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On fantasy vs. reality


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

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

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

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


From the Author

Natasha III took me to some unexpected places. What started as a story about isolation and surveillance became an exploration of what happens when watching becomes participating, when performance becomes real, and when everyone's keeping secrets even from themselves.

This installment pushes the sexual and psychological boundaries further than the previous books. Natasha, Ethan, and Esperanza all discover things about themselves and each other that complicate everything they thought they knew about desire, loyalty, and identity.

Les Libertins provided the perfect setting—a world where sex is both currency and philosophy, where true believers in "liberation" sit next to those just playing along, and where the parties never stop even as something darker builds underneath.

For readers who've followed the series this far, you know I blend genres promiscuously. This is espionage fiction that cares more about emotional truth than tradecraft. It's erotic romance where love looks nothing like romance novels taught us. It's a thriller where the real danger might be what you learn about yourself.

Some readers want their hotwife fiction delivered straight—specific scenarios, reliable dynamics, predictable satisfaction. This might not scratch that particular itch. But for readers who want their heat served with psychological complexity and moral ambiguity, welcome to the party.

Book 4 will find some resolution for these characters. All I'll say is: not everyone gets out clean.

Thanks for continuing this journey with these characters. Your patience with my genre-blending experiments means everything.

Much Love
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Chapter One: Ljubljana

The Ljubljana streets were slick with spring rain, reflecting the amber streetlights in pools that looked like spilled whiskey. Ethan checked his watch—10:47 p.m.—and maintained his casual pace beside Patel, two businessmen walking off a heavy dinner.

“I’m just saying,” Patel continued, gesturing with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for more important topics, “David Corenswet’s got the jaw, sure, but does he have the presence? Cavill made you believe he could actually fly. This new guy looks like he should be selling protein powder.”

“They wanted younger,” Ethan replied. “Someone who won’t be sixty by the third sequel.”

“That’s ageist bullshit,” Patel said. They turned down a narrower street that led toward the Ljubljanica River. A couple passed them heading the opposite direction, the woman’s heels clicking against wet stone.

“Connery couldn’t play Bond forever,” Ethan said.

“I deserve some constants in life.”

Ethan stopped walking and kneeled down, fiddling with his shoelace. Patel paused a few steps ahead, turning back to look at him.

“They still there?” Ethan asked, keeping his eyes on his shoe.

“Yep.” Patel scanned the street behind them. “Slovene intelligence definitely has their junior varsity tailing us.”

Ethan stood up, retying completed. They resumed walking toward the Grand Union Hotel, its lights visible through the gaps between buildings.

“You know what I think?” Patel said. “I think you’re happy they’re trading Cavill out because you didn’t like Superman being played by a British man.”

“What?” Ethan stopped mid-stride, turning to stare at Patel. “Are you serious right now?”

“There was a couple years period where Superman, Spiderman, and Batman were all played by British actors.”

“That’s ridiculous. I don’t care about that.”

“Three iconic American heroes,” Patel continued, warming to his theme. “All played by guys who probably call elevators ‘lifts’ and think baseball is just complicated cricket. Tell me that didn’t bother you a little bit.”

“I genuinely never thought about that,” Ethan said, still processing. “You think I’m some kind of nationalist because—”

Patel shifted his voice into an exaggerated Indian accent. “You have to accept that there is a world outside of America. The time of the white American man might be coming to an end.”

Ethan turned to him. “You were born in San Antonio, asshole. And you’re still a lieutenant commander in the Navy.”

Patel laughed, dropping the accent immediately. He veered toward a street vendor’s cart, the smell of fried dough and sugar hanging in the damp air. “Two krofi, please,” he told the vendor in English, pulling out euros. The vendor handed him two sugar-dusted pastries wrapped in paper.

Ethan glanced back the way they’d come. Their two shadows immediately became fascinated with a shop window display, one pointing at what appeared to be vintage leather goods while the other nodded enthusiastically.

Ethan rolled his eyes and shook his head. They were still there and still barely deserved to be in the intelligence community.

“You know what I think?” Ethan said, taking one of the krofi from Patel. The sugar dusted his fingers immediately. “This has nothing to do with Cavill being a good actor, which I concede he is, or him embodying some ‘Superman energy.’”

They kept walking, eating the warm pastries. The Grand Union was only two blocks away now.

“It’s because he’s hot,” Ethan continued. “Maybe the hottest man alive. Even I can tell that. And if I can notice that he’s sexy, then I’m sure you …”

“Obviously,” Patel said simply.

