“Not tonight,” he said. “But I will.” He kissed the top of her head. “You’re okay now.”

She wasn’t.

But his arms were warm, and that was something.

He didn’t let go of her right away.

When her breathing slowed, he stepped back slightly, hands still on her arms.

“There’s something else,” he said gently.

She looked up, red-eyed.

“We need to check you.”

“For what?”

“Listening devices. Bugs. Hidden cuts. Trackers.” He hesitated. “I need you to take off your clothes.”

Her breath caught.

“I’ll explain what I’m doing every step,” he added. “But we need to do it now.”

She didn’t speak. Then she nodded slowly. “Okay.”

They went to the bathroom. The light was too bright, the mirror too clean.

She stood in front of the sink and began to undress. Coat. Sweater. Jeans. Socks. Underwear. Each motion stiff, deliberate.

Ethan took her clothes one piece at a time. Turned each inside out. Felt seams, checked tags, scanned with a small handheld wand he pulled from the drawer beneath the sink.

When she was down to nothing, he didn’t look at her like a man might. He looked at her like someone solving a problem.

He knelt and checked her ankles. Ran his hands gently up her calves, her thighs. He stopped to check behind her knees, her waistband, her lower back.

“Any pain?” he asked.

“No.”

He touched her arms. Behind her ears. Scanned her torso, her hips. Always slow. Always deliberate.

He ended at her face. She was crying again.

There was a small bruise on her cheek.

Ethan touched it with the backs of his fingers.

She leaned into his palm.

He kissed her. Soft. Just once.

“Can we sleep?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

He picked up her clothes in one arm and held her with the other.

The bedroom felt too quiet.

Ethan set her clothes down on the dresser and helped her into bed without a word. The blankets were cool. She pulled them up over her shoulders and lay flat, staring at the ceiling.

He stood nearby, still moving like there was a mission to finish. Eyes scanning, checking locks, processing shadows.

She didn’t speak. Neither did he.

Then he knelt beside the bed. His hand brushed a strand of hair from her temple.

“I don’t think I can sleep,” she said.

“You don’t have to.”

She looked at him. “Will you be here?”

Ethan didn’t answer right away. “Yeah, I’ll be here.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. Not out of desire. Not even comfort. It felt like a signal between operatives—confirmation of life. Of presence.

He stood and walked toward the bathroom, where he left the door cracked.

The soft light spilled across the floor and lit his outline—tall, solid, familiar. Except now she couldn’t see it without thinking of gunshots. Blood. Phones locked in drawers.

He said something low. She couldn’t hear the words. Probably into the phone. He was always quieter when he spoke to them.

She watched the silhouette. It was Ethan.

It just didn’t look like him anymore.




Chapter Five - Valencia

Natasha lay in the darkness of her bedroom, eyes wide open. The ceiling fan turned lazily above her, its soft whir doing nothing to drown out the chaos in her mind.

Ethan was somewhere in the house—checking locks, making calls, being whatever version of himself she hadn’t known until today.

An agent. A handler. A killer.

She closed her eyes, but the darkness only made it worse. In the black space behind her eyelids, fragments kept replaying: the hood coming off, the concrete room, Sven’s cruel smile. The gunshot. The blood.

And one word. One syllable that had been cut short by that shot.

Raf—

The last sound she’d heard before Ethan burst in. Before everything had changed. Before the foundation beneath her life had cracked irreparably.

Rafael.

It couldn’t be. And yet, it made a terrible kind of sense.

She shifted on the bed, pulling the blanket tighter, as if that could ward off the memories that were now flooding back. Memories she’d carefully packed away and labeled Before Ethan. Memories of a different Natasha—younger, hungrier, less careful.

Memories of a summer that had changed her, though she hadn’t realized how much until now.

Valencia, six years ago. The summer she’d turned twenty-two.

The summer of Rafael.

***

The party spilled across the rooftop terrace, a tangle of American students, local Spaniards, and travelers united by cheap wine and the heavy Valencia heat. Fairy lights strung between potted olive trees cast everyone in the same golden glow, making strangers look like friends and friends look like lovers.

Natasha stood at the railing, a plastic cup of sangria warming in her hand as she looked out over the city. The cathedral dome glowed amber in the distance. Music thumped behind her, something with too much bass and Spanish lyrics she couldn’t quite catch.

She felt restless. Three weeks into her summer program, and Valencia still felt like a beautiful stranger. She’d come here to find something, though she couldn’t have said what. Not fluency—her Spanish was already near-perfect. Not culture—she’d been to Europe before. Something else. Something that didn’t have a name yet.

“La mirada perdida,” a voice said behind her. The lost gaze.

She turned.

He stood a few feet away, not quite in her space but close enough that she had to tilt her chin up to meet his eyes. Tall. Lean. Dark hair cut short on the sides, slightly longer on top. He wore a simple white shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, and dark jeans. Nothing remarkable, except for his eyes—deep brown, steady, observant. The kind of eyes that made you wonder what they saw when they looked at you.

“I’m not lost,” she said, switching to Spanish. “Just thinking.”

His smile was slight but genuine. “Thinking can be its own kind of being lost.”

His accent was different from the Valencians—softer consonants, a rhythm that felt more deliberate. Not local, then.

“I’m Natasha,” she said, extending her hand.

He took it. His palm was dry, warm. “Rafael.”

He didn’t ask if she was American, or what she studied, or how long she’d be in Valencia. Instead, he nodded toward her cup. “The sangria is terrible.”

She laughed. “It really is.”

“There’s better wine inside. Come.”

It wasn’t a command, but it wasn’t quite a question either. He simply turned and started walking, as if her following was a given.

She followed.

Inside, away from the crush of the party, he poured her wine from an unmarked bottle someone had left on a counter. Deep red, smelling of cherries and earth. Their fingers brushed as he handed her the glass.

“What do you think of Chekhov?” he asked, as if continuing a conversation they’d already been having.

She blinked. “The playwright?”

“The writer. Of course, his plays are what most people know. But the stories”—he made a gesture with his hand, like releasing something into the air—“that’s where you find his soul.”

Nobody at this party should have been talking about Chekhov. It should have been all program gossip, hookup rumors, and complaints about host families. But here he was.

“I’ve only read The Lady with the Dog,” she admitted.

His eyes lit up. “Ah. The story of two people who discover they’ve been living false lives. Who find truth in the wrong place, with the wrong person.” He sipped his wine, watching her. “What did you think of it?”

“I thought it was about how we become trapped in the lives we build,” she said. “How passion reveals the cage.”

Something shifted in his expression—a flicker of surprise, followed by deepening interest.

“Most people just say it’s a sad love story.”

She shrugged. “Most people want to simplify things.”

“And you don’t?”

“I want to understand them.”

Music thumped through the walls. Someone laughed too loudly in the next room. But between them, a different kind of space had formed—quiet, charged, separate.

They talked about books. Art. Politics—not the shallow kind, but the human cost of grand ideas. He listened when she spoke, really listened, with a focus that made her words feel valuable. When he disagreed, it wasn’t to score points but to push further, deeper.

Somehow, they migrated back to the rooftop, to a quieter corner away from the main crowd. The night had cooled slightly. Stars punctured the dark above them.

“You’re not like the others,” he said.

She tensed, prepared for the line, the clumsy advance.

But he continued with, “You’re looking for something beneath the surface. Most people just want to skim across it.”

She leaned against the railing, their shoulders almost touching. “Maybe I just want to sound interesting at parties.”

“No.” He said it with such certainty that she couldn’t even pretend to be offended. “You have hungry eyes.”

Natasha felt exposed, as if he’d looked right through the person she presented and seen the restlessness underneath. The wanting.

She turned to face him, heart suddenly hammering in her chest. “And what are you looking for, Rafael?”

He didn’t answer, not with words. He just looked at her. Waited. The space between them seemed to compress, to thicken with possibility.

She was the one who closed the distance. She was the one who leaned in, who pressed her lips to his, who made the choice.

But the moment their mouths met, control shifted.

His hand came up to cradle her jaw, gentle but sure. He kissed her as if he’d been thinking about it all night, as if he’d mapped it out in his mind already—the angle, the pressure, the exact moment to deepen it.

When they broke apart, she felt dizzy.

“I should go,” he said, his voice lower than before.

“Why?” The question escaped before she could stop it.

His smile was small, knowing. “Because if I don’t go now, I’m not going to want to leave at all.” He pressed something into her hand—a business card, simple white with just a name and number. “Buenas noches, Natasha.”

She watched him walk away, disappear down the stairwell without looking back.

Later, in her narrow bed at her host family’s apartment, she lay awake, her body humming with a new awareness. Her lips still tingled. Her mind replayed each moment, each word.

She held the card in her fingers, turning it over and over in the dark.

Something had started tonight. Something she wasn’t sure she was ready for, but knew she wouldn’t refuse.

*** 

A week later, she found herself pressed against the wall of a hallway in another crowded apartment, this one in the Ruzafa neighborhood. The place was packed to capacity, music thumping through the floorboards, the air thick with cigarette smoke and perfume.

Since that night on the rooftop, she’d seen Rafael twice—once for coffee at a small café where they’d talked for three hours, and once for a walk along the beach at sunset. Both times, there had been the same charged conversation, the same sense of truly being seen. Both times, he’d kissed her goodbye with a restraint that left her aching.

Tonight was different. Tonight, his hand was at her waist, warm through the thin fabric of her dress. His mouth close to her ear so she could hear him over the music.

“You’re the most interesting person here,” he said, his breath against her skin sending a shiver down her spine.

The compliment should have sounded like a line. From anyone else, it would have. But Rafael didn’t deal in lines; he dealt in observations, stated as fact.

“You don’t know everyone here,” she countered.

“I don’t need to.” His fingers traced small circles at her hip. “I’ve been watching you dance.”

She had been dancing—with friends, with strangers, with anyone who matched her energy. The wine had gone to her head, not enough to blur her thoughts but enough to lower her guard. She’d felt electric, alive, aware of eyes on her. His eyes.

“And what did you see?” she asked.

“Someone who knows exactly what she does to a room. What she does to me.”

Her breath caught. Until now, he’d been controlled. Careful. The heat between them had been banked, channeled into conversation, into brief touches, into kisses that promised but didn’t deliver.

“Show me,” she said.

He took her hand. Led her through the crowd, down a hallway, to a door. A bathroom—small, tiled in blue and white, with a pedestal sink and a shower stall. He pulled her inside, closed the door. Locked it.

In the sudden relative quiet, she could hear her own breathing. Could see herself in the mirror above the sink—flushed, eyes bright, pulse visible at her throat.

Rafael stood behind her, his reflection meeting hers in the glass. He brushed her hair aside, exposing her neck.

“I’ve thought about this since the moment I saw you,” he said. His voice had dropped, deepened.

She turned to face him, threading her fingers into his hair, pulling him down to her. This time, there was nothing restrained about their kiss. It was open, hungry, immediate.

His hands slid down her sides, gripping her hips, lifting her onto the edge of the sink. The porcelain was cold against her thighs. His body was hot as he stepped between her legs.

He whispered commands in her ear—what to do, how to move. His voice was soft but left no room for negotiation. And something in her responded to that certainty, that quiet authority.

She surrendered, not out of weakness but out of a desire to discover what happened when she let go.

Rafael pressed his forehead to hers for one steady breath—his hands gripping her hips, grounding her, commanding her—but soft. Unshaking.

Then he dropped to his knees.

Her thighs spread instinctively. She wasn’t thinking anymore. Her body was moving in recognition, not decision. The cold porcelain beneath her thighs contrasted with the heat building at her core as Rafael ran his hands along the inside of her legs. Not rushed—assessing. Like he was cataloguing every tremble.

He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her underwear and peeled them down in one smooth motion. She felt air on skin that had only been wet, warm, hidden. He didn’t ask permission. He didn’t need to.

He looked up at her from between her thighs and said simply, “Put your hands behind you. Hold the sink.”

She did.

Then he leaned in and tasted her.

Her gasp echoed against the tile. One long, slow lick from base to clit, just enough to make her jolt. He didn’t pause. He buried his mouth in her like it was a language only he spoke.

Her hips twitched. He gripped them tighter.

He licked, circled, sucked—never frantic, always deliberate. The kind of focus that said: I don’t need to rush because I already own the outcome. His fingers traced lazy patterns against the outsides of her thighs while his tongue explored her center like he was memorizing it.

She looked down, dazed, and saw him watching her. Still working her—his tongue relentless—but those dark eyes locked on hers. Open, present, devouring.

“Touch me,” she whispered, breathless.

“I am.”

“Inside—”

He slid two fingers into her slowly, filling her inch by inch. She cried out—soft and sharp—and bit down on her lip hard enough to taste blood. Her thighs shook.

He curled his fingers and hit something that made her knees threaten to give out.

“Stay up,” he said. “Look at yourself.”

He nodded toward the mirror. She turned her head. What she saw made her tremble harder.

Her reflection: wild-eyed, mouth open, flushed down to her chest. Bent back over the sink, legs spread, Rafael’s head between her thighs and his hand working her from within.

She looked used. Beautiful. Unrecognizable.

He stood and stepped between her legs, fingers still moving inside her.

“I want to fuck you.”

“Then do it,” she breathed.

“Not yet.”

He pulled his fingers free and slipped them between her lips. She sucked them without thinking. His pupils dilated. He unzipped his jeans and rolled on a condom.

Then he turned her.

“Bend over.”

Her hands hit the sink again. He lifted her skirt. Pushed her forward. Aligned himself behind her with one slow, brutal thrust.

She gasped, and he growled—low, primal.

“You’re tight.”

“You’re … bigger than I expected.”

He laughed once. Dark. Dangerous. “You can take it.”

He pulled back. Slammed in again.

“Look at yourself.”

She did. Her reflection met her—glassy-eyed, mouth open, hair tangled. Every thrust jolted her forward, her hands slipping on the sink. Her breasts bounced in time with his rhythm.

“You look like a good girl,” he said, picking up speed. “But this … this is what you were made for.”

She moaned. Her legs were shaking. Her thighs slick.

“Say it.”

“I … I can’t—”

He reached around and found her clit, circling it in tight, cruel patterns.

“Say it.”

“I was made for this,” she gasped. “Fuck! I was made for this—”

“That’s right.”

She came with a cry that was closer to a sob, her body spasming around him. He didn’t slow. He kept thrusting until she came again—helpless, twitching, undone.

Only then did he let himself finish. He growled her name as he emptied into the condom, hands bruising her hips, chest heaving.

They stayed like that for a long moment—connected, breathless, trembling. Then he withdrew slowly. Slid her underwear up with reverent fingers. Smoothed her skirt. Turned her to face the mirror. He wiped her smudged lipstick with his thumb and kissed her forehead.

No words.

She looked at herself one more time and thought, That girl is gone.

Hair mussed, lips swollen, eyes wide, she looked both exactly like herself and like someone she’d never met before.

Rafael straightened his clothes then gently fixed the strap of her dress that had fallen down her shoulder. The tenderness of the gesture, after what had just happened, made her heart twist.

“I’ve never …” She stopped.

He smiled—not smug, but pleased. Understanding.

“I know,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Neither have I. Not like that.”

Someone knocked on the door. The sound brought her crashing back to reality—they were at a party, in someone’s bathroom.

Rafael unlocked the door, guided her out with a hand at the small of her back. As they rejoined the party, no one seemed to notice or care where they’d been. But she felt marked by it, changed in some fundamental way.

Later, as he walked her to her train stop, he said, “There’s a part of yourself you keep hidden. Even from yourself.”

She didn’t ask what he meant. She already knew.

*** 

“Have you ever been to Albufera?” Rafael asked, keys dangling from his finger as he met her outside her host family’s apartment building.