“That’s it? Just ‘obviously?’”

“Yeah. Why not just admit it?” Patel took another bite of his krof. “Man’s gorgeous. Would I let him rescue me from a burning building? Absolutely. Would I let him do other things? Also, absolutely.”

Ethan glanced at his watch. 10:54. Not much time left.

They approached the service entrance to the Grand Union, a narrow alley between the hotel and the adjacent building. The sounds of the party above filtered down through ventilation grates.

“You’re just trying to distract me, right?” Ethan asked.

“Is it working?”

“A little.”

Patel’s expression shifted, the joking falling away. “Three months. I can’t imagine.”

Ethan didn’t respond. What was there to say? That he’d spent three months listening to her with other men through surveillance equipment? That each audio feed was another exercise in professional detachment he was failing?

“I’ll handle our friends,” Patel said, nodding back toward their incompetent tail. “Take whatever time you can get.”

Ethan nodded his thanks and slipped into the alley. The service door was propped open with a brick, kitchen staff stepping out for smoke breaks between courses. He waited for a break in the foot traffic then ducked inside.

The basement of the Grand Union was a maze of narrow corridors and storage rooms. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, some flickering in that way that made everything look slightly green. The air smelled like industrial detergent and the faint aroma of diesel oil from the boiler room. Above him, he could hear the muffled sounds of the party: strings, laughter, the occasional burst of applause.

He moved through the service halls with purpose, past stacks of banquet chairs and rolling racks of folded tables. A worker in kitchen whites passed him without a second glance.

He turned left at the laundry carts then pushed through a door marked “Strojnica – Ni Vstopa” in Slovenian. Behind it, a narrow corridor stretched into darkness—single bulbs every twenty feet, unpainted concrete from some abandoned renovation, asbestos-wrapped pipes overhead that nobody wanted to touch.

The modern storage gave way to older architecture: stone walls, arched ceilings from another century. The heavy wooden door to the wine cellar was exactly where she’d described it—behind a stack of crates. He pushed it open, the hinges protesting quietly.

Inside, empty wine racks lined the walls like ribs. Some Habsburg prince had probably brought his mistresses here, back when discretion meant stone walls instead of surveillance cameras. Now it was just forgotten space, a single emergency light casting shadows across an old tasting table.

Ethan checked his watch. 10:58. She’d be here when she could manage it. He knew the rhythm of these parties by now, had studied enough surveillance footage to understand the flow. Right now, she’d be watching for her moment, waiting for Marc to get distracted by cards, or conversation, or another woman.

He forced himself to breathe slowly, to not pace, to not check his watch every thirty seconds. Every footstep in the corridor above made him tense. Every distant laugh from the party reminded him where she was, what she was doing, who she was with.

The waiting was always the hardest part.




Chapter Two: Reunion

The door opened so quietly he almost missed it. Then she was there, slipping inside and closing it behind her in one smooth motion. Even in the dim light, she took his breath away. The emerald dress clung to her like water, and her hair was swept up in some complicated arrangement that probably cost more than most people’s rent. Diamonds at her throat, diamonds in her ears.

“Ethan,” she said, and her voice cracking slightly on his name.

They stood there for a moment, ten feet apart, just looking at each other. Three months of separation collapsed into this single moment of shared space, and neither of them seemed to know how to bridge it.

Then they were moving at the same time, meeting in the middle of the room. His hands went to her face, careful not to mess up her makeup, and she grabbed his shirt, pulling him down to her. Their mouths met desperately, three months of hunger in that first contact. She tasted like champagne and something else, lipstick maybe, expensive and unfamiliar.

“God, I missed you,” he breathed against her mouth.

“Me, too,” she said but pulled back slightly, her hands still gripping his shirt. “The USB. Business first, or we’ll never get to it.” She reached into her clutch and pulled out a drive no bigger than her thumbnail. “Everything from Marc’s system. Encrypted files, blockchain wallets, communications, financial records. All of it.”

The name hit him like cold water. Marc. Even here, even now, the man was between them.

Ethan took the drive, slipped it into his pocket, then pulled out a small jewelry box. “Your turn. New communication system.”

She opened it to find a pair of dangling earrings, elegant enough to match the diamonds she was already wearing. “They’re beautiful.”

“They’re also encrypted burst transmitters. No more need to stop by the dead drop every Tuesday and Saturday. If they vibrate, you’ve got a message.”

She closed the box carefully, slipping it into her clutch, alongside her original earrings. “I’ll put them on every morning before he wakes up.”