It was late June now, the heat of Valencia reaching its peak. They’d been seeing each other for nearly a month, though “seeing each other” felt too tame a description for whatever was happening between them.

“The nature park? No.” She eyed the car, a modest silver sedan. “You rented it?”

“Borrowed,” he said, opening the passenger door for her. “From a friend.”

The car smelled new, with none of the personal touches that would suggest it belonged to someone he knew well. But she didn’t question it. By now, she’d learned that Rafael had a wide circle of connections—people who could get them into closed exhibits, who left keys to apartments with spectacular views, who knew which restaurants had the best off-menu dishes.

He drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on her thigh. The road unspooled before them, leading away from the city toward the coastal wetlands.

“There’s a place I want to show you,” he said. “A lookout point. Not many tourists know about it.”

She watched his profile as he drove—the clean line of his jaw, the slight furrow of concentration between his brows. In the month they’d been together, she’d learned many things about him. He spoke five languages. He traveled constantly for work, something in international consulting that he described in terms too vague to picture. He read voraciously. He listened to jazz but could dance to anything.

And yet, for all that, she still felt she didn’t fully know him. He remained partially opaque, revealing himself in careful measure.

Which only made her want more.

The lookout was breathtaking—a clearing above the wetlands with a view that stretched all the way to the Mediterranean. The late afternoon sun turned the water to gold. No other cars were parked nearby.

Rafael spread a blanket on the hood of the car, and they sat side by side, sharing a bottle of wine and slices of Manchego cheese.

“What will you do when summer ends?” he asked, looking out at the view rather than at her.

The question punctured the bubble they’d been living in. She had three weeks left before her program ended. Before she flew back to the States, to her final year of college, to the life that felt increasingly like it belonged to someone else.

“Go back,” she said. “Finish school.”

“And then?”

She shrugged. “Get a job. Move to D.C., probably. That’s where the non-profit work is.”

He nodded, taking a sip of wine. “And shall we keep in touch? Exchange emails about our separate lives?”

There was something in his tone she couldn’t quite read.

She turned to look at him. “Is that what you want?”

His eyes met hers. “No.”

The single word held a finality that made her chest ache. He wasn’t asking for a long-distance relationship. He wasn’t suggesting they try to extend whatever this was beyond its natural lifespan. He was acknowledging the temporary nature of what they had. And somehow, that honesty made it more precious.

She set down her wine glass and moved closer to him. “Then let’s not waste the time we have left.”

He smiled, a flash of genuine pleasure that transformed his face. Then he slid off the hood and opened the back door of the car. “Get in.”

Rafael followed her in, closing the door behind them. The back seat was more spacious than it looked from outside, and the air immediately grew warmer, more intimate.

He turned her gently so she was facing the rear window. “Have you experienced it here?” he asked, his mouth against her ear. His hand slid between her ass cheeks. The knuckle on his index finger gently pushing against her anus.

She hesitated then nodded. It wasn’t true, but she didn’t want him to know how limited her experience had been before him.

He paused, his hands stilling on her hips. Then he reached around, tilted her chin so she had to look at him. “Don’t lie,” he said softly. “Not to me.”

Her cheeks flushed. “No,” she admitted. “I haven’t.”

He nodded, not surprised. Then reached toward the driver’s seat, retrieving something from the center console.

A small bottle. Clear.

Lube.

“Then we’ll do it right.”

He didn’t mock her. Didn’t tease. Just nodded, as if confirming something he’d already suspected.

“I’ll tell you what to do,” he said. “Trust me.”

He positioned her carefully, adjusting her stance, her angle. Through the rear window, she could see the golden wetlands, the distant shimmer of the sea. And in the rearview mirror, she could see his face, watching her with an intensity that made her breath catch.

“Look at yourself,” he instructed. “I want you to see what I see.”

That line landed like a promise. The kind that steadied her even as it stripped her bare.

Rafael flipped the cap and dripped some of the cool liquid into his palm. The scent was faintly floral—clean, unexpected.

He rubbed it between his fingers then pressed his free hand gently to her lower back, guiding her into position. Her knees pressed into the padded leather seat, her elbows braced against the door. Her breath caught when she felt the first touch—his slick finger sliding between her cheeks.

“You’re going to breathe for me,” he said. “No rushing. No noise unless you want to make it.”

She exhaled slowly, trying to soften the tight knot in her stomach. It wasn’t fear. Not quite. It was something more like alertness. Like her body was standing on a threshold, waiting to learn something new about itself.

And he … was patient.

He started with circles. Gentle pressure that pulsed outward. Then one finger, barely entering her, just testing the way she yielded. She tensed instinctively, and he stopped immediately.

“It’s okay,” he murmured, mouth close to her spine. “Let it happen. You don’t need to force anything. You just need to allow.”

That word did something to her.

She’d never thought about it before—how much of her sex life had been built on performance, even when it was fun. But this? This was something else. This was about access. Permission. A different kind of letting go.

And she wanted it.

She relaxed her muscles deliberately. He slid in deeper.

The sound she made surprised her—a low, desperate moan.

“You feel that?” he asked. His free hand stroked her hip, anchoring her, grounding her in his touch.

“Yes.”

“Still with me?”

“Yes.”

He pushed a little deeper. Her breathing stuttered, but she didn’t pull away.

“I’ve got you.”

Another finger joined. Slower this time. He moved them in tight circles, massaging her open, waiting for her body to stop resisting and start receiving.

She didn’t know when it happened, only that it did. One moment, she was bracing, and the next, she was melting. Her body widened around him like it had known how all along.

And then he withdrew.

“Stay just like that.”

She did.

She felt the tip of him first—warmed by his hand, slick with lube, pressed gently against her. Her breath caught.

“I’ll go slow.” And he did.

The stretch was sharp at first. Sharp enough to make her grip the seat cushion hard. But he paused with every inch, giving her time to adapt, to breathe, to adjust. She focused on his voice, on the sound of her own breath, on the impossible fullness taking up space inside her.

And when his hips finally met her ass, when he bottomed out inside her and held there, it didn’t feel unbearable.

It felt profound.

She couldn’t explain why. Just that this felt like something being offered, not taken. And she had chosen it. Her body had taken him in, had made space.

“Fuck,” Rafael whispered. “You feel …” He didn’t finish the sentence.

He started to move.

Slow at first. Deep, controlled thrusts. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her, holding her. Each time he slid inside, she could feel every ridge, every pulse. It was unlike anything else she’d ever experienced—more intimate than she could’ve imagined.

And through it all: the mirror.

She turned her head and caught her own reflection. Her face was flushed, her mouth open, sweat glistening along her collarbone. Her eyes—wide, wild, electric.

Behind her, Rafael moved like he had all the time in the world. Like he’d waited for this.

“You look …” he said, breath hitching, “like something I made.”

The words slammed into her.

Not a compliment. Not even a claim. A truth she didn’t have language for. He had made her, in this moment—had shaped the way she opened, the way she let herself be seen.

She reached between her legs. Her fingers found her clit. She didn’t need instructions.

“Touch yourself,” he said, anyway. “I want you to come like this. While I fuck your ass.”

She moaned. It wasn’t graceful. It wasn’t controlled. It was a sound pulled from somewhere she didn’t know she carried heat.

And then she was close. Too close. The pressure spiraled outward—faster, harder—until it hit like a wave crashing through every muscle in her body.

She came with a cry, hips jerking, body clenching around him. It didn’t feel fragile. It felt devastating. Like something in her had broken open, and the world had poured in.

Rafael groaned behind her. His rhythm broke. He thrust deep one final time and came with a raw, bitten-off curse.

For a long moment, there was only breath. Then he pulled out gently, letting his hands linger. He stroked her lower back. Smoothed her dress. Kissed the curve of her spine.

She stayed bent over, arms trembling, heart pounding.

In the rearview mirror, she saw his eyes meet hers again. And in that look, something that wasn’t love, but wasn’t casual either. Recognition, maybe. Knowing.

She sat back slowly, her body loose and light.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “That felt …” She couldn’t find the word.

He smiled. “Yeah.” He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. “Now you know.”

They stayed there, breathing together, her back against his chest. In the rearview mirror, she could see her own face—flushed, eyes wide, something new written there.

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” Rafael said, his voice gentle against her hair. “Not ever.”

Something broke open inside her—a wall she hadn’t known she’d built. Tears sprang to her eyes, surprising her.

He held her tighter, saying nothing, letting her feel whatever was rising to the surface.

On the drive back to the city, with the sun setting behind them, she realized that he had given her something no one else ever had: permission to be fully herself, even the parts she didn’t understand yet.

*** 

“A friend of mine is in town,” Rafael said two weeks later. “I’d like you to meet her.”

They were having dinner at his apartment—a minimalist space in an old building with high ceilings and wood floors that creaked. He’d cooked paella, the real Valencian way, without seafood. Just rabbit, chicken, beans, and saffron rice.

Natasha looked up from her wine glass. “Her?”

He smiled, a slight curve of his lips that suggested he’d caught the note of something in her voice. Not quite jealousy, but awareness.

“Elise. She’s French. A colleague.”

“What kind of colleague?”

Rafael refilled her glass. “The kind who knows me well.”

There was an undertone to the words that made Natasha’s skin prickle. “How well?”

“We’ve been close,” he said simply. “She’s intelligent. Beautiful. I think you’d like her.”

Natasha sat back in her chair, studying him. By now, she knew when he was suggesting something without saying it directly.

“And would she like me?”

His smile deepened. “She already does. From what I’ve told her.”

Heat bloomed in her chest, spread lower. “What have you told her?”

“That you’re extraordinary. That you surprise me.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping. “That you’re discovering things about yourself. That I’m helping you discover them.”

The implication was clear. This wasn’t just about meeting a friend.

“When?” she asked, surprised by the steadiness of her own voice.

“Tomorrow night. If you’re comfortable with that.”

She took a sip of wine, considering. A month ago, the suggestion would have shocked her. But Rafael had been gradually expanding the boundaries of her experience, her comfort, her desires. Each step had seemed both natural and thrilling.

“What would happen, exactly?”

“Whatever you want,” he said. “We have drinks. We talk. If there’s a connection, we see where it leads. If not, no harm done.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then we don’t.”

No pressure. No disappointment. Just a door he was holding open, one she could walk through or not.

Natasha thought about the girl she’d been at the beginning of summer—standing alone at that railing, restless, searching. How far she’d come from that person. How much further she might go.

“Yes,” she said, “I’d like to meet her.”

*** 

Elise was nothing like Natasha had imagined. She'd expected someone like Rafael—intense, observant, slightly reserved. Instead, the woman who walked into the low-lit cocktail bar was soft-spoken, with a gentle laugh and an openness that put Natasha at ease almost immediately.

She was beautiful, yes—willowy, with honey-blonde hair cut in a short bob, and green eyes that crinkled at the corners when she smiled. But it was her warmth that Natasha noticed most, the way she leaned in when Natasha spoke, genuinely interested.

And yet, beneath that warmth, something else flickered—a precision to her movements, a watchfulness that reminded Natasha of predators she'd seen in nature documentaries. Beautiful, graceful creatures that could strike without warning.

They sat at a corner table, Rafael beside Natasha, Elise across from them. The conversation flowed easily—travel stories, books they loved, the peculiarities of Valencia in summer. Elise spoke of Paris, of Moscow, of Tangier, with the casual familiarity of someone who moved through the world without friction. No tourist awkwardness, no cultural missteps.

"You must travel a lot for work," Natasha said.

Elise's smile revealed nothing. "Ze world, it is smaller than people think. Borders are … how you say … flexible."

As the evening progressed, Natasha found herself drawn to Elise in a way she hadn't anticipated. It wasn't just that the woman was attractive; it was her presence—the gentle yet absolute confidence with which she carried herself. When Elise spoke of art or politics, her knowledge had a cutting edge to it—not academic, but practical, as if she'd witnessed things firsthand that most only read about.

At some point, Rafael excused himself to the restroom. In the moment of privacy, Elise reached across the table and took Natasha's hand.

"'E speaks very 'ighly of you," she said, her accent softening the words. "I can see why."

Natasha felt her cheeks warm. "How do you know him?"

"We met in Paris, three years ago." Elise's thumb traced small circles on Natasha's wrist, but her grip was firmer than the gesture suggested. "'E 'elped me understand some things about myself. As I think 'e is 'elping you."

There was an undertone to the words—a suggestion that whatever had happened between Elise and Rafael went beyond the bedroom, beyond pleasure. Something that had altered her course.

Before Natasha could respond, Rafael returned. He paused, taking in the sight of their hands linked across the table, and smiled—not the warm smile he usually gave her, but something more calculating, satisfied. Like a chess player whose pieces were aligning exactly as planned.

"Shall we go back to my place for a nightcap?" he suggested.

The three of them walked through the warm night, Natasha in the middle, hyperaware of both their presences—Rafael's familiar solidity; Elise's new, intriguing energy.

Once, when they stopped at a crosswalk, Natasha caught them exchanging a glance over her head—a silent communication she couldn't decipher.

At the apartment, Rafael opened wine while Elise and Natasha sat on the couch, still talking, still connected by something invisible but strengthening. Elise's laughter was musical, but her eyes remained watchful, assessing. She asked questions that seemed innocent on the surface but probed deeper than casual conversation—about Natasha's family, her ambitions, her politics.

When Elise leaned in to kiss her, there was nothing tentative about it. She moved with purpose, one hand sliding into Natasha's hair, gripping gently but firmly, taking control of the angle, the pressure. Her lips were soft, but the kiss itself had an edge to it—a hunger that caught Natasha off guard.

Natasha responded, heat blooming through her body. From the corner of her eye, she caught Rafael watching from his chair opposite them. His gaze was fixed, intent, and when she made eye contact with him, he gave her a small nod—not instruction, but acknowledgment. A subtle reminder that he had orchestrated this moment, had known exactly what would happen when he'd brought these specific bodies into this specific room.

"Zis is okay?" Elise whispered against Natasha's mouth, but there was a confidence in her tone that suggested she already knew the answer.

"Yes," Natasha breathed.

They undressed her slowly, like she was something precious—first Elise's hands, then Rafael's. Fingers traced lines along her ribs, her hips, her thighs. She didn't know whose mouth found her first—only that both did, in turn and in tandem.

Elise was gentle but unrelenting. Her mouth moved with purpose, her fingers confident. She didn't ask what Natasha liked. She just knew. Every flick of her tongue, every press of her palm seemed designed to open her further, to show her something she hadn't known she needed.

And Rafael—he didn't interrupt. He watched. He stroked her hair. He murmured encouragements that were more like permissions. And when he finally touched her again, it felt like a reward she'd earned.

By the time she came—shaking, overwhelmed, cradled between two bodies she no longer needed to distinguish—Natasha realized she wasn't afraid of being wanted. She was afraid of how much she liked being shared.

Later, they lay in Rafael's bed, a tangle of limbs and sheets. Natasha in the middle, Elise's head on her shoulder, Rafael's arm draped across them both. The room smelled of sex and expensive perfume—Elise's, a scent Natasha couldn't identify but that reminded her of locked rooms and secrets.

"You are remarkable," Elise murmured, pressing a kiss to Natasha's collarbone. Her fingers traced patterns on Natasha's abdomen—almost like writing, though Natasha couldn't make out the letters.

Rafael propped himself up on one elbow, looking down at her with an expression she'd never seen before—pride mixed with something deeper, more complex. Possessive, but not in a way that diminished her. Rather, in a way that seemed to find value in her power, her desirability.

"You're always the center of the room," he said softly. "Even when you don't know it."

She blinked up at him, understanding that he wasn't just talking about tonight. He was talking about something intrinsic to her, something he'd seen from the beginning.

Elise's hand stilled on her skin. "She 'as potential," she agreed, the words carrying a weight Natasha couldn't fully decipher. Her tone was no longer soft—there was a professional quality to it, as if she were evaluating Natasha for something beyond this bed.

Rafael and Elise exchanged another look over her—brief, loaded with meaning. Then it was gone, and Elise was the warm, gentle presence again, her lips pressed against Natasha's shoulder.

In that moment, with her body still humming from what they’d shared, Natasha felt a kind of power she’d never experienced before. Not just sexual power—though that was part of it—but a deeper knowledge of herself and her effect on others.

It was transformative, this awareness. A truth about herself she could never unknow, never unsee.

*** 

“I want to show you something,” Rafael said the night before she was due to leave Spain.

They’d spent the last week in a kind of suspended state, both of them aware of the approaching end but refusing to acknowledge it directly. They’d made love in his apartment, on a secluded stretch of beach, once in the tiny fitting room of a boutique while a saleswoman pretended not to hear. Each time had felt like a kind of goodbye.

“What is it?” she asked.

“A place. Somewhere special.” He handed her a black dress she’d never seen before—sheer in places, opaque in others. “Wear this.”

The dress fit as if it had been made for her, clinging to curves, revealing enough to be daring but not vulgar.

“Where did you get this?”

“I saw it and thought of you.” He smiled. “One last night, Natasha. One last memory to take with you.”

The club was in an unmarked building in a part of Valencia she’d never visited. No sign, just a black door and a man who nodded to Rafael as if they knew each other. Inside, the space opened up—high ceilings, red velvet curtains, dim lighting that cast everything in shadow.

It wasn’t until she saw a couple in the corner, the woman’s dress pushed up around her waist, that Natasha realized what kind of club it was.

“An exclusive membership,” Rafael explained quietly. “For people who understand discretion.”

He led her through the main room, where people in various states of undress moved together in the shadows. Some wore masks—simple black or ornate Venetian creations. Others were bare-faced, unconcerned with being recognized.

Natasha felt eyes on her as they passed. Not leering, not invasive, but appreciative. Interested.

“You don’t have to do anything,” Rafael said, his mouth close to her ear. “We can just watch. Or leave, if you prefer.”

But she didn’t want to leave. A familiar heat was building inside her—the thrill of pushing boundaries, of stepping into the unknown with him beside her.

“What did you have in mind?” she asked.

He smiled, that now-familiar curve of his lips that promised both pleasure and challenge.

“There’s a private room upstairs. Reserved for certain members.”

The room was smaller, more intimate. Low couches, soft lighting, a few people scattered around in quiet conversation. A man sat alone in the corner, watching the door. When he saw Rafael, he raised his glass in greeting.

Rafael guided her to a couch near the center of the room. As they sat, he whispered, “That man has been watching you since we walked in.”

She glanced over. The man was older, perhaps forty, with salt-and-pepper hair and a well-tailored suit. Handsome, in a severe way.

“He’s a diplomat,” Rafael said. “Spanish embassy in Washington.”

“You know him?”

“Of him.”

The man rose, approached them with a glass of champagne in each hand. He offered them to Natasha and Rafael then sat in a chair opposite them. “May I join you?” he asked in English, his accent slight.

Rafael looked at Natasha, leaving the decision to her.

She met the stranger’s eyes, saw the appreciation there, the controlled desire. Then she looked back at Rafael, who watched her with that steady gaze that had first drawn her to him—the gaze that saw everything she was and everything she could be.

She took the champagne. “Yes.”

Rafael smiled, settling back to watch as the man moved closer.

“I’m Antonio,” the stranger said, his fingers brushing hers as he clinked their glasses together.

“Natasha.”

“American?”

She nodded.

“Your first visit to our club?”

Another nod.

His eyes flickered to Rafael. “You’re in good hands.”

The conversation flowed, surprisingly easy. Antonio was charming, intelligent, with none of the awkwardness she might have expected from such an encounter. He kept a respectful distance, even as his eyes conveyed clear interest.

When he finally reached out to touch her bare shoulder, it was with a questioning glance at Rafael—not asking permission, exactly, but acknowledging his presence.

Rafael gave a slight nod. Not directing, just consenting.

Antonio’s hand was warm on her skin. “You’re exquisite,” he said.

Natasha glanced at Rafael, saw the heat in his eyes as he watched another man touch her. She understood then—he’d brought her here not just as a final experience, but as a final gift. The freedom to explore with his blessing, under his watchful eye.

She leaned into Antonio’s touch, feeling Rafael’s gaze like a physical caress.

Antonio’s lips brushed the edge of her jaw. Warm. Lingering. His fingertips traced down her spine like he was playing an instrument only he knew how to tune.

Natasha knelt on the low settee, dress gathered at her waist, her chest rising and falling with the weight of anticipation.

Rafael watched from across the room, his glass forgotten, his body utterly still.

“She’s trembling,” Antonio said, not to her but about her.

“She always trembles before she shatters,” Rafael replied.

Antonio’s hand cupped her cheek. His other slid between her thighs, already wet, already slick.

“Spread your knees a little wider,” Rafael said. Calm. Authoritative.

She did.

And when Antonio eased two fingers into her, Rafael stepped closer.

“She’s ready.”

“Of course she is,” Rafael said. “She’s always been ready. She just didn’t know it.”

Antonio’s fingers curled inside her just as Rafael crouched beside her face.

“Look at me.”

She turned her head toward him, panting.

“I want you to remember this,” Rafael said. “The feel of his hands. The stretch. The burn. I want you to remember how easily you gave yourself over.”

“I—” she started to say, unsure of how the sentence was going to end.

He interrupted her with a kiss. Hard. Hungry.

Antonio withdrew his fingers and positioned himself behind her. When he pushed into her, it wasn’t tentative. It was a claiming.

Her breath caught—half-gasp, half-moan. Her hips rolled back without thinking, chasing the pressure. He filled her completely, thick and slow, the kind of stretch that hurt just enough to make her wetter.

Rafael didn’t let her look away. He held her chin, his thumb brushing her lip. “That’s it,” he murmured. “Let him in.”

Antonio’s thrusts were steady, paced, each one landing with a dull smack of skin on skin.

“Beautiful,” he said, voice ragged. “She’s so fucking tight.”

“She’s perfect,” Rafael replied. “I trained her.”

She moaned at that. Because it was true.

He had trained her. With words. With looks. With his permission. And now he was giving her away—piece by piece.

She could feel herself unraveling.

Then Rafael moved behind her, taking Antonio’s place.

There was a pause. A moment of silence.

And then Rafael’s cock pressed inside—familiar, but never less commanding. The angle changed. The rhythm changed. The pressure was different now: precise, consuming, inevitable.

He didn’t start slow. He drove into her like he’d missed her. Like he was reminding her—and Antonio—who she belonged to.

Her nails scratched the upholstery. Her moans pitched higher. Her thighs shook.

“You want more?” Rafael asked.

She nodded frantically.

He pulled her upright, her back flush against his chest, still buried inside her. He reached around and cupped her throat, tilting her head so she could see Antonio again.

“Ask him to touch you.”

Her voice barely worked. “Please …”

Antonio stepped forward and slid a hand between her legs.

She screamed. Not from pain. From the sheer overload—pressure from inside, outside, everywhere. Rafael’s cock, Antonio’s fingers, her own pulse thrumming through every nerve.

“Come for us,” Rafael whispered.

She did.

Her climax tore through her like lightning. Her whole body arched. She went blind for a second. Her legs buckled, but Rafael held her up, fucking her through it while Antonio watched her face.

“Again,” Rafael said.

She whimpered. “I can’t—”

“You can.”

Antonio moved to her front again. This time, he took her mouth. Slow. Deep. Their kiss matched Rafael’s thrusts. Perfect rhythm. Perfect ruin.

Her second orgasm came faster. Sloppier. She didn’t scream this time—she just shattered. Everything dropped out beneath her. Her voice. Her thoughts. Her name.

They laid her back on the settee, legs spread, slick and raw and glowing.

But they weren’t done.

Antonio undid his pants and knelt between her legs. Rafael moved to her side, whispering in her ear as she blinked up at the ceiling, lost in the hum of her own overstimulated nerves.

“You’re everything I hoped you’d be,” he said. “Even better when shared.”

Antonio pushed into her again, and this time she didn’t resist—she invited him. Legs wrapped around his hips, mouth open and gasping.

Rafael watched, stroking her hair.

She looked up at him while another man fucked her.

He kissed her forehead. “I’m proud of you.”

Antonio came with a groan, spilling inside her. He didn’t move right away—just held her, kissed her neck, whispered thank you in a language she didn’t know.

When he pulled out, Rafael took his place again—not inside, just beside. He kissed the inside of her thigh. Her belly. Her collarbone.

Rafael didn’t ask. He didn’t warn her.

She only realized what was happening when he rose to his knees above her, hand working slow and deliberate over his cock, his gaze locked to her flushed, panting face.

He came across her chest and throat, warm streaks painting her collarbones, her breasts, her lips. One final spatter landed just below her eye.

She gasped—not from surprise, but from how utterly right it felt.

Marked. Claimed. Completed.

She didn’t move. Couldn’t.

Antonio lay spent beside her, one hand still resting on her thigh. Rafael stood above her, breathing hard, cock still twitching. His eyes on hers.

And she just … lay there.

Not embarrassed. Not degraded.

Used.

Shared.

Wanted.

A kind of sacred stillness settled in her body. Her skin tingled. Her breath slowed.

This was the last memory she had of that summer.

Of him.

*** 

Natasha blinked up at the ceiling of her bedroom, the memories fading like smoke.

Outside her door, she could hear Ethan moving around—quiet, careful, still giving her the space she’d demanded.

Her husband. The spy. The man who had once investigated her because of Rafael.

Rafael who had sent men to take her.

She turned onto her side, curling around the hollow ache in her chest.

She had never told Ethan about Spain. Not the real Spain. Not the parts that mattered.

Now she wondered if he had known all along.

She fell asleep, tears still wet on her cheeks.




Chapter Six - The Facility

The building didn’t have a name.

It looked like an office park—beige brick, three stories, no windows facing the lot. Ethan pulled the car up to a keypad instead of a front door. A voice crackled through a speaker, asking for verification. He gave a series of numbers that meant nothing to her.

The gate opened.

Inside, the parking lot was half full. Nondescript sedans. One matte-black SUV. Nothing to draw attention. That, she was learning, was the point.

They walked in through a steel side door. Natasha felt the air change—colder, recycled, slightly antiseptic. She expected to be led somewhere. Instead, a woman in a blazer and flat shoes appeared almost instantly.

“Mrs. Clarke?”

Natasha nodded.

“This way.”

Ethan stayed with her as they walked down a corridor. White walls. Fluorescent lights. A faint hum of electronics. The hallway was so quiet she could hear the buzz of the lights over her own footsteps.

They stopped at a door with a black handle.

“Standard entry scan,” the woman said. “Just a formality.”

Natasha stepped forward. A red line swept over her from head to toe. Then again. Then it beeped once and went green.

“Anything metal or wireless on your person?” the woman asked.

Natasha shook her head. Ethan said nothing.

“May I?” the woman asked then proceeded to pat her down. Efficient. Quick. Not unkind, but impersonal.

She was cleared. Ethan was already through.

They kept walking.

“Is this normal?” she whispered.

Ethan nodded. “Normal as it gets.”

When they turned the corner, she saw what looked like an interrogation room. Frosted glass. One table. Two chairs.

Ethan opened the door for her. She stepped inside.

Everything smelled like copier paper and stress.

He stayed standing, arms folded, near the wall.

Natasha sat down, already trying to figure out what part of this still belonged to her life.

The woman who entered didn’t look like a spy. She looked like someone who ran HR at a mid-sized insurance firm, a middle-aged Black woman in a gray blazer, pearl studs, sensible heels. Her posture said corporate. Her eyes said nothing.

She slid a tablet onto the table and sat across from Natasha.

“Ms. Clarke, my name is Agent Delaney. I’ll be conducting the initial debriefing. You are not under investigation. This is strictly information gathering.”

Natasha glanced at Ethan. He hadn’t moved from the wall.

Delaney turned to him. “You’re cleared to remain for the first phase.”

Ethan nodded once. No emotion.

Delaney tapped the screen. “We’re going to start with simple confirmations. Do you consent to be recorded?”

“Yes.”

“Do you understand that failure to disclose accurate information could result in operational compromise?”

Natasha hesitated. “I guess.”

Delaney didn’t blink. “Yes or no, Mrs. Clarke.”

“Yes.”

She asked about the abduction. The van. The blindfold. The room. Natasha answered in stumbles, but she answered.

Ethan remained still the whole time.

“Do you recall any accents?” Delaney asked.

“One of them—maybe Dutch?”

“Did they mention Ethan by name?”

“No. They kept referring to ‘him.’”

“What did they say?”

“One of them blamed him for a scar. The other one called the one with the scar ‘Sven.’” She glanced at Ethan. He was watching her but didn’t speak. If the name meant anything to Delaney, she didn’t show it.

Delaney typed. “Did you tell them anything?”

“No.”

“Did they touch you inappropriately?”

Natasha tensed. Well, they kidnapped me and tied me, she thought. “I didn’t get the impression that they wanted to hurt me. Just use me.”

“Did any of them seem familiar to you?”

“I don’t think so.”

Another question. Then another.

Somewhere around the tenth, a voice came through the wall, “Agent Clarke. Briefing Room B.”

Ethan straightened. “I’ll be back soon,” he said. “Just keep answering what you remember. Don’t guess.”

He left without touching her. The door closed softly behind him.

Delaney waited two beats. Then looked up, voice flatter than before.

“Now let’s get into what they might want from you.”

Natasha blinked. “What they might want from me?” she repeated.

Agent Delaney raised an eyebrow. “That’s what we’re trying to ascertain.”

“I thought I was just a way to get to him. That’s what they said.”

Delaney didn’t answer. She just stood. “Come with me.”

They walked down another hall. This one darker, quieter. Fewer people. More cameras. A motion sensor unlocked a door as they approached, and Delaney opened it with a nod.

Natasha stepped inside and stopped.

A room full of screens. Maps. Surveillance feeds. A glowing table in the center surrounded by agents, all facing one man.

Ethan.

He was standing, hands braced on the edge of the table. He didn’t see her come in—or didn’t acknowledge it if he did.

“… tracking patterns don’t match any of his previous routines,” he was saying. “This isn’t about secrecy anymore. It’s spectacle.”

Natasha moved to the side, staying out of the light. Her eyes scanned the room. One woman wore a headset. One man tapped something into a terminal. No one looked at her twice.

She looked at Ethan again.

His sleeves were rolled to the elbows. Shirt still wrinkled from the day before. But his presence was locked in. Voice measured, movements deliberate. No stammer. No deference. Just command.

He pulled up a photo on the screen. It was her.

Her, in profile, standing outside a café in Georgetown.

Ethan kept talking. “He’s testing boundaries. Using her as signal. He wants us to see this.”

Something warm spread through her chest. Not comfort. Not panic.

Something stranger.

The sound of Ethan’s voice—clear, in charge, slightly hoarse from fatigue—hooked into her. He was still her husband. But now she wasn’t sure what that meant.

She crossed her arms, suddenly aware of the air on her skin. She wanted him to look at her. Just once.

He didn’t. He just kept working the room.

She stopped listening and just stared at him. People were paying attention him, taking notes. Some raised hands, and he took their questions. One was a question about pastrami and pickles. Everyone laughed.

Every group has their inside jokes, she thought.

The meeting ended on that note. The attendees filed out. More than one examined her face as they left.

They all probably did, just some were better at hiding it.

She’s the woman in the photographs.

“She can wait in five,” Delaney said to Ethan.

Her husband had silently moved into conversation range. He reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’ll come see you in a few minutes,” he said before walking down the hall.