“Good thinking,” he said, looking at her. Everything about her looked perfect, and untouchable, and nothing like the woman who used to fall asleep on their couch in Georgetown.

“How are you, really?” Ethan asked, his voice softer now.

She hesitated then let out a small laugh that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m okay. This is … harder than I thought it would be. The constant performance, never being able to drop the mask.”

“Is he …?” Ethan couldn’t finish the question.

“Marc’s not dangerous or cruel,” she said quickly. “Just boring. And terrible in bed. So it could be worse.” She tried to make it sound light, like a joke, but he could hear the exhaustion underneath.

“Three months of nothing but terrible sex,” Ethan said. “That sounds pretty cruel to me.”

That got a real smile from her, small but genuine. “You have no idea. The man apologizes during foreplay. During it, Ethan.”

“What about you?” she asked. “How are you holding up?”

“It’s hard,” he admitted. “Much harder than before.”

“Before?”

“I dealt with it when you were seducing targets for a few days at a time. I knew I’d get you back, could handle the audio feeds when I knew it was temporary. But three months …” He trailed off, running a hand through his hair. “It’s different when I can’t touch you. Can’t remind myself that you’re mine.”

She moved closer, her hand finding his chest then sliding down to his waist. The touch was electric after so long apart. His hands went to her hips, feeling the warmth of her through the expensive fabric.

“I can’t even mess up your hair,” he said, frustration bleeding into his voice.

“I know.” She pressed closer, breathing him in. The familiar scent of his cologne made her chest tight.

His hands traveled up her back, feeling the tension in her shoulders. Everything about her was controlled, performance-ready, even here with him. He could feel her heartbeat through the dress, quick and desperate.

“How much time do we have?” he asked.

“Ten minutes, maybe less. Marc got absorbed in a baccarat game. Didn’t even notice when I said I was going to the bathroom.” There was something bitter in her voice. “He never notices unless I want him to.”

“Ten minutes is …” Ethan stopped abruptly as she pressed closer against him.

She felt him hard against her hip, through their clothes, and despite everything, it made her smile. Three months without release, without her, and she could still affect him like this just by standing close. The knowledge spread warmth through her chest, settling something inside her that had been off-balance for months.

“I’ve missed that, too,” she said softly, her hand sliding lower on his waist.

“Natasha …” His voice was strained. “We can’t. Your dress, your makeup …”

“I know.” But she didn’t move away. Neither did he.

“This dress slides up easily,” she said, her voice low.

Ethan went still, caught between professionalism and the ache of three months without her. She watched him struggle with it for maybe two seconds before need won.

“Show me,” he said.

She reached down and gathered the emerald fabric, pulling it up her thighs slowly. The cellar was cold but his hands were warm when they found her skin, sliding up to discover she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

“You went to the party like this?”

“I was hoping we’d have time.”

His fingers found her wet and ready, and he let out a soft, disbelieving laugh. “I wouldn’t last very long after three months without you.”

She smiled, something coy and knowing crossing her face. Then she turned around, bending over one of the old wine barrels, her dress hiked up around her hips. “I’ll take it as a compliment in this situation.”

The sight of her like that, offering herself in this forgotten cellar while a party continued above them, nearly undid him completely. His hands shook slightly as he unbuckled his belt.

“We have to be quiet,” she reminded him, looking back over her shoulder.

“I know,” he said, positioning himself behind her. “God, I’ve missed you.”

He pushed inside her slowly, both of them gasping at the sensation after so long apart. The first inch made her legs shake—her body had almost forgotten how perfectly they fit together, how different he felt from anyone else. For Ethan, the wet heat of her was overwhelming after months of nothing but memory and frustration.

His hands gripped her hips, careful not to leave marks even though every instinct screamed at him to claim her, to leave evidence that she was his. She was so responsive, already clenching around him, and he had to stop moving for a moment just to maintain control.

“Please,” she whispered, pressing back against him. “I need this.”

He started to move, slow at first, trying to savor it. But three months of separation made everything too intense, too desperate. Every thrust felt like both homecoming and goodbye. She bit her lip to stay quiet, but small sounds still escaped—the ones she couldn’t fake, couldn’t control, the ones that only happened when her body overruled her mind.

His mind catalogued everything: the way she arched her back, the little gasp when he hit the right angle, the familiar pattern of her breathing when she was close. These were the details he’d been starving for, the proof that underneath the designer dress and perfect makeup, she was still his Natasha.