Delaney led Natasha down a shorter hallway and opened a smaller door. A basic office—desk, two chairs, beige walls, no windows.

“I’ll be back in a few,” Delaney said. “Just sit tight.” She closed the door.

Natasha sat. The hum of air conditioning was the only sound. She looked around—blank walls, empty inbox, one closed file folder sitting neatly in the center of the desk.

She didn’t reach for it at first. She waited five minutes. Maybe more. Then she reached out and flipped it open.

It was Rafael.

His photo stared back—clean-shaven, military haircut, older than she remembered. Stamped “Inactive Asset – Level Red.” Below it, a list of known aliases, languages, prior contacts.

The next page was worse.

Photos of her. At cafés. On the Metro. Once, walking out of their old apartment three years ago.

Posture analysis. Movement logs. Behavioral summaries. Then handwritten margin notes.

“He’ll do anything to protect her. Good.”

And another.

“She doesn’t know how valuable she is.”

Her fingers trembled as she turned the page. More surveillance. Her emails. Calendar exports. The name “Clarke, Ethan” underlined three times.

The last photo was a candid of her laughing in a park.

Ethan walked in as she was still staring at it.

He didn’t yell. Didn’t rush.

He just looked at the folder in her hands.

“It was always going to come back to you,” he said.

She didn’t look up. Not yet. But she didn’t close the folder either.

“You read it,” he said.

She nodded, still staring at the folder. Her fingers pressed into the edges, creating small creases. “Was I an assignment?”

“Yes.” Just like that. No flinch. No delay. Like confirming a dinner reservation.

She looked up. Her expression remained controlled, but something flashed behind her eyes—the first crack in the foundation.

“For how long?” Her voice was steady, precise.

“Six weeks. After we first noticed your connection to Rafael.” Ethan’s face was professional, mask-like. “You’d been flagged in a routine sweep.”

“And?”

“And then Rafael was confirmed dead. The file was closed.”

She swallowed. “When exactly did the assignment end?”

“About a week before I asked you to dinner at Luciano’s.”

The memory twisted in her stomach. Their first real date. The candlelight. The way he’d remembered she preferred still water to sparkling. How he’d known her favorite wine without asking.

Because he’d studied her.

“So, our relationship began right after you’d been watching me?” Each word came out measured, controlled.

“The assignment ended. What happened after was real.”

Her fingers tightened on the folder. “Did you file reports on me? During those six weeks?”

A hesitation. Microscopic, but there. “Yes.”

She nodded slowly, absorbing this. “What kind of reports?”

“Movement patterns. Associations. Communications.” He paused. “Standard assessment.”

The second crack formed. Her shoulders stiffened.

“You assessed me?” Her voice rose slightly. “Like a subject?”

“It was protocol, Natasha. You’d been connected to someone dangerous.”

“Rafael wasn’t dangerous to me.” She stood suddenly. “He was a summer fling. A charming exchange student with a thing for Chekhov.”

“He was my asset. A GRU officer embedded in academic circles to gather intelligence. And one of the best I’d ever handled.”

This revelation hit her like a physical blow. “Your asset. You were his handler?”

“For three years.”

“And you never thought to mention this when I told you about him? When I shared stories about our time together?”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “He was believed dead. There was no operational reason to—”

“Operational reason?” Her voice cracked. “We’re talking about my life, Ethan. My memories. My past.”

He didn’t respond immediately.

She moved toward the window, needing distance. There was nothing outside but a blank wall. Even the view was a lie.

“So what happened between you two?” The question came out quieter, dangerous.

“He was feeding us Russian intelligence operations. Critical information. Then something changed.”

“What?”

Ethan hesitated. “He asked for an extraction. Said he was burned, needed out.”

“And you refused?”

“It wasn’t my call. The risk assessment came back negative.” His voice had gone flat. “Two weeks later, he disappeared. Then two of our people turned up dead. A NATO facility was compromised.”

“He flipped,” Natasha said, understanding dawning.

“Yes. Eventually, his death was confirmed. Or so we thought.”

A third crack formed. Her breathing quickened.

“And now? He’s been alive all this time?”

“We received confirmation two days ago. Facial recognition hit in Vienna.”

“After how many years of marriage, Ethan? Five? Six? He’s been out there all this time?”

“We don’t know what he’s been doing or for how long. Only that he’s surfaced now.”

She stared at him. “And he knows about us? About you and me?”

“We believe so.”

“How could he possibly know that?”

Ethan’s expression hardened. “Because the men who took you called you ‘Mrs. Clarke.’ They knew exactly who you were and to whom you were married.”

The fourth crack, deeper than the others.

“So he’s been watching us? For how long?”

“We don’t know.”

She felt dizzy, gripping the edge of the desk. “Let me get this straight. You handled Rafael. He asked for extraction, you denied him. He went rogue. Then you were assigned to investigate me because I’d slept with him. You thought he died. You decided I wasn’t a threat, then asked me out. We got married. And now, years later, he’s suddenly alive and coming after me to get to you.”

“That’s the operational summary, yes.”

Her hand rose to her throat, where she could feel her pulse racing. “And why would he hate you so specifically? Enough to target your wife years later?”

Something flashed across Ethan’s face—guilt, possibly. “I was his handler. He doesn’t know why we didn’t get him out. But he blames me.”

“He thinks you abandoned him,” she whispered. “And now he wants revenge.”

“It appears that way.”

She looked back at the folder, at Rafael’s photo. The man she remembered—charming, intense, always slightly mysterious—overlaid with this new reality: spy, traitor, threat.

“When we got together,” she said, her voice unsteady, “when we were dating, when you proposed, did you think about him? About the connection?”

“No.” His answer came too quickly.

“Don’t lie to me,” she warned.

Ethan exhaled slowly. “I thought about it at the beginning. I wondered if you’d been an assignment to him, too.”

The cracks were spreading now, a spiderweb beneath her skin.

“Were there cameras? Surveillance? When we first started dating, were you still watching me?”

“No. Not after the case was closed.”

“But there had been. Before.”

A pause. “Standard protocol.”

She pressed her hands to her temples. “Did you see me? In my apartment? In private moments?”

“Natasha—”

“Answer me!”

“Exterior surveillance only. I made sure of it.”

She wasn’t sure if she believed him. Wasn’t sure she could believe anything anymore.

“Did you love me from the beginning?” Her voice had gone quiet again. Dangerous. “Or did that come after you’d decided I wasn’t a security risk?”

“I shouldn’t have fallen for you at all.” His voice softened, the professional mask slipping. “But I did. Early. Too early.”

“How early?”

He met her eyes. “The second week of surveillance.”

She stared at him, trying to reconcile the man before her with the husband she thought she knew. The timelines overlapped, blurred, contradicted.

“So, you fell in love with me while spying on me.” Her voice shook. “While reporting on me. While assessing whether I was connected to your rogue asset.”

“Yes.”

The admission hung between them.

“And you never once, in all our years together, thought to tell me any of this? Even when you knew I’d been intimate with him?”

“It was classified. And he was supposedly dead.”

“That’s not good enough!” Her voice rose sharply. “You shared a bed with me every night knowing that I’d been with a man who had every reason to hate you. A man you betrayed.”

“I didn’t betray him,” Ethan said, an edge entering his voice. “I wanted to get him out. It was above my pay grade. Someone else made the call—”

“A call that got people killed and, apparently, earned you a lifelong enemy.” She laughed bitterly. “And now that enemy is after me.”

The final crack. The foundation gave way.

“Our entire life together,” she said, each word brittle, “has been built on a lie of omission so massive I can’t even comprehend it.”

“Not everything was a lie,” Ethan replied, taking a step toward her. “Not us.”

She held up a hand. “Don’t. Just … don’t.”

He stopped, his face tightening with something that might have been pain. “Rafael is dangerous, Natasha. Whatever you remember about him, whatever you felt, that man doesn’t exist anymore. Maybe he never did.”

“That’s rich coming from you right now.” She moved toward the door, legs unsteady. “At least, with him, I knew it was temporary. With you, I thought I had forever.”

“You still do.”

She turned back, eyes blazing. “How can I possibly trust that? How can I trust anything you say now?”

His face revealed nothing, but she saw the hurt flash in his eyes. Good. Let him hurt, too.

“I need some air,” she said, hand on the doorknob.

“I’ll come with you,” he offered, professional mask slipping completely.

“No.” She shook her head. “No, you won’t. You’ll stay here, and you’ll give me space, because if you follow me right now …” She didn’t finish the threat. Didn’t need to.

She yanked the door open and stepped into the hallway, leaving him standing alone in the sterile room with its secrets and lies.

She didn’t look back.

Her heartbeat thrummed in her ears. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, too bright, too clinical. Each step away from Ethan felt like walking through concrete—necessary but draining.

She pressed a palm against the wall to steady herself. The building’s recycled air tasted metallic on her tongue. Her chest constricted, lungs refusing to fill completely.

Surveillance. Asset. Extraction denied. The words rattled in her head like loose bullets.

She closed her eyes, trying to sort through the tangle of revelations. Rafael alive. Ethan … not just her husband but a handler of spies. Her entire relationship built on classified files and security clearances. And somewhere in the middle, a man she’d once known intimately, now hunting them both.

She felt her knees weaken.

“Easy there.”

The voice came from behind her. Low, measured. Familiar.

Gabe.

Natasha turned, finding him a few feet away, leaning against the wall with deceptive casualness. His posture was relaxed, but his eyes were sharp, taking in her pallor, the slight tremor in her hands.

“Delaney,” he called past her, “I’ve got this one.”

Agent Delaney stood at the end of the hallway, tablet clutched to her chest, watching them with narrowed eyes.

“She’s still in debrief,” Delaney said.

“And now she’s taking a break.” Gabe smiled—not friendly, just efficient. “She’s a civilian, after all.”

Delaney hesitated then nodded once and retreated down the corridor, her heels clicking against the polished floor.

Natasha watched her go, feeling strangely abandoned.

“You look like you could use some air,” Gabe said, pushing off from the wall. “Come on.”

She didn’t move. “Why should I trust you?”

His expression softened slightly. “Fair question.” He gestured toward the exit sign. “Because, right now, I’m offering you something nobody else in this building will—a conversation without an agenda.”

She studied his face, searching for the tells she’d been missing her entire adult life. “Everyone has an agenda.”

“True.” He nodded. “Mine’s just simpler than most.”

Something in his tone—not sympathy, but clarity—made her nod.

They walked in silence down a narrower hallway, their footsteps echoing. Gabe swiped a keycard at a side door that opened onto a small courtyard—concrete and steel, with a single bench and an ashtray. The air was cool but real.

“They love their windowless rooms,” Gabe said, holding the door for her. “Makes it easier to forget there’s a world outside all this.”

Natasha stepped into the courtyard, wrapping her arms around herself. “He lied to me,” she said, the words tasting bitter. “For years.”

Gabe didn’t respond immediately. He pulled out a slim silver case, extracted a cigarette, and lit it with practiced ease. “Would it help if I told you he fought for Rafael’s extraction?” Gabe exhaled a thin stream of smoke away from her. “Went over his supervisor’s head. Nearly got demoted for it.”

Natasha looked sharply at him. “How do you know that?”

“Because I was there. Different department, but same operation.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

“No,” Gabe agreed. “But it makes him less of a villain in this story.”

She leaned against the concrete wall, feeling its chill through her blouse. “So what? I’m supposed to forgive him because he failed slightly more honorably than I thought?”

“You’re not supposed to do anything.” Gabe tapped ash into the tray. “That’s the point. This time, no one’s analyzing your reaction or filing it away in some report.”

The bluntness surprised her.

“He fell in love with me while spying on me,” she said, testing how the truth sounded aloud.

“Yes.” No softening, no rationalization.

“And now a man I slept with in college, who apparently was a Russian spy the whole time, is hunting me to get to him.”

“Also yes.”

She felt her throat tighten. “I’m caught between two men I never really knew.”

Gabe watched her, calm but attentive. “And yet, one of them killed to get you back yesterday.”

“That’s supposed to comfort me? That my husband is efficient at violence?”

“No. It’s just true. And you may do with it what you like.” He took another drag. “Truth seems in short supply today, so I thought I’d offer some.”

Natasha stepped away from the wall, pacing the small space. “I don’t know who my husband is anymore.”

“You know the important parts.”

“Do I?”

“The way he takes his coffee. How he folds laundry. What makes him laugh.” Gabe’s eyes met hers. “The fact that when those men took you, he broke every protocol in existence. Wouldn’t wait for backup. Wouldn’t follow containment procedure.”

Natasha stopped and looked at him.

“Do you think we send enraged husbands to rescue their wives?” Gabe chuckled. “No. He should have waited for the team that was three minutes behind him.”

She stopped pacing. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying Ethan the Husband is real. Ethan the Handler is just what he does for a living.”

“A living that involves lying, surveillance, and violence.”

“And yours doesn’t?”

She stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Your nonprofit. Global Civic Alliance.” His expression remained neutral. “Front organization for intelligence gathering in unstable regions. Half your staff are analysts. The reports you proofread go straight to government databases.”

Natasha felt as if the ground had dropped away beneath her.

“That’s not … I’m just admin. I schedule meetings. I troubleshoot conflicts.”

“Yes. For an organization that funnels intelligence to the same agency Ethan works for.” Gabe’s voice was gentle now. “Different division, different security clearance, but same team.”

She sank onto the bench, her legs suddenly unable to support her. “My entire life is a construct,” she whispered.

“Parts of it,” Gabe corrected. “Important distinction.”

Her mind raced, piecing together fragments. The too-vague mission statements. The oddly specific countries they focused on. The interns with perfect language skills but terrible social ones. How had she never seen it?

“Did Ethan arrange my job?” The question emerged quietly. She was almost afraid of the answer.

“No. The recruitment was genuine. Your background checks just came back clean because of him.” Gabe crushed out his cigarette. “They wanted you for your actual skills, Natasha. The organization simply had more layers than you knew about.”

She stared at her hands, noticing how they’d stopped shaking. Shock giving way to something colder, more controlled.

“So, what happens now?” she asked.

“That depends on what you want.”

“What I want?” She laughed, the sound hollow. “I wanted a normal life. A husband who wasn’t hiding an entire identity from me. A past that wasn’t trying to kill me.”

“Normal is overrated.” Gabe sat beside her, leaving careful space between them. “And it’s a luxury most people in this building gave up long ago.”

She looked at him. “Including you?”

“Especially me.” No elaboration. No dramatic backstory. Just a simple fact.

They sat in silence for a moment. A light breeze stirred the air, carrying the faint scent of rain.

“Rafael,” she said finally. “What does he really want? Is this just about hurting Ethan?”

Gabe’s expression darkened slightly. “Rafael went dark for years. That takes resources, connections. The kind you don’t build just for a revenge fantasy.” He exhaled audibly. “But even that is something we can’t be sure of. Our profession attracts people with extreme personalities.”

“So there’s more.”

“I think so.” He turned to face her fully. “But what matters right now is that you’re at the center of it. And you have a choice to make.”

“What choice?”

“Whether you run from this—from Ethan, from the truth—or whether you stand and face it.” His eyes held hers, steady and sure. “Both are valid. Neither is safe.”

She felt something shift inside her—not healing, not acceptance. Something harder. More determined.

“He wanted to save Rafael,” she said, more to herself than to Gabe. “He tried.”

“Yes. And failed.” Gabe’s honesty remained unwavering. “That’s the job sometimes.”

“And now Rafael blames him, anyway.”

“People with vendettas rarely care about nuance.”

Natasha looked toward the door that led back into the building. Back to Ethan. To whatever remained of their life together.

“I don’t know if I can forgive him,” she said.

“You don’t have to decide that today.”

She stood slowly, smoothing her hands down her sides. “I need to go back in there. Face him.”

Gabe nodded. “You do.” He rose then paused. “Natasha.”

She looked at him.

“Rafael knew how to get to you because he studied Ethan. Learned his weaknesses.” His voice had gone softer, almost gentle. “That means whatever Ethan feels for you is real enough that even his enemies can see it.”

As she followed him back into the building, Natasha felt her body moving with new purpose. The hallway seemed less sterile now, more navigable.

She wasn’t ready to face Ethan. Wasn’t sure what she’d say, what she’d feel. But she’d do it.

Because whatever else had changed, she was still Natasha. And that, at least, hadn’t been a lie.




Chapter Seven - Truth and Consequences

The hallway felt different when Natasha walked back into it. Not less sterile, not warmer—just navigable. Like a space she could move through rather than be trapped in.

She found Ethan where she’d left him, standing by the window in the small office. He hadn’t moved far, if at all. His shoulders were tense, hands clasped behind his back as he stared at the blank wall beyond the glass.

When she entered, he turned immediately. His eyes searched her face, looking for some indication of where they now stood.

“Hey,” she said softly.

“Hey.” His voice was careful, neutral. Waiting.

She took a breath, feeling the weight of everything that had happened settle around them like dust. The revelations. The anger. The memories that had crashed over her in waves, leaving her raw and uncertain.

“I want to go home,” she said.

Something in his posture shifted—relief, maybe. Or just the absence of bracing for impact. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll get the car for you.”

“No, I mean—” She paused, clarifying for herself as much as him. “I want us to go home. Together.”

He nodded once, understanding the distinction. This wasn’t about geography. It was about them.

*** 

The drive was quiet, but not the loaded silence from before. This felt more like two people who had said everything they could say for now, settling into the space between words. Ethan kept his hands steady on the wheel, occasionally glancing at her but not pushing for conversation.

Natasha watched the city pass by—the same streets they’d driven down countless times, but somehow foreign now. Like seeing a familiar painting after learning it was painted by someone else entirely.

When they pulled into their driveway, the sight of their house—small, ordinary, unchanged—felt almost surreal. The yellow painted door. The ceramic planter with the half-dead herbs she kept forgetting to water. The life they’d built, sitting exactly where they’d left it.

Inside, Ethan moved with the same careful efficiency he’d shown at the facility. Checking locks, glancing out windows, his body language still tuned to potential threats. But, gradually, as the minutes passed and nothing happened, she could see him beginning to relax.

They ended up in the living room, on opposite ends of the couch. Close enough to talk, far enough apart that neither felt crowded. Natasha pulled her legs up under her, wrapping herself in the throw blanket that smelled like their laundry detergent and home.

“So,” she said after a while, “what happens now?”

Ethan turned to face her more fully. “What do you want to happen?”

She considered this. “I don’t know. A week ago, I thought I knew what my life looked like. What our life looked like.” She gestured between them. “Now I’m not sure I know anything.”

“You know me,” he said quietly.

She looked at him—really looked at him. The man she’d married. The man who made her coffee every morning and remembered to buy the good olive oil. The man who’d killed for her.

“Do I?”

“The parts that matter, yes.”

She was quiet for a long moment, processing that. “I’m not leaving you,” she finally said.

The relief that crossed his face was immediate and profound. “Natasha—”

“I’m not leaving,” she repeated, cutting him off. “But I need you to understand—everything is different now. I don’t know what that means yet, but it’s different.”

He nodded. “I understand.”

“Do you? Because I’m not the same person who woke up yesterday morning thinking she was married to a logistics analyst. And you’re not the same person I thought I married.” Her voice wasn’t angry anymore, just tired. “We’re going to have to figure out who we are to each other now.”

“We’re still us,” Ethan said. “Just … more complicated.”

Despite everything, that made her smile slightly. “More complicated. That’s one way to put it.”

They sat in silence for a while, the weight of the day settling between them. Outside, the sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across their living room floor.

“Can I ask you something?” Natasha said.

“Of course.”

“How much do you know about my summer with Rafael?”

Ethan went still. She watched his face carefully, saw the exact moment he realized this wasn’t a casual question.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, when you were investigating me—before we met—how much did you learn about what happened in Valencia?”

He was quiet for so long she thought he might not answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was measured, careful.

“I know you had a relationship with him. I know it was significant.”

“How significant?”

Another pause. “Significant enough that it was noted in your file.”

Her stomach dropped. “My file?”

“Everyone connected to Rafael has a file, Natasha. It’s standard procedure.”

“What’s in it?”

Ethan looked away then back at her. “Dates. Locations. General activities.”

“General activities,” she repeated flatly.

“You were photographed together. At restaurants, walking on the beach, entering and leaving his apartment.” He paused. “There was surveillance.”

The words hit her like cold water. “You watched me. While I was with him.”

“I reviewed what we had before I started investigating you.”

She suddenly felt nauseous. All those moments she’d thought were private, intimate, just between them … someone had been watching. Recording. Filing away.

“How much?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Enough to establish the nature of your relationship.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Ethan ran a hand through his hair, a gesture she recognized as stress. “I saw photographs of you together. Reports about your activities. I knew it was sexual. I knew it was … intense.”

She stared at him, trying to process this. “When you first asked me out, you already knew about Rafael and me.”

“Yes.”

“You already knew I’d been with him. Intimately.”

“Yes.”

“And you never thought to mention that?”

“It was classified information, Natasha. I couldn’t just—”

“Don’t.” Her voice was sharp. “Don’t hide behind classification. You could have found a way to tell me you knew. You could have been honest.”

He was quiet.

“What else?” she asked. “What else do you know that I haven’t told you?”

“Nothing that matters.”

“Let me decide what matters.”

Ethan looked at her for a long moment, clearly weighing his options. “I know he took you places. Introduced you to people. I know your relationship with him was … educational.”

The careful euphemism made her cheeks burn. “Educational.”

“You were different when you came back from Spain. Your roommate noted it. Your professors. You carried yourself differently.”

She closed her eyes, remembering. She had been different. Rafael had changed her in ways she was still discovering.

“You fell in love with me knowing all of this?” she said.

“Yes.”

“Even knowing what he’d … what we’d done together.”

“Maybe because of it,” Ethan said quietly.

She opened her eyes, stared at him. “What?”

“I fell in love with who you’d become, Natasha. The woman Rafael helped you discover—that’s who I fell in love with.”

The admission hung between them, complex and uncomfortable and somehow beautiful.

She didn’t know how to respond to that. Part of her was angry that he’d known, that he’d kept it secret. Part of her was relieved that he’d loved her anyway—loved her because of who she’d become in those heated Valencia nights.

They sat in silence again, each lost in their own thoughts.

Finally, needing to break the tension, Natasha attempted a smile. “So, what’s the plan? How exactly does one go about catching a rogue spy with a grudge?”

The change of subject seemed to relieve Ethan as much as it did her. He leaned back slightly, his professional demeanor sliding into place. “We’re working on that. Rafael’s been off the grid for years, but his reappearance changes things. He’s exposed now, which makes him vulnerable.”

“And me? What’s my role in all this? Besides sitting target, I mean.”

Ethan’s expression shifted, became more careful. “What do you mean?”

“Come on, Ethan. I’m not stupid.” She tucked her legs further under herself, getting comfortable. “Rafael took me to get to you. That means I’m leverage. And leverage works both ways, right?”

“Natasha …”

“You could use me as bait.” She said it lightly, almost teasingly. “Get Rafael to come out in the open by dangling what he wants in front of him.”

Ethan was too quiet.

“Oh my god,” she said, the teasing tone evaporating. “You’ve already thought about it.”

“It’s been discussed,” he admitted reluctantly.

“Discussed.” Her voice was flat. “By whom?”

“My team. My supervisor.” He held up a hand. “But it was dismissed immediately. Too dangerous. Too many variables.”

“But you discussed it.”

“It’s my job to consider all options, Natasha. Even the ones I’d never actually pursue.”

She stared at him, processing this new revelation. “Were you going to tell me?”

“It was never going to happen—”

“Were you going to tell me it had been discussed?”

Ethan looked uncomfortable. “Probably not.”

“Jesus, Ethan.”

“It was ruled out before it became a real option. There was no point in worrying you about something that wasn’t going to happen.”

“That’s not your decision to make,” she said, her voice rising slightly. “You don’t get to decide what I need to know about plans involving me.”

“You’re right,” he said immediately. “You’re absolutely right. I should have told you.”

She looked at him, this man who had just spent the day revealing one secret after another, and realized there were probably dozens more she didn’t even know to ask about.

“What would it involve?” she asked. “Hypothetically. If you were to use me as bait.”

“Natasha—”

“I’m not saying I’d do it. I’m just asking.”

Ethan was quiet for a long moment. “Controlled exposure. Making it look like you’re alone, vulnerable. Drawing him out.”

“And then?”

“And then we’d take him.”

She nodded slowly. “With me as the lure.”

“It would never happen without your consent,” Ethan said firmly. “Never. If we ever—and we won’t—but if we ever considered it, you’d have to agree. Completely. No pressure, no manipulation.”

“But it would work?”

Another pause. “Probably, yes.”

Natasha stared at him, absorbing this. The casual way he’d just confirmed that his colleagues had sat around a table and discussed using her as human bait to catch her former lover turned terrorist.

The weight of it settled over her slowly, like water filling a glass.

Her entire life had become a strategic consideration.




Chapter Eight - Broken Trust

They sat in the weight of that realization for a long time. The living room grew darker as the sun set completely, leaving them in the soft glow of the table lamp beside the couch.

Her entire life had become a strategic consideration.

Natasha pulled the throw blanket tighter around herself, processing the magnitude of what that meant. Not just today, not just since Rafael’s reappearance—but potentially for years. Since the moment Ethan had first approached her, maybe even before.

“I need a shower,” she broke the silence.

Ethan nodded. “I’ll make some tea. Or we could order dinner if you’re hungry.”

She wasn’t hungry. Wasn’t sure she’d ever be hungry again. But the offer was kind, normal. An attempt to anchor them both in something domestic and safe.

“Tea sounds good,” she said.

Upstairs, under the hot spray of their shower, Natasha let herself feel everything that had been building throughout the day. The fear from the kidnapping. The anger at Ethan’s deception. The disorientation of learning that her past wasn’t as private as she’d believed.

And underneath it all, something else. Something she was almost afraid to acknowledge.

Relief.

Not relief that Rafael was back—that terrified her. But relief that the secrets were finally out. That she didn’t have to pretend anymore, didn’t have to carefully edit her stories or dodge questions about her time in Spain.

Ethan knew. Had always known.

And he’d wanted her anyway.

When she came downstairs, hair damp and wearing soft pajamas, she found him in the kitchen. Two mugs sat on the counter, steam rising from both. He’d changed clothes, too—jeans and a T-shirt instead of the button-down he’d worn to the facility.

He looked younger like this. Less agent, more husband.

“Chamomile,” he said, gesturing to the mugs. “I thought we could both use something calming.”

She accepted the tea, wrapping her hands around the warm ceramic. They migrated back to the living room, but this time she sat closer to him on the couch. Not touching, but close enough that she could feel his warmth.

“Ethan,” she said after a few sips.

“Yeah?”

“When you were watching me—the surveillance—” She paused, finding the right words. “Did you see everything?”

His hand stilled on his mug. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, did you see me with him? Actually with him?”

Ethan set his tea on the side table. “There were no interior cameras, if that’s what you’re asking. Bedroom surveillance wasn’t authorized.”

“But you knew what was happening.”

“I knew you were lovers, yes.”

She nodded, processing this. “When we first met, when you first kissed me, you were thinking about him. About what he’d done to me.”

It wasn’t a question, and Ethan didn’t try to deny it.

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “At first.”

“And did that bother you? Or excite you?”

The directness of the question seemed to surprise him. She watched his face, saw him decide whether to be honest.

“Both,” he finally answered.

The admission hung between them, charged with implication. Natasha felt something shift inside her—not quite arousal, but a kind of recognition. An acknowledgment of complexity that had been missing from their relationship for too long.

She set her own mug aside and turned to face him fully. “Show me.”

“Show you what?”

“Who you really are. Not the logistics analyst. Not the careful husband who makes sure I don’t see the scary parts.” She reached out, touching his hand. “The man who kills for me. The man who’s been thinking about Rafael and me for years.”

Ethan’s breathing changed, becoming more careful. “Natasha …”

“I need to know all of you,” she said. “If we’re going to do this—if we’re going to stay married—I need to know who I’m really married to.” She leaned closer, close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his eyes. Close enough to feel the tension radiating from his body. “I want you to show me,” she said again.

For a moment, he didn’t move. Then his hand came up to cup her face, thumb tracing along her cheekbone. The touch was gentle, but there was something underneath it—a hunger he’d been keeping carefully contained.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Instead of answering with words, she kissed him.

It started soft, tentative. A question more than a statement. But when she felt him begin to respond, she deepened it, threading her fingers through his hair and pulling him closer.

This kiss was different from the thousands they’d shared before. This one carried the weight of everything they’d learned about each other today. The secrets, the lies, the truths that had been hiding underneath.

When they broke apart, both were breathing harder.

“Upstairs,” she said.

He searched her face, looking for any sign of uncertainty. “You don’t have to—”

“I know I don’t have to.” She stood, offering him her hand. “I want to.”

Their bedroom felt different, too, though nothing had physically changed. Same bed, same dresser, same curtains. But the air felt charged with possibility, with the promise of discovering something new.

Natasha turned to face him in the dim light filtering through the window. Without breaking eye contact, she began to undress. Slowly, deliberately. The soft pajama top first, then the pants. No rush, no performance—only the simple act of revealing herself to him.

When she stood naked before him, she saw something in his expression change. A shift from careful restraint to something hungrier, more immediate.

“Your turn,” she said.

He undressed with the same deliberate pace, but there was an economy to his movements that hadn’t been there before. Less careful consideration, more decisive action. When he was naked, she could see the changes in his body—muscles more defined than she’d remembered, a scar on his shoulder she’d never noticed.

This was the body of the man who’d killed for her. Who’d trained for violence, prepared for war.

She reached out and traced the scar with her fingertip. “When did you get this?”

“Three years ago. Sarajevo.”

The casual way he said it—as if Sarajevo were just another business trip—sent a shiver through her.

She moved closer, pressing her body against his. Skin to skin, warmth to warmth. His hands found her waist, pulled her even closer.

When he kissed her this time, there was nothing tentative about it. His mouth was demanding, possessive. One hand tangled in her hair, angling her head exactly where he wanted it.

This was the dominance she’d sensed in him but never fully experienced.

She felt herself responding, her body recognizing something it had been craving without realizing it. This was the man she’d married—not the careful, considerate version who asked permission for everything, but the one who took what he wanted because he knew she wanted to give it.

He backed her toward the bed, never breaking the kiss. When her legs hit the mattress, he lifted her easily, laying her back against the pillows.

“I’ve wanted to do this for so long,” he said, his voice rougher than usual.

“Do what?”

“Stop being careful with you.”

The words sent heat flooding through her. She pulled him down to her, needing to feel his weight, his presence.

Their bodies moved together with a familiarity that years of marriage had built, but there was something new underneath it. A rawness that hadn’t been there before. As if they were finally allowed to want each other without reservation.

His hands mapped her body with new intensity, finding places that made her gasp and arch beneath him. When he moved down to kiss her neck, her collarbone, her breasts, she could feel the difference—less reverent worship, more claiming.

“Ethan,” she breathed.

“I’m here,” he said against her skin. “I’m here.”

But as his mouth moved lower, as sensation began to build and overwhelm her thoughts, another voice echoed in her memory.

You look like something I made.