She could feel him getting close, his rhythm becoming erratic, his breathing harsh against the back of her neck. His fingers tightened on her hips with that particular desperation she recognized.

“Pull out,” she gasped suddenly, the words breaking through her own pleasure. “We can’t risk …”

She looked back at him, eyes wide, and he understood immediately. The realization hit him even as his body passed the point of no return. He pulled out, turning slightly away as he came into the darkness of the cellar, one hand braced against the barrel. He tried not to let the bitterness poison the release—that he couldn’t finish inside his own wife because another man might notice—but it twisted through the pleasure anyway, wrong and infuriating.

For just a second, as he turned back to her, she saw something that made her stomach drop. His jaw was clenched so tight she could see the muscle jumping beneath the skin. His eyes had gone flat and dangerous, the way they looked right before he killed someone. The tendons in his neck stood out like cables. His fist clenched against the barrel hard enough that his knuckles went white. Then it was gone, locked back down behind his professional control, but they both knew she’d seen it.

“Ethan …” she started, adjusting her dress with shaking hands, uncertain if that rage had been directed at her.

He took a breath, centering himself as he buckled his belt. “I’m fine. That wasn’t about you. I just … I hate this.

“I’m telling Gabe we’re done.” The words came out clipped, decisive. He patted his pocket where the USB sat. “Three months undercover, you’ve mapped their entire network, gotten us into Marc’s finances. That’s more than enough for NSA to tear them apart. There’s no operational reason for you to stay.”

She stopped him with a gentle hand on his arm. “I can’t. Ethan … I can’t leave. We have to stop these people. Even after three months, I haven’t figured out what Les Libertins are actually doing. What their end goal is. Marc talks about changing the world, about freedom from outdated systems, but I don’t know what that means specifically.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened again. Even the name—Les Libertins—made him want to put his fist through something. Like they were revolutionary philosophers instead of wealthy degenerates playing god with global politics.

“Let someone else figure it out,” he said. “You’ve built the access. Another operative can take over.”

“You know that’s not how it works. Marc trusts me. Barely, but he does. Someone new would take months to get where I am now, if they could manage it at all.

“Get the data to Gabe,” she said. “You’ll see how important this is.”

She leaned into him, her body warm against his despite the cold cellar. “I hate this, too … but it’s worth it. You know that.”

Before he could argue, she rose up and kissed him—the lightest brush of lips, careful not to smudge her lipstick or disturb the perfect mask she had to wear back upstairs. It was barely a kiss at all, but somehow that made it worse. Even this had to be controlled, measured, performed.

“I have to go.” She touched her clutch where the new earrings were hidden, a small smile crossing her face. “At least you’ll be able to talk back soon.”

Then she was moving toward the door, her heels clicking on the stone floor. She paused at the threshold, looked back once, and gave him a real smile—quick and genuine and entirely Natasha. Then she slipped out, the door closing softly behind her, leaving him alone in the darkness with the taste of her lipstick and the weight of everything unsaid.

Ethan emerged from the service entrance five minutes after Natasha, giving her time to return to the party. The night air hit him like a slap, cold and damp after the stuffiness of the cellar. He walked casually, hands in his pockets, just another hotel guest who’d stepped out for air.

The alley where they’d agreed to meet was two blocks north, narrow and poorly lit. He found Patel leaning against a brick wall, looking at his phone like he was checking messages.

“Our Slovene friends?” Ethan asked.

Patel jerked his thumb toward the dumpster beside him and lifted the lid. Both intelligence officers were inside, unconscious among the garbage bags.

“How is she?” Patel asked.

Ethan started to speak then stopped. What could he say? That she looked perfect and untouchable? That she’d had to stop him from finishing inside her because another man might notice? That he’d seen her for fifteen minutes after three months apart?

“She’s fine,” he finally said.

Patel looked like he had more questions but let them go. “Let’s get back to the safe house.”




Chapter Three: The Upper Room

The service elevator smelled like industrial cleaner and old cigarette smoke. Natasha pressed the button for the twenty-second floor and watched the doors close.

She pulled out her compact. Her lipstick was slightly smudged, her pupils still dilated. The harsh fluorescent light showed everything—the flush on her chest that the emerald dress couldn’t quite hide, the slight tremor in her fingers as she reapplied her lipstick. Between her legs, that incomplete ache. Fifteen minutes. That was all she’d gotten after three months.

The elevator climbed. Seventeenth floor. Eighteenth. She could still feel Ethan’s hands on her hips, careful not to leave marks. Still taste her own lipstick from that barely-there kiss she’d given him at the end—controlled even in that.

The elevator slowed. She dropped the compact back in her clutch and checked her reflection in the mirrored door one last time.

The doors opened onto golden light and the sound of champagne laughter. Crystal chandeliers threw fractured light across every surface. The string quartet competed with conversation in six languages.

Natasha moved through it all.

A waiter offered her champagne from a tray. She took it but didn’t drink. To her left, an exiled minister from Belarus was explaining why his assets shouldn’t have been frozen—something about humanitarian foundations that everyone knew were shell companies. To her right, two Indonesian women compared their surgeons in Seoul, running fingers along invisible scars.

She passed a cluster of Saudis discussing desalination contracts, a Brazilian arguing about beef export quotas, a young tech founder from Lagos explaining why regulation was theft. Nobody looked at her twice.

The stairs to the twenty-third floor were at the far end of the room, guarded by a man who looked like he could have been Mossad once. He recognized her, stepping aside without comment.

As she climbed, the music from below became muffled, replaced by something with more bass, more breath. The lighting went from golden to amber to something darker. The laughter changed pitch.

Sex had a smell—sweat, and musk, and something animal—but they’d managed it somehow. Expensive air purification, maybe, or strategic ventilation. Just enough remained to remind you what was happening without overwhelming the space.

Along the walls, beautiful people performed with the unhurried confidence of professionals. Not frantic or desperate—this was choreographed pleasure, bodies moving for optimal viewing angles. The less beautiful people, those who had the money to fund such things, moved between them with the confidence that come from knowing your decisions carried weight.

Some wore masks to give deniability to their presence at a sex party. Others were past such concerns.

A chocolate fountain dominated one corner—because of course there was a chocolate fountain. A Japanese executive she’d seen at three other gatherings had dipped his finger in it. A young man was slowly sucking it clean. Natasha could swear she’d seen him on the American pole vaulting team at the last Olympics, that particular combination of lean muscle and grace.

The baccarat table was in the far corner. She could see Marc from here, concentrating too hard on his cards.

She moved through this space more easily than the one below. The lies here were simpler. Everyone knew what they were buying and selling.

Marc hadn’t noticed her yet. He was leaning forward slightly, that tell he had when he thought his hand was good. Even sitting, his height was obvious—those long limbs he never quite knew how to arrange, shoulders hunched forward like he was constantly apologizing for taking up space. The woman across from him—sixty-something, emeralds at her throat—looked bored. She’d been taking his money for an hour, Natasha guessed.

She approached slowly, letting him have his moment of concentration. His cards were visible from her angle—a seven. Not terrible, not great. He was about to make the wrong call.

“Hit,” he said.

The dealer flipped. Four. Bust.

Marc’s jaw tightened, but he shrugged, pushing the chips forward with those spider-thin fingers. “Sometimes you have to take risks.”

The woman in emeralds smiled like a cat. “Of course, darling. That’s what makes it fun.”

That was when he saw Natasha. His whole posture changed—shoulders back, chin up, suddenly trying to fill the frame his height gave him instead of shrinking from it. When he stood to greet her, there was that awkward moment where he towered over everyone at the table but somehow still seemed to be looking up at them.

“There you are,” he said too loudly. “Perfect timing. I was just about to take a break.”

She moved to his side, letting him pull her close with a proprietary hand on her waist. His palm was damp with nervous sweat.

“One more hand,” the woman in emeralds suggested. “Your luck might change.”

Marc hesitated. He wanted to leave—she could feel it in the way his fingers tightened on her waist—but leaving now would look like retreat.

“One more,” he said, sitting back down. He pulled Natasha closer, arranging her like a trophy at his shoulder. “For luck.”

The dealer slid cards across green felt. Marc peeked at his hand then immediately started explaining to Natasha, “The house has to draw on five or less. It’s all mathematical probability.”

“Like an algorithm?” she offered.

His face lit up. “Exactly! See, in BossLevel, we use similar probability matrices for loot drops …” He launched into an explanation that mixed gaming mechanics with baccarat rules in ways that made no sense.

The woman in emeralds had already looked at her cards, placed her bet, and was now examining her manicure. One fingernail tapped against her champagne flute. Once. Twice.

Marc finally noticed and hurried his own bet—too high, Natasha could tell. He was trying to impress her, or intimidate the woman, or both.

The cards flipped. Marc had an eight—actually good. But he’d misread the rules again, took another card when he should have stood. Bust.