Rafael’s words, spoken in the back of that car in Valencia. The intensity of that moment, the way she’d felt completely seen and owned and transformed.

She tried to push the memory away, to focus on Ethan’s touch, but it clung to her like smoke. The comparison was unavoidable—the way Rafael had known exactly how to break her down and build her back up, the certainty with which he’d guided her through her own desires.

Panic began to build in her chest. Not at what Ethan was doing—she wanted this, needed this—but at the intrusion of those memories. At the realization that Rafael would always be there, a shadow in every intimate moment.

“Stop,” she said suddenly.

Ethan froze immediately, lifting his head to look at her. “What’s wrong?”

She closed her eyes, breathing hard. “I’m sorry. I just—give me a second.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No. No, it’s not you.” She opened her eyes, met his concerned gaze. “I’m thinking about him. About Rafael.”

Understanding dawned on Ethan’s face.  “Do you want to stop?” he asked gently.

She considered this. The easy answer would be yes. Stop, retreat, pretend this hadn’t happened. But that would mean letting Rafael win. Letting the memories of him control her present.

“No,” she said firmly. “I don’t want to stop.”

“Are you sure?”

“He doesn’t get to have this, too,” she said, her voice stronger now. “He doesn’t get to have us.”

Ethan studied her face, reading something in her expression that made him nod. “Then we continue,” he said. “But differently.”

“How?”

Ethan hesitated but then found his voice. “I want to fuck you the way he did. I want to fuck him out of you.”

The sentence hit like a shot of whiskey—hot, unflinching, unapologetic.

Natasha’s breath caught. She didn’t move. Her body thrummed with anticipation, fear, something darker and more vital, like standing on the edge of a rooftop and knowing she’d jump if he told her to.

Ethan’s eyes never left hers. He wasn’t asking for permission. He was offering truth.

“Okay,” she said.

He didn’t speak again. Just kissed her—harder this time, no hesitation, no warmth. His mouth demanded hers, tongue pushing past her lips with an urgency that bordered on violence. She met it with equal force, biting his bottom lip just enough to draw a gasp from him.

He grabbed her wrists and pinned them above her head, their bodies flush. Her legs parted instinctively, but he didn’t touch her there. Not yet. He just held her down, breathing against her neck.

“He had you bent over a car,” Ethan murmured. “On your knees. Letting him watch you come.”

Her hips jerked up. “Yes.”

“You liked it.”

“Yes.”

“You let him in places you didn’t let me.”

Her throat tightened. “Yes.”

He pressed his mouth to her ear. “You’re going to let me now.”

She shivered. “Yes.”

Ethan released her wrists and sat back, pulling her up roughly. He flipped her onto her stomach with controlled strength, then yanked her hips up until she was on her knees, ass in the air. Her face pressed to the sheets. His hands roamed—rougher now, possessive. One cupped her breast from behind, squeezing until she gasped. The other slid down her spine, over the curve of her ass, between her thighs.

She was wet. Soaked. Her arousal didn’t care who was touching her—it just knew she’d been waiting.

Ethan slid two fingers between her folds, parted her, found her clit, and rubbed tight, punishing circles. She moaned into the mattress.

“You were thinking about him when you touched yourself, weren’t you?”

She didn’t answer.

He slapped her ass—sharp, controlled. “Answer me.”

“Yes,” she gasped.

“But I’m the one who married you,” he growled. “I’m the one who pays your fucking insurance. I’m the one who makes you coffee and remembers how you like your salmon.”

“I’m the one who gets to fuck you like this.” He pulled his fingers away, and she whimpered at the loss. “Say it,” he ordered.

“You,” she said. “You get to.”

And then he pushed inside.

The stretch made her cry out—not from pain, but from the shock of it. He filled her in one hard stroke, no pause, no slow easing. She clenched around him, body caught between resistance and surrender.

He grunted. “Jesus. You feel—fuck.”

He held her hips and started to move, steady and brutal. Each thrust sent her forward, hair falling in her face, her breath ragged. He wasn’t making love. He was reclaiming territory. She was being taken.

“You’re mine,” he said through gritted teeth. “This is mine.”

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, yes—”

He reached forward, grabbed a fistful of her hair, and yanked her up, back arched, body a taut bow against him. “Look at me.”

She turned her head. His face was flushed, jaw clenched, sweat beading at his temples. Not her husband. Not the man who organized their taxes. This was someone else. Someone more dangerous.

“Say his name,” Ethan said.

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“Say it. Say his name. I want to hear you say it while I’m inside you.”

She hesitated.

He slammed into her again, and she screamed. “Rafael!”

“Louder.”

“Rafael!”

He fucked her harder, the bedframe slamming into the wall, her breasts bouncing with each thrust. Her arms gave out, and she collapsed onto her elbows, moaning openly now, raw and broken.

“Now say mine.”

“Ethan—”

“Say it again.”

“Ethan!”

“Who’s inside you?”

“You—”

“Who owns this?”

“You do!”

He released her hair and grabbed her hips, slamming into her relentlessly. The slick, obscene sound of skin on skin filled the room. She was close—so close it hurt. Every thrust dragged her closer to that cliff.

His hand slid down, found her clit again, and didn’t let up.

“Come on me,” he said. “Let him hear it.”

She shattered.

The orgasm ripped through her like a detonation, her entire body seizing and shaking. She screamed into the sheets, fingernails clawing at the mattress, legs trembling as the waves crashed over her.

He didn’t stop.

He kept thrusting through it, extending it, drawing another scream from her as a second orgasm hit before the first had finished.

Then, finally, he groaned—deep and guttural—and spilled into her with a final, brutal thrust that left them both gasping.

Silence.

Just the sound of their breathing. Her body, still twitching. His weight, heavy on her back. His hand on her waist.

After a long moment, he pulled out slowly, careful not to hurt her. She collapsed onto her side, boneless.

Ethan lay behind her, pulling her toward him, chest to her back. He wrapped his arm around her, mouth near her ear. “You’re mine,” he whispered again. Not a question. Not a demand. A truth.

She nodded.

And this time, when Rafael’s memory flickered at the edges of her mind, she didn’t push it away.

She let it burn.

And fade.

Because Ethan wasn’t replacing Rafael.

He was erasing him.

From the inside out.

“Better?” Ethan asked softly.

She nodded against his chest. “Much better.”

They were quiet for a while, letting the intensity fade into something softer, more peaceful.

“Ethan?” she said eventually.

“Mmm?”

“Thank you. For being patient. For letting me work through it.”

His arm tightened around her. “We’re a team, Natasha. Whatever comes next, we face it together.”

She smiled, feeling something settle inside her. A sense of rightness that had been missing since this morning.

Within minutes, she could feel Ethan’s breathing even out, deepening into sleep. The day had taken its toll on both of them, but exhaustion seemed to claim him first.

She lay in his arms, feeling safe and wanted and whole. But sleep didn’t come. Instead, she stared into the darkness, her mind churning despite her body’s satisfaction. The sex had been good—better than good. It had been exactly what she’d needed, a reclaiming of intimacy and agency. But the thoughts were still there, lurking at the edges of her consciousness.

Rafael was still out there. Still planning something. Still holding the power to disrupt everything she’d tried to rebuild tonight. And somewhere in the back of her mind, a question she didn’t want to acknowledge kept surfacing …

If Rafael walked through that door right now, what would she do?

She closed her eyes, trying to banish the thought. But it lingered, persistent and unwelcome, as the night stretched on around them.




Chapter Nine - Live Bait

The alarm went off at 6:15, like it always did. Same digital tone, same precise timing. But now Natasha lay still for an extra moment, listening to the house breathe around her.

Six days since she’d offered to be bait.

“We need your consent,” Ethan had said that morning after their reconnection, over coffee and the careful distance that came with daylight. “Complete consent. You can change your mind at any time.”

She’d looked at him across their kitchen table—her husband, the spy, the man who’d held her while she worked through memories of another man’s touch—and said she wanted to do it.

“What does it involve?” she’d asked.

“You live your life normally. We watch. When Rafael makes contact, we’re ready.”

“And if he doesn’t make contact?”

“Then we wait.”

So, she’d been waiting. Six days of routine punctuated by hyperawareness. Six days of wondering if every mundane moment was being catalogued, analyzed, prepared for tactical use.

Now she slid out of bed with the same careful quiet she’d always used, but her eyes moved differently. The smoke detector in the hallway—was that standard issue or did it have a lens? The bathroom vent, the bedroom ceiling fan, the decorative mirror in the entryway.

Everything could be watching.

She pulled on leggings and an oversized sweater, the same clothes she might have chosen a week ago. But now she wondered: If Rafael was monitoring her somehow, was he bored yet? Was he waiting for her to crack, to beg him to make contact? Or was the waiting itself part of his game?

In the kitchen, she went through the coffee ritual. Yesterday’s grounds in the trash, fresh water in the reservoir, the same chipped mug. But her hands shook slightly as she poured the oat milk—just enough for her to notice, probably not enough for a camera to catch.

Probably.

She sipped her coffee while standing at the counter, looking out at the backyard where nothing had changed. Same fence, same struggling herb garden, same life she’d built without knowing it was a stage set.

The normalcy felt dangerous now. Like a trap she was setting for herself.

*** 

The Global Civic Alliance building looked exactly the same as it had for months—bland brick, tinted windows, the kind of institutional anonymity that she now understood was probably intentional.

Inside, everything felt too quiet, too sanitized. Had it always been this sterile, or was she just noticing it now?

The security guard who buzzed her in gave the same perfunctory nod. The elevator played the same soft jazz. Her cubicle sat exactly where she’d left it, surrounded by the same colleagues doing the same carefully vague work.

“Love those shoes,” Karen-with-an-E said, stopping by with her morning cup of herbal tea. “Are they new?”

Natasha looked down at her simple black flats. Nothing special, nothing new. “No, I’ve had them for a while.”

“They’re perfect for fall,” Karen continued, lingering in a way that felt slightly off. “Very versatile.”

After Karen walked away, Natasha stared at her shoes and wondered, Was that normal small talk, or is Karen wired, too? Was everyone at this fake nonprofit reporting on everyone else’s accessories and lunch choices?

The morning passed in a haze of email chains and calendar management. She proofread a report about water access initiatives in sub-Saharan Africa, knowing now that the intern who’d written it probably had advanced degrees in geopolitics and spoke six languages.

At lunch, she walked to the small park two blocks away—the same park she’d been visiting for months. She bought a sandwich from the same vendor, sat on the same bench, watched the same mix of office workers and tourists move through the space.

But now she tried to spot her protection detail. The man reading The Economist near the fountain seemed too obvious. Who actually read The Economist in a public park? The jogger with the slight limp was too distinctive to be good surveillance. Maybe it was the college kid with cargo pants and a green smoothie, typing intently on his laptop.

Or maybe they were all innocent, and her real protection was someone she’d never think to suspect. The elderly woman feeding pigeons. The maintenance worker emptying trash cans. The bike messenger who’d passed by three times in the last hour.

The watchers were getting better. Or she was getting worse at noticing.

She finished her sandwich and walked back to the office, hyperaware of every footstep behind her, every face that appeared in her peripheral vision. This was her life now: a performance of normalcy with an audience she couldn’t see.

*** 

After work, she drove to her usual gym. The routine was supposed to be soothing—forty minutes of cardio, a quick circuit of weights, home by seven. But as she climbed onto the elliptical machine, she felt weirdly guilty about sweating in front of someone who might be watching.

Was there a protocol for surveillance during exercise? Did they look away when she bent over to tie her shoes, or was that considered tactically relevant information?

In the locker room, she caught herself scanning reflections in the mirrors, looking for the telltale glint of a lens. When she undressed to shower, her eyes darted automatically to the sprinkler heads in the ceiling, the ventilation grates, the seemingly innocent coat hooks on the wall.

Even her body felt bugged now. Every inch of skin potentially part of a case file, catalogued and cross-referenced and filed away in some database. She wondered if Rafael had seen any of it yet, if images of her daily routine were making their way to him through channels she couldn’t imagine. The thought made her skin crawl and her pulse quicken in ways she didn’t want to examine too closely.

She showered quickly, dressed even faster, and left without her usual post-workout coffee. The parking garage felt too enclosed, too full of shadows and blind spots.

*** 

The Metro platform was crowded with the usual mix of commuters and tourists. Natasha found her spot near the back of the train car, earbuds in but no music playing, just the white noise of being plugged in.

Three stops from home, a man got on who looked like Rafael.

Her pulse spiked instantly. Same height, same build, same dark hair. He wore a gray suit and carried a leather messenger bag, and for one terrifying moment, she was twenty-two again, seeing him across a crowded room and feeling her entire world tilt on its axis.

Then he turned his head, and she saw his profile clearly. Different nose, different jawline. A stranger who happened to share some superficial similarities with a ghost from her past.

She forced herself to breathe steadily, to look away, to pretend her heart wasn’t hammering against her ribs. But the false alarm left her shaky and hyperalert for the rest of the ride.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Maya: Drinks this week? You ghosting me again?

Natasha stared at the message. Maya, her college friend. One of the few people from her old life who still checked in regularly, still invited her to normal things like happy hour and weekend brunches.

But was Maya clean, or had she been compromised? How long had Rafael been planning this? Had he been cultivating assets in her life for months, years?

She didn’t respond to the text. Couldn’t risk it until she knew more.

Normalcy was a costume she wore now. One size too tight.

*** 

Ethan was cooking when she walked in—pasta with something that smelled like garlic and herbs. The kitchen counter was clear except for his ingredients and a glass of red wine. No envelopes, no burner phones, no signs that anything had changed.

She kissed his cheek, a gesture so automatic and familiar that it almost felt real.

“How was your day?” he asked, the same question he’d asked for years.

“Fine,” she said, the same answer she’d given for years.

But they both knew the script had changed, even if the words hadn’t.

They ate in silence for the first few minutes, the quiet filled with the soft sounds of cutlery against plates and the distant hum of the refrigerator. Outside, the neighborhood was settling into evening—porch lights coming on, dogs being walked, the ordinary rhythms of a life she was no longer sure she recognized.

Finally, Ethan broke the silence.

“Day six,” he said quietly.

She looked up from her pasta. “Still waiting.”

“He’s planning something.”

The certainty in his voice made something cold settle in her stomach. Not fear, exactly. Something more like resignation.

“Yeah,” she said. “So am I.”

Ethan’s eyes sharpened slightly. “What do you mean?”

She set down her fork and met his gaze directly. “I mean, I’m not just going to sit here forever, pretending to be normal while everyone watches and waits. If he wants me, he’s going to have to make a move eventually.”

“And when he does?”

“When he does, I’ll be ready.”

They finished dinner without talking about it further. Ethan loaded the dishwasher while she wiped down the counters, their evening routine as choreographed as everything else. But underneath the domestic normality, she could feel something building. A pressure that had been increasing each day, each hour of manufactured ordinary life.

Later, as they watched television with the sound low, Natasha found herself listening to the silence between words, the spaces between breaths. The house felt too quiet, too still.

The quiet was beginning to feel like a message in itself.

Outside, the street was empty except for the occasional car passing under the streetlights. But somewhere in that darkness, people were watching. Waiting. Planning.

And somewhere else, farther away but drawing closer with each passing hour, Rafael was doing the same.

She could feel it like a storm approaching—that electric tension in the air before the first crack of thunder. The waiting was almost over.

Tomorrow, she thought, pressing closer to Ethan on the couch. Tomorrow, something would break.

She just hoped she was ready when it did.




Chapter Ten - Hey Bitch

The kitchen was warm with the scent of whatever Ethan had thrown together for dinner—something simple with pasta and tomatoes. He sat at the counter with his laptop open, fingers moving efficiently across the keyboard. Work, always work, though she understood now that “work” meant things far more complex than logistics and supply chains.

Natasha was loading the dishwasher when her phone buzzed against the granite countertop.

Maya: Hey bitch, why haven’t you called me back yet?? Drinks tonight. Bring that hot-ass husband of yours. My boo wants to meet him.

Natasha smiled despite herself. Maya’s voice came through even in text—loud, irreverent, completely without filter. She held up the phone so Ethan could see.

He read it and rolled his eyes, but there was amusement in the gesture. “Your friend has quite the way with words.”

“That’s Maya.” Natasha leaned against the counter. “She’s been texting me all week. I keep meaning to call her back.”

“The one from college? Theater major?”

“Communications, but close. She’s in PR now.” Natasha looked at the message again. Maya’s enthusiasm was infectious, even through a screen. “She’s been seeing someone new. Apparently, he’s worth showing off.”

Ethan closed his laptop. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Six months? Maybe longer.” The realization made her feel guilty. Maya had been one of her closest friends in college, but adult life had pulled them in different directions. “She keeps inviting me out, and I keep making excuses.”

“Why?”

Natasha shrugged. “I don’t know. Habit, I guess. She’s so … much. After a day at work, the last thing I want is to go somewhere loud and crowded.”

But as she said it, she realized that wasn’t entirely true. Maya was loud and crowded, but she was also fun. Real. The kind of person who laughed at her own jokes and danced badly to music she loved. The kind of person who made you remember what it felt like to be young and stupid and happy.

“Might be good to get out,” she said, surprising herself.

Ethan looked up from his laptop. “You want to go?”

“Yeah. Maybe.” She looked at the text again. “I mean, we’ve been cooped up here for days. A normal night out might be … nice.”

The word felt strange in her mouth. Normal. As if such a thing existed for them anymore.

But Ethan was nodding. “Why not? We could use the distraction.”

She texted back: Fine. But if your boo is a creep, I’m leaving.

Maya’s response was immediate: He’s hot and sweet and has a real job. You’ll love him. Flanagan’s at 8?

Flanagan’s was Maya’s favorite bar—divey enough to be fun, clean enough to be safe. Natasha had been there dozens of times in college, back when staying out until two a.m. seemed like a reasonable life choice.

See you there, she typed.

Ethan was already closing his laptop. “I should probably change,” he said, looking down at his button-down and khakis. “Maya’s seen me in a suit. She’ll think I’m boring.”

“You are boring,” Natasha said teasingly. “That’s why I married you.”

He laughed, kissing her temple as he passed. “I’ll try to be more exciting tonight.”

As he headed upstairs to change, Natasha felt something she hadn’t experienced in days—anticipation. Not the anxious kind that had been following her everywhere lately, but genuine excitement about seeing an old friend. About doing something normal and silly and fun.

For once, she wasn’t thinking about surveillance or protection details or the unseen watchers in her life. She was just thinking about getting dressed up and going out with her husband to meet her friend’s new boyfriend.

It felt like a gift.

*** 

Flanagan’s hadn’t changed much since college. The same neon beer signs cast colored light across scarred wooden tables. The same jukebox played an eclectic mix of classic rock and Top 40s. The same smell of fried food and spilled beer hung in the air like nostalgia.

Maya spotted them the moment they walked through the door.

“Natasha!” she shrieked, launching herself across the crowded bar like a guided missile. She wrapped Natasha in a hug that lifted her off her feet, all perfume and enthusiasm and the slight sticky warmth of someone who’d already had a drink or two.

“God, you look good,” Maya said, holding her at arm’s length. “Married life agrees with you.” She turned to Ethan with a grin that was equal parts welcoming and appraising. “And you, sir, are even more handsome than the last time I saw you.”

“Maya,” Natasha admonished.

Maya shook his hand but didn’t let go immediately. “Damn, Nat. You didn’t tell me he had good hands.”

“Maya,” Natasha warned, but she was laughing.

“What? I’m just saying. I notice these things.” Maya finally released Ethan’s hand and turned to wave someone over. “Leo! Get over here!”

The man who approached was almost exactly Maya’s type—tall, dark hair, good bones, the kind of effortlessly handsome that didn’t require effort to maintain. He wore vintage sneakers and a sweater that looked expensive but not showy. When he smiled, it was genuine but reserved.

“Leo, this is Natasha and Ethan. Guys, this is Leo.”

“Nice to meet you,” Leo said, his voice quieter than Maya’s but carrying easily over the bar noise. “Maya’s told me a lot about you, Natasha. College sounds like it was quite the adventure.”

“That’s one word for it,” Natasha said, accepting the beer he offered. “Though I’m not sure Maya’s version is entirely accurate.”

“Hey!” Maya protested. “I tell the truth. Mostly.”

They found a table near the back, away from the main crowd but close enough to the bar for easy drink refills. Maya dominated the conversation, as she always did, regaling them with stories from her job at a boutique PR firm. She worked with small businesses and local artists, helping them navigate social media and publicity. It was exactly the kind of work that suited her—creative, people-focused, never boring.

“You should see some of these clients,” she said, gesturing expansively with her beer. “There’s this one guy who makes jewelry out of recycled computer parts. Sounds horrible, right? But it’s actually gorgeous. Very cyberpunk chic.”

Leo listened with the kind of attention that suggested he’d heard these stories before but didn’t mind hearing them again. He asked thoughtful questions and laughed at the right moments. When Maya got up to use the bathroom, he turned to Natasha and Ethan with a slightly embarrassed smile.

“She’s … a lot,” he said. “But in the best way.”

“How long have you been together?” Natasha asked.

“Three months. We met at a gallery opening. She was working the event, I was there with a friend. She came up to me and said, ‘You look like you’re not having fun.’ Just like that. Direct.”

Ethan smiled. “That sounds like Maya.”

“She’s not like anyone I’ve ever dated,” Leo continued. “I tend to go for … quieter types. But there’s something about her energy. It’s infectious.”

When Maya returned, she immediately dragged Natasha to the karaoke area. “Come on; we’re doing ‘Since U Been Gone.’ It’s tradition.”

“We are not,” Natasha protested, but she was already being pulled across the bar.

“Yes, we are. Leo needs to see what he’s dealing with. And Ethan needs to see what he married.”

The karaoke area was smaller than Natasha remembered, with a tiny stage and screens displaying lyrics in garish fonts. Maya signed them up immediately, ignoring Natasha’s protests.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Natasha muttered as they waited for their turn.

“You love it,” Maya said confidently. “You always did. You just forgot.”

And she was right. The moment the music started, Natasha felt something loosen in her chest. She’d forgotten how good it felt to be silly, to perform badly on purpose, to not care what anyone thought. Maya sang with theatrical abandon, gesturing dramatically and encouraging the small crowd to sing along. Natasha found herself matching her energy, losing herself in the music and the moment.

From across the room, she could see Ethan watching with amusement. Leo was laughing, clapping along. For the first time in days, she felt like herself—not the version under surveillance, not the woman carrying secrets, just Natasha. The person she’d been before everything got complicated.

When the song ended, Maya threw her arms around her. “I missed you,” she said, and her voice was suddenly serious. “I missed this.”

“Me, too,” Natasha admitted. “I didn’t realize how much until just now.”

They returned to the table, flushed and laughing. Leo ordered another round, and Maya immediately launched into a story about a disastrous client meeting involving a fire-breathing performance artist and a conservative corporate sponsor.

Ethan seemed more relaxed than he’d been in days. He asked Leo about his work—something in tech consulting—and they discovered a shared interest in hiking. The conversation flowed easily, naturally. Just four people getting to know each other over drinks and terrible bar food.

It felt normal. Better than normal. It felt like the kind of evening she’d forgotten was possible.

*** 

An hour later, Maya and Leo were deep in discussion about local restaurants while Ethan and Natasha shared a plate of wings that were better than they had any right to be.

“We should do this more often,” Natasha said, licking sauce off her fingers. “I forgot how much fun Maya is.”

“She’s definitely … spirited,” Ethan agreed. “Leo seems nice, too. More subdued than I expected.”

“Maya has a thing for quiet guys. She says it’s because she talks enough for two people.”

Across the table, Maya was gesturing animatedly while Leo listened with that same attentive smile. Whatever she was saying involved elaborate hand movements and several dramatic facial expressions.

“Want to play some darts?” Leo asked, turning to Ethan. “I saw some boards over there.”

Ethan glanced at Natasha, who waved him away. “Go ahead. Maya and I need to catch up properly, anyway.”

The men headed toward the dart boards in the back corner while Maya immediately leaned across the table.

“Okay, spill,” she said. “How’s married life really? And don’t give me some sanitized version.”

“It’s good,” Natasha said and realized she meant it. Despite everything that had happened, despite all the secrets and revelations and complications, her marriage was good. “Different than I expected, but good.”

“Different how?”

Natasha considered how to answer without revealing anything classified. “We’re still figuring each other out, I think. There’s more to him than I realized when we got married.”

“Isn’t that always the way?” Maya signaled for another drink. “Men are like icebergs—you think you see the whole thing, but there’s always more underneath.”

“What about you and Leo?”

Maya’s expression softened. “He’s … really something, Nat. I know I have a history of falling hard and fast, but this feels different. More solid.”

“I’m happy for you,” Natasha said and meant it. Maya deserved someone who appreciated her energy instead of trying to dim it.

“We should double date more often,” Maya said. “I like seeing you like this—relaxed. You’ve seemed tense lately.”

Natasha’s smile faltered slightly. “Just work stuff. Nothing major.”

“That fake nonprofit finally getting to you?”

“It’s not fake,” Natasha protested automatically then caught herself. “What do you mean?”

Maya waved her hand dismissively. “Come on, Nat. I work in PR. I know a front organization when I see one. Half the people at your company have government backgrounds. The other half are too young and too smart to be doing real aid work.”

The words hit like cold water. Natasha forced herself to keep her expression neutral. “You’ve been researching my job?”

“Not researching. Just … noticing. When you care about someone, you pay attention.” Maya’s expression grew more serious. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“No,” Natasha said quickly. “No, nothing like that. It’s just … complicated.”

“Complicated how?”

Before Natasha could answer, Maya’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and frowned.

“Leo’s asking if I’m okay,” she said. “That’s weird. I’m literally right here.”

She looked toward the dart boards, but Natasha couldn’t see the men from their table. Too many people, too many obstacles.

“Maybe we should go check on them,” Maya suggested. “I need to use the bathroom again, anyway.”

They stood and began making their way through the crowd. The bar had gotten busier since they’d arrived, filled with the usual mix of young professionals and college students. Maya chattered as they walked, something about a client who wanted to promote their small business by staging a fake controversy.

“The bathroom’s this way,” Maya said, pointing down a hallway Natasha hadn’t noticed before. “I found it earlier. Less crowded than the main one.”

The hallway was dimmer, quieter. The noise from the main bar faded behind them. Natasha followed Maya around a corner, past a door marked “Storage” and another marked “Employees Only.”

“Maya, are you sure this is right?” Natasha asked. “This seems like—”

The world tilted suddenly. A sharp pain in her neck, like a bee sting. Her vision blurred, her legs went weak.

“I’m sorry,” Maya said, and her voice sounded different. Sad. Resigned. “I’m really, really sorry.”

The last thing Natasha saw before everything went dark was Maya’s face, tears streaming down her cheeks.

And the last thing she heard was the sound of her own body hitting the floor.

*** 

Back at the dart boards, Ethan was beginning to feel uneasy. Leo had just sunk three darts in rapid succession—two triple twenties and a bullseye—with the kind of precision that suggested serious practice.

“Nice shooting,” Ethan said, his tone casual but his attention sharpening. “You play a lot?”

“Some,” Leo said, collecting his darts. “My dad taught me when I was a kid.”

Ethan glanced at his watch. Maya and Natasha had been gone for twenty minutes. Long enough for a bathroom break and girl talk, but pushing the boundaries of normal. They’d seen them walk past earlier.

“Your turn,” Leo said, offering him the darts.

Ethan took them but didn’t immediately throw. “They’re taking a while,” he said, nodding toward the direction the women had gone.

“You know how it is,” Leo said with a smile. “Women and bathrooms. They probably got distracted by something.”

The explanation was reasonable, but something in Leo’s tone felt off. Too casual. Too prepared.

Ethan threw his first dart—dead center. The second—triple twenty. The third—bullseye.

Leo’s eyebrows rose. “Impressive. You didn’t mention you played.”

“I don’t,” Ethan said flatly. His demeanor had shifted, the easy friendliness replaced by something harder, more alert. “Where is she?”

“Who?”

“My wife.”

Leo’s smile didn’t waver, but something flickered behind his eyes. “Probably still in the bathroom. You know how women—”

“No,” Ethan said, his voice dropping to a dangerous quiet. “I don’t know how women. But I know how long it takes to use a bathroom. And I know when something’s wrong.”

He pulled out his phone and speed-dialed Natasha’s number. It went straight to voicemail.

“Leo,” Ethan said, his voice still calm but carrying an unmistakable threat, “where is my wife?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, man. They went to the bathroom. Maybe they—”

Ethan grabbed Leo by the shirt and backed him against the wall. Several people nearby turned to look, but the noise of the bar swallowed most sounds.

“Last chance,” Ethan said. “Where. Is. She.”

Leo’s composure finally cracked. “I don’t know! I swear to God, I don’t know what’s happening. Maya said you’d like me, said we should all hang out. That’s all I know.”

Something in his voice—genuine confusion, real fear—made Ethan pause. He studied Leo’s face, looking for signs of deception. What he saw was a man who was as bewildered as he was afraid.

“Maya?” Ethan said, releasing his grip. “This was Maya’s idea?”

“Yeah. She’s been planning it for weeks. Said her friend was married to this great guy, said we should double date.” Leo straightened his shirt with shaking hands. “What’s going on? Where’s Maya?”

Ethan was already moving, pushing through the crowd toward the bathrooms. Leo followed, still protesting his innocence.

The main bathroom was crowded, full of college girls touching up makeup and gossiping. Ethan pushed past them, ignoring their protests, checking each stall.

Empty.

“Excuse me,” he said to a woman reapplying lipstick. “Have you seen a woman, brunette, about this tall?” He held his hand up to indicate Natasha’s height. “She was with a blonde.”

The woman shook her head. “Sorry, no.”

Ethan felt his phone buzz. A text from his handler: Package is secure. Location confirmed.

He stared at the message, his blood running cold. The surveillance team was still tracking Natasha’s phone, but if his handler was texting him, that meant—

He called the number immediately.

“Where is she?” Ethan demanded.

“Sir, her phone is still showing in the building. Ladies’ room, second floor.”

“I’m in the ladies’ room. She’s not here.”

A pause. “Sir, I’m showing—”

“Check the signal again—now.”

Another pause, longer this time. “Sir, we may have a problem. The signal is … stationary. Too stationary.”

Ethan’s jaw clenched. “Her phone’s been ditched.”

He ended the call and surveyed the bathroom with new eyes. There—in the corner, near the trash can. The hallway Maya had mentioned. The one that led away from the main bar.

“She went down there,” he said, more to himself than to Leo. “They both did.”

The hallway was empty, but at the far end, he could see a door marked “Storage.” Next to it, another door. “Emergency Exit.”

The storage door was unlocked.

Inside, on the floor, he found Natasha’s phone. The screen was cracked, but it was still functioning, still broadcasting her location to the surveillance team.

Next to it, a small syringe. Empty.

Ethan closed his eyes, forcing himself to stay calm. Professional. He could panic later. Right now, he needed to think.

“Jesus,” Leo said from behind him. “What the hell happened here?”

Ethan turned to face him. “How long have you known Maya?”

“Three months. I told you that.”

“Where did you meet?”

“Gallery opening. She was working the event.”

“What gallery?”

Leo’s face was pale, confused. “I … I don’t remember the name. Some contemporary place downtown. She just came up to me and started talking.”