“Oh, so close!” the woman in emeralds said sympathetically, collecting his chips. “You almost had it that time.” Thirty thousand euros, gone.

Marc laughed too loudly. “Easy come, easy go.” But she could feel the tension in his hand on her waist. Thirty thousand. He had it, but it still hurt.

In a corner alcove, Heinrich Rossi—Swiss banking dynasty, inherited stake in three pharmaceutical companies, type O-negative, mild cocaine habit he thought nobody knew about—sat in a leather chair while his wife, Brigitte, kneeled between his legs, her blonde hair moving in a practiced rhythm. The woman behind Brigitte—Katerina Volkov, five thousand dollars a month for her OnlyFans, former ballet dancer from Minsk—worked a strap-on in slow, deliberate thrusts that made Brigitte moan around her husband’s cock. Natasha had looked up Katerina once out of curiosity. The OnlyFans feed was mostly about contouring techniques and eyeshadow palettes.

And dildos.

Heinrich’s eyes were half-closed, one hand tangled in Brigitte’s hair, but when he spotted Marc entering with Natasha, his expression sharpened with interest. She’d studied that tell—the slight squint of his left eye when he was about to issue orders.

“Duval!” he called out, his Zurich accent thickening the consonants. He didn’t stop what he was doing, didn’t even slow Brigitte’s rhythm. “Come here.”

Marc practically vibrated with eagerness, pulling Natasha along as he crossed the room. She could feel his palm sweating through the silk of her dress. His pulse was elevated—she could see it jumping at his throat. Nervous excitement, not fear.

“Mr. Rossi,” Marc said, his voice slightly strangled.

“I need you to handle something,” Heinrich said, his breathing slightly labored but his tone conversational. “The Guangzhou contracts—they need review before morning. Legal flagged some issues with the distribution clauses.”

“Of course, absolutely,” Marc said quickly. “I can—”

“Good. My laptop is in the study downstairs. Password is the usual.” Heinrich’s grip tightened in Brigitte’s hair, making her whimper. “And Marc? Send the Beaumonts over when you see them. Tell them I have that proposal they wanted to discuss.”

Marc nodded eagerly, already backing away. His whole body language screamed relief at having an excuse to leave. “Right away, Mr. Rossi.”

“And Marc-“ Marc stopped himself before turning “call me by my first name at these events. You should really learn to relax.” Marc nodded and forced a smile before turning away.

As they moved through the room, Natasha could feel the tension in Marc’s grip. He kept his eyes deliberately focused ahead, not looking at the couples on the silk cushions, the woman being passed between three men near the bar, the casual display of flesh and pleasure. He wanted so desperately to belong here, but his body betrayed him—shoulders too rigid, steps too quick, that nervous swallow every time someone moaned too loudly.

They found Michel and Dominique Beaumont by the windows. Michel had his wife pressed against the glass, her Versace dress hiked up, moving against her with slow precision while she watched the city lights below. They were fully clothed except for the necessary adjustments—the French approach to public sex, Natasha had noticed. Elegant even in exhibitionism.

Marc cleared his throat. Twice.

Michel glanced over his shoulder, not stopping his rhythm. “Oui?”

“Mr. Rossi would like to speak with you,” Marc managed, his voice slightly strangled. “About your proposal.”

Dominique’s hand suddenly shot out and grasped Marc’s shoulder, using him for leverage as she gasped. Her manicured nails dug into his jacket as she looked directly into his eyes, pupils dilated with pleasure.

“Or you could join us,” she breathed, rocking back against Michel. “You are always so shy, petit Marc … …”

Marc froze completely, a deer in headlights.

Dominique’s gaze shifted to Natasha, a knowing smile playing at her lips even as she gasped again. “I’m sure your lovely companion wouldn’t mind sharing, non?” She winked at Natasha, her hips still moving in that practiced rhythm. “She looks like a woman who knows how to … accommodate.”

Natasha felt Marc’s whole body go rigid with panic. His hand on her waist was trembling now, caught between his desperate need to appear sophisticated and his obvious terror at the invitation.

“We … Mr. Rossi said it was urgent,” Marc stammered, taking a step back, but Dominique’s grip on his shoulder kept him from fully retreating.

Michel laughed against his wife’s neck. “Everything is urgent with Heinrich.” He thrust deeper, making Dominique moan. “Tell him five minutes.”

Dominique released Marc’s shoulder, and he stepped back smoothly, his businessman’s smile clicking into place.

“Five minutes then,” he said, his voice almost normal. Only Natasha caught the slight strain at the edges.

He turned with measured steps, his hand finding the small of Natasha’s back to guide her away. But she could feel the tension in his fingers, the way his thumb pressed a little too hard against her spine. His jaw was set in that particular way men did when they were concentrating on not showing emotion.

They wove through the twenty-third floor’s calculated debauchery, Marc keeping his eyes appropriately forward, nodding to people he recognized, even managing a chuckle when someone called out a greeting. He’d learned the choreography of this world, even if the dance itself still made him uncomfortable.

It wasn’t until they reached the stairs that his pace quickened slightly. Still controlled, still maintaining appearances, but eager to descend.

“The contracts,” he said as they reached the twenty-second floor. “Heinrich wants them reviewed tonight.”

But he steered her past the study, toward the executive suites. Another practiced move—he had every right to be here, to have a room, to take his companion wherever he pleased. The key card slid smoothly into the lock on the first try. No fumbling. He was better at this than he’d been three months ago.

Inside, he went straight to his laptop, actually opening it, actually pulling up documents. Playing the part even for her.

“The Guangzhou distribution is complex,” he said, not looking at her. “Heinrich’s right to want it reviewed. The regulatory framework alone—”

“Marc.”

He kept typing, scrolling through pages he wasn’t reading. “There’s a whole section on port fees that could save us hundreds of thousands if we restructure the—”

“Marc.” Sharper this time.

“What?” He glanced up briefly then back to the screen. “I need to focus on this.”

Natasha crossed the room and closed the laptop with one hand. He had to look at her then—she was standing close, having to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. He was taller than average but held himself in that slightly hunched way of someone who’d never quite figured out what to do with the extra height.

“Look at me,” she said.

He did, reluctantly. His jaw was still tight, maintaining the fiction that nothing had bothered him.

“Dominique’s a cunt,” Natasha said flatly. “She was fucking with you, and you handled it well.”

He blinked. His mouth opened slightly then closed. The elegant woman who accompanied him to these things didn’t talk like that. The mask slipped for just a second—surprise then something almost like relief.

His shoulders dropped. The tension he’d been carrying since Dominique grabbed him finally released.

“She’s always …” He stopped, started again. “The French are different.”

“She’s a bitch who gets off on making people uncomfortable,” Natasha said, maintaining that directness that had cracked him open. “But you didn’t give her what she wanted.”

He looked away then back at her. His hands fidgeted with nothing. “Heinrich needs those contracts reviewed.”

“Heinrich’s probably balls deep in the Beaumonts by now,” she said. “The contracts can wait.”

Another blink. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. He was looking at her like he was seeing someone new, someone who understood this world better than he’d realized.

“I should—” he started, but didn’t finish. Should what? He didn’t know. He never knew, really, just fumbled through these situations hoping no one noticed.

Her hands came up to his chest, smoothing his shirt. “What you should do is let me take care of you.” She guided him to the bed, pushing him to lie back against the pillows. He went willingly, that lost look in his eyes that told her she had him exactly where she needed him. She climbed onto the bed beside him, unzipping her emerald dress just enough to expose her breasts.

“Here,” she said softly, cradling his head against her chest.

He latched onto her nipple immediately, desperately, like a man starving for comfort. One of his hands came up to hold her other breast, tentative at first, then more possessive as she made encouraging sounds.

While he sucked, she reached down, working his belt open with practiced efficiency. He made a muffled sound against her breast when her hand found him, already hard despite everything—or perhaps because of it.

She stroked him with the same calculated precision she brought to everything else about Marc—not too fast, not too slow, adjusting to his responses, maintaining just enough pressure to keep him desperate but not enough to finish him too quickly. She needed him to feel like this lasted, like he had stamina, like he was satisfying her somehow even though she was doing all the work.

“That’s it,” she murmured, her free hand threading through his hair as he switched to her other breast. “Just let go. Let me handle everything.”

His hips started moving, pushing into her hand. She could feel him getting close already—he always did when he was stressed. His teeth grazed her nipple, slightly too hard, but she turned her gasp into something that sounded like pleasure.

“You’re so good for me, Marc,” she said smoothly, speeding up her hand. “So much better than those pretentious fucks upstairs.”

That did it. He came with a muffled groan against her chest, his whole body shuddering as she worked him through it, making sure to seem impressed by his release, by how much there was, by how long it lasted.

When he finally pulled back, face flushed and breathing hard, she was ready with tissues from the nightstand. She cleaned them both up efficiently while he lay there, dazed and pliant.