Ethan pulled out his phone and started dialing. “You need to get out of here,” he told Leo. “Now. Go home, don’t talk to anyone, and don’t leave town.”

“But Maya—”

“Forget Maya,” Ethan said harshly. “Maya doesn’t exist. Not the way you think she does.”

As Leo stumbled away, Ethan spoke into his phone. “This is Clarke. We have a situation. The package has been compromised. Initiate Protocol Seven immediately.”

He looked around the storage room one more time, his trained eye cataloging details. No signs of struggle. No blood. Professional job.

Maya had played them all. Had spent years building the perfect cover. The loyal college friend. The harmless distraction. The trusted civilian.

Natasha was gone.

And they were already hours behind.

*** 

The black SUV moved smoothly through the city streets, its tinted windows reflecting the neon signs and streetlights of downtown. Inside, Maya sat in the back seat, humming along to something soft playing on the radio—an old song, something from the eighties, the kind of thing you’d hear in an elevator or a dentist’s office.

Natasha’s head rested in Maya’s lap, her body limp and still. She looked peaceful, as if she were simply sleeping after a long day.

Maya stroked her hair with one hand, the same gesture she’d made countless times during their college years when Natasha had fallen asleep during late-night study sessions.

“I’m sorry, babe,” Maya whispered, her voice barely audible over the radio. “I’m so sorry.”

The driver—a man Maya had never seen before tonight—didn’t speak. He kept his eyes on the road, following the GPS directions that would take them out of the city and toward the small private airport on the outskirts of town.

Maya continued humming, her fingers moving gently through Natasha’s hair. She’d been practicing this moment for months, rehearsing the words she would say, the emotions she would allow herself to feel. But now that it was happening, now that Natasha was actually here, unconscious and vulnerable in her lap, she found she couldn’t say any of the things she’d planned. Instead, she just hummed and stroked her friend’s hair and tried not to think about what came next.

Outside the windows, the city lights began to thin out, replaced by the darker spaces between buildings, the empty lots and industrial complexes that marked the border between urban and suburban. Soon, they would reach the airport, and then this part would be over.

Maya closed her eyes and kept humming, holding her friend close while she still could.




Chapter Eleven - Let Him Listen

Consciousness returned slowly, like surfacing from deep water. The first thing Natasha noticed was the hum—low, constant, mechanical. Not the irregular drone of commercial aircraft, but something smoother, more refined.

Her eyes opened to soft lighting and cream-colored leather. The cabin was small but luxurious, with wide seats that reclined like beds and polished wood accents. Through a small window, she could see nothing but darkness and the occasional flicker of lights far below.

She was airborne. Had been for some time, judging by the settled feeling in her ears.

“Good. You’re awake.”

The voice came from across the narrow aisle. Rafael sat in a chair facing hers, legs crossed, perfectly composed. He wore dark slacks and a white button-down, sleeves rolled to the elbows. As put-together as he’d been six years ago, as if he’d been waiting for her to wake up so they could resume a conversation they’d never finished.

Natasha tried to sit up, expecting restraints. There were none. Her arms moved freely, her legs unbound. She was exactly as she’d been when she’d lost consciousness in that storage room—dressed, unharmed, simply transported.

“Where are we?” Her voice came out hoarse, throat dry.

“About two hours out of Washington. Flying south.”

She looked around the cabin more carefully. Two rows of seats, a small galley area, a door that presumably led to a lavatory. No other passengers visible. Just the two of them in an intimate space designed for privacy.

“Maya?”

“Safe. And well-compensated for her trouble.”

Natasha felt something cold settle in her stomach. “How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long has she been working for you?”

Rafael’s smile was slight, almost apologetic. “Six months. When I started planning this, I needed someone close to you. Maya was … available.”

The betrayal still stung, but differently now. Not years of deception, but a recent corruption. “Available how?”

“Debt. Career troubles. The usual pressure points.” He shrugged. “She really does care about you, if it helps. The tears were genuine.”

Her attention caught on something glinting on the small table between them. A silver tray, the kind used for cocktail service. On it, arranged with almost clinical precision, were several small electronic devices. A backing from an earring. A thin strip of fabric that looked like it had been cut from a seam. What appeared to be a button, though she’d never seen it before.

“We swept you clean while you were unconscious,” Rafael said, following her gaze. “No surveillance now. Just us.”

She stared at the devices, her mind racing. The earring backing looked familiar—from a pair she wore frequently. The fabric strip could have come from any number of her clothes. But she’d never seen that button before in her life.

“I didn’t know about that one either,” Rafael said, noticing her focus. “The button. Ethan’s work, not mine. Sewn into your coat lining while you slept, I’d imagine. Very professional.”

The casual way he said it, the implication that Ethan had been planting devices on her without her knowledge, made her feel sick.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because your husband is a careful man. And because he knew this day would come … eventually.”

“I meant why did you take me?”

Rafael leaned back in his chair, considering the question. “That’s complicated.”

“Try me.”

“Do you remember what I told you that last night in Valencia? About not wanting to keep in touch?”

She nodded. The memory was crystal clear—his honesty about the temporary nature of what they’d shared, his refusal to pretend they could extend it beyond the summer.

“I meant it,” he said. “Completely. When you left Spain, I intended never to see you again.”

“So what changed?”

“I wasn’t looking for you, Natasha. I was watching him.” Rafael’s voice carried a weight that hadn’t been there before, something harder underneath the familiar charm. “And then I saw you. Wearing his ring.”

The words hung in the air between them, loaded with implication.

“You were surveilling Ethan,” she said.

“For two years, I'v ebeen keeping tabs on him. Ever since I decided it was time for payback.”

“Payback?”

Rafael’s smile turned cold. “Your husband told you I went rogue, didn’t he? That I betrayed my handlers, got people killed?”

“Yes.”

“Did he tell you why?”

Natasha was quiet, remembering Ethan’s explanation. The extraction request that had been denied. The assessment that Rafael was exaggerating the threat.

“He said you asked for extraction. That they determined it wasn’t necessary.”

“They.” Rafael leaned forward. “Not they, Natasha. Him. Ethan was my handler. Ethan made the call.”

The revelation hit her like cold water.

“I was burned,” Rafael continued. “My cover was blown, my life was in immediate danger. I asked him to get me out. He refused.” His voice remained calm, conversational, but she could see the tension in his jaw. “Two days later, my apartment was bombed. I barely escaped with my life.”

“But you did escape.”

“Yes. And I’ve been dead ever since. Officially, anyway. Which has its advantages.”

Natasha tried to process this information, to reconcile it with what Ethan had told her. “If you were in danger, why didn’t they extract you?”

“Because extracting me would have meant admitting that their operation was compromised. Would have meant shutting down a very lucrative intelligence network. So they decided I was expendable.”

“And Ethan—”

“Your husband chose his career over my life.” Rafael’s voice hardened. “And then, years later, he chose to marry the woman I’d been with. The woman whose intimate details were in his surveillance files.”

The implication was clear, and it made her stomach turn. “You think he married me because of you.”

“I think your husband is a very strategic man. And I think he’s been lying to you from the moment you met.”

Rafael reached into her purse, which sat on the floor beside his chair. She watched as he opened it, methodically removing items and setting them aside. Wallet, keys, lip balm. Then he pulled out a small folding knife.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, noticing her tension. “Just finishing the sweep.”

He opened the knife and carefully sliced along the lining of her purse. The fabric parted to reveal a small cavity, and nestled inside was another device—this one different from the others, more sophisticated.

“Active transmitter,” Rafael said, holding it up. “Real-time audio and location tracking. This isn’t standard surveillance equipment, Natasha. This is what you use when you’re planning something specific.” He set the device on the tray with the others then looked at her directly. “What else has he been lying about?”

The question hung between them, loaded with years of deception and betrayal. Natasha stared at the collection of devices, at the physical evidence of how thoroughly her life had been monitored, controlled, manipulated.

Her husband had planted tracking devices on her without her knowledge. Her college friend had been recruited to betray her. The man sitting across from her—the man who had fundamentally changed her understanding of herself—had been declared dead while she’d been living in ignorance of his survival.

Everyone had been lying to her. Everyone had been using her.

Except, perhaps, the man who had always been honest about what he wanted from her.

She stood up slowly, her legs unsteady from whatever they’d given her, and walked across the narrow aisle. Rafael watched her approach, his expression unreadable.

When she reached him, she didn’t hesitate. She leaned down and kissed him. Hard. With intent. With six years of buried desire and fresh anger and the desperate need to make a choice that was entirely her own.

He was surprised—she could feel it in the momentary stillness of his body, the sharp intake of breath through his nose. But then his hands came up to frame her face, and he was kissing her back with an intensity that made her knees weak.

It was exactly as she remembered—the certainty of his touch, the way he knew precisely how to angle her head, how much pressure to use. The way he made her feel simultaneously claimed and free.

When they broke apart, both were breathing hard.

Rafael’s hand moved toward the transmitter on the tray, fingers closing around it to crush the device. But Natasha caught his wrist, stopping him.

“No,” she said. “Let them hear.”

Rafael’s eyes widened slightly, understanding dawning in his expression.

*** 

Three hundred miles away, in a windowless room filled with monitors and communication equipment, Ethan sat motionless in front of a speaker. His face was blank, professional, but his hands were clenched so tightly that his knuckles had gone white.

Gabe stood behind him, arms crossed, listening to the audio feed from the transmitter Rafael had discovered.

“Clever girl,” Gabe said quietly. “She’s goading him. Buying us time to figure out where that jet’s heading.”

There was a pause, the sound of movement, fabric rustling. Then Rafael’s voice, closer to the microphone now.

“You want them to hear this?”

“Yes,” came Natasha’s reply. Clear, determined, unmistakable.

Gabe moved toward the door. “You don’t have to listen to this part,” he said to Ethan.

Ethan’s voice was flat, emotionless. “Yes, I do.”

Gabe paused, studying his friend’s face. Then he nodded and settled back against the wall.

The audio feed continued, intimate sounds growing more distinct. And Ethan sat perfectly still, listening to his wife with another man, knowing that every sound was a choice she was making.

A message she was sending.

To Rafael.

To him.

To herself.

*** 

Natasha didn’t wait for him to speak.

She walked back to the table, the transmitter still blinking red in her hand, and set it down like a centerpiece. Then she turned, met Rafael’s eyes, and began to undress.

She didn’t rush. She didn’t tease. She moved with purpose.

First the blouse, slipping off her shoulders and falling to the floor. Then her bra, unhooked with practiced ease. Her breasts bounced free—soft, full, nipples tight in the cool air. She stepped out of her skirt slowly then peeled off her panties, dragging the damp fabric down her legs before flicking it aside.

She left her heels on.

Then, still silent, she dropped to her knees. Right next to the transmitter.

Her fingers worked the buckle of his belt with sharp precision. She pulled his pants open, and his cock sprang free—already hard, flushed dark with blood, the tip glistening.

She took him in one hand, gripped him near the base, and gave a slow, deliberate stroke. He twitched in her palm.

Then her mouth was on him.

She licked the head first—one smooth swirl of her tongue that made his hips jerk. Then she opened wider and took him in, past her lips, past her teeth, until the head of his cock pressed against the back of her throat.

She gagged softly but didn’t pull back. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her saliva spilled, dripping down his shaft, over her knuckles, onto the carpet.

Rafael braced himself against the table, groaning. “Fuck …”

She began to move—sliding him in and out, working her mouth around him. Her hand stroked the base while her tongue curled along the underside. Then she went deeper.

Harder.

More aggressive.

She bobbed her head faster, saliva pouring, spit slicking her chin and dripping onto her chest. She moaned around him. Her other hand clutched his thigh. She let him hit the back of her throat, over and over, until her eyes watered.

Gag. Pull back. Suck harder.

He looked down and watched her devour him beside the blinking transmitter. Watched her mouth stretch around his cock, her cheeks hollowing out with each thrust.

He was close.

He grabbed her shoulders and hauled her up, panting hard, cock still wet and twitching between them.

“My turn.”

She let him lead her to the wide leather seat. She climbed onto it and leaned back, spreading her legs. Her cunt was already soaked—glistening, pink, begging.

He dropped to his knees and buried his face between her thighs.

She gasped, loud and sudden. His tongue was hot, strong, relentless. He licked through her folds, flicked her clit, then sucked it hard enough to make her legs jerk. His hands held her open, thumbs spreading her lips as his tongue fucked into her.

She cried out, back arching.

He slipped two fingers inside her, slow and deep, curling them upward until her hips bucked.

“This what he gives you?” Rafael muttered between licks. “Or does he half-ass it?”

She whimpered, voice tight. “He tries.”

“But not like this.”

“No,” she moaned. “Not like this.”

He latched onto her clit again—sucked, then bit, just lightly, enough to make her scream.

Her thighs clamped around his head as her orgasm crashed through her—wet, twitching, overwhelming. Her cries echoed off the cabin walls. The transmitter caught all of it.

She was still trembling when she grabbed his shirt and yanked him up. “Now.”

He climbed over her, lined himself up, and pushed in—slow, stretching her wide, filling her completely.

They groaned in unison.

Her legs wrapped around him. Her heels dug into his back. The leather squeaked beneath them as he started to thrust—slow at first, then deeper. Harder.

He kissed her—sloppy, open-mouthed. She bit his lip and pulled him closer.

His hips slammed into her, pelvis grinding against her clit. Her breasts bounced between them. His hands pinned her wrists above her head. Their sweat mixed. Their breath came in ragged bursts.

“Fuck me like he’s listening,” she panted.

He didn’t stop.

He fucked her with the kind of force that bruised. She took every inch, moaning louder, back arching off the seat.

“I want him to know exactly what I sound like when I come.”

“Then come for me.”

She did—ripping through her like a wave, loud and wild, fingernails digging into his arms. Her pussy clenched tight around him, milking him.

He nearly lost it, but she wasn’t done.

She shoved him back, climbed off the seat, and walked to the table. Bent over it. Hands flat. Legs wide. Ass arched.

“Here,” she said.

He followed, grabbed her hips, and slammed back into her.

The sound—wet, brutal—filled the cabin.

The transmitter blinked inches from her cheek.

He watched it while he fucked her. Watched the red light blink with every thrust, as her moans got sharper, messier.

“Say it,” he growled.

She looked over her shoulder. “Make sure he hears all of it.”

His grip tightened. His thrusts went savage. The slap of skin on skin echoed like applause.

Her face twisted in pleasure. Her moans turned into sobs.

She reached down and rubbed herself fast. “I’m close—fuck—don’t stop.”

He didn’t.

Her orgasm hit like a flood. She screamed—guttural, animal, no holding back.

He groaned, cursed, and came deep inside her, hips jerking, breath breaking.

They stayed like that—his cock still inside her, both of them drenched in sweat and cum.

The transmitter blinked.

She stood slowly. His cum ran down her thighs. She didn’t wipe it away. She walked back to her seat and dressed. Slowly. Casually.

Rafael watched her, still panting, shirt undone, pants open.

She sat down and crossed her legs. “I hope there’s more where that came from.”

*** 

The transmission continued for nearly an hour before it abruptly cut to static.

In the silence that followed, Ethan finally moved. He reached forward, switched off the audio feed, then turned to face Gabe.

“Where’s the jet heading?” he asked, his voice perfectly controlled.

“We’re still working on it. But we’ll find her.”

Ethan nodded once then stood. “I need to make some calls.”

As he walked toward the door, Gabe called after him, “Ethan.”

He paused, not turning around.

“She’s buying time. Whatever else is happening, she’s helping us find her.”

Ethan was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “I know.”

But his voice carried no conviction. And when he left the room, Gabe was alone with the speakers and the silence and the weight of what they’d all just heard.
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