“Feel better?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

He nodded, unable to meet her eyes now that the desperate need had passed. “The contracts …”

“Can wait twenty minutes while you recover,” she said, rezipping her dress. “Heinrich won’t check them until morning, anyway.”

She moved to the minibar, pouring him water this time. He took it gratefully, sipping while staring at nothing.

Twelve minutes later, he was at the desk with his laptop, scrolling through distribution clauses and port fees, doing exactly what Heinrich had told him to do.

Natasha watched from the bed, noting the time.

Twelve minutes. That was all the rebellion Marc Duval could manage.




Chapter Four: The Safehouse

“He’s got three layers of encryption on the porn folder,” Samuel said from the kitchen table, “but the financial records are just sitting there.”

“Priorities,” Ethan said. He was standing at the window, watching the Ljubljana street below through a gap in the blinds. Nothing moved except a cat picking through garbage.

Patel looked up from cleaning his Glock. “What kind of porn needs three layers?”

“Don’t answer that,” Ethan said quickly. “I have to listen to enough of his audio.”

Samuel clicked through more files. “Jesus. He’s got every conversation recorded. Every transaction mapped. It’s like he was building a case file without knowing it.”

“Rich people document everything,” Ethan said, still watching the street. “They think it protects them.”

“From what?” Samuel asked.

“Each other.” Ethan turned from the window. “Marc’s trying to prove he belongs. Every receipt, every interaction—evidence that he’s really one of them.”

Patel slotted the magazine back into his Glock. “Find anything worth shooting yet?”

“Not yet,” Samuel said, taking a sip from his third espresso of the night. “But there’s a lot here. Blockchain transactions, property transfers, shipping manifests. It’s going to take time.”

Ethan picked up his own mug—instant coffee, black, temperature irrelevant. It tasted like burned water but it had caffeine.

A soft chime from Samuel’s laptop. Then another.

“Perimeter,” Samuel said, already pulling up the sensor display.

Patel was already moving, scooping Ethan’s Sig from the kitchen counter and tossing it to him in one smooth motion. Ethan caught it without looking, checking the chamber as Patel brought his own weapon up.

“Stay put,” Ethan said.

Samuel nodded without looking up, already pulling on his headphones and scrolling to his Spotify. “Keep it down if you can, guys.”

Patel and Ethan moved into the hallway, weapons low but ready.

They split at the hallway junction without discussion—Patel left, Ethan right.

“Clear,” Patel called from the first bedroom.

“Clear,” Ethan echoed from the bathroom. Shower curtain pulled back, nothing behind it but mildew.

“Clear.” Patel again, farther down his side.

Ethan checked the second bedroom—mattress on the floor, sleeping bags rolled in the corner. “Clear.”

Only the back room remained. Patel reached it first, disappearing through the doorway.

Silence.

Ethan moved along the wall, weapon up. “Patel?”

Nothing.

He approached the open doorway at an angle, slicing the pie. The room was dark, curtains drawn. No sign of Patel inside.

“Patel, sound off.”

Still nothing.

Ethan’s finger moved to the trigger. Real threat protocols now. He started to pivot into the doorframe when he caught it—lavender oil. Faint but unmistakable.

His shoulders relaxed slightly. The corners of his mouth twitched up.

He flipped the Sig’s safety on with his thumb then heard it—the whisper of fabric against drywall, someone moving fast.

He spun away from the door just as an open palm strike came for his shoulder. He caught the wrist, redirecting. The figure dropped immediately, leg sweeping toward his knees.

Ethan jumped, bringing his own palm down as he landed. The figure crossed both arms overhead in an X, catching his strike. Even in the dim hallway, he could see her grinning.

Ethan pushed down with one hand, testing. Esperanza pushed back, driving up through her legs, engaging her core. He had eight inches and sixty pounds on her, but she had leverage and technique.

He added his second hand, leaning his weight into it. She growled, thighs trembling with effort, but wouldn’t yield. Her whole body became a wedge, feet planted, hips locked, arms rigid. The hallway filled with the sound of their breathing—his controlled, hers starting to strain.

“Getting slow, old man?” she gasped.

“You’re shaking,” he observed.

“You’re using both hands.”

She was right. He pressed harder, trying to collapse her guard through sheer mass. She micro-adjusted her stance, redirecting the force just enough to hold. Another few seconds. Her arms started to buckle.

“¡Me rindo!” she finally gasped, laughing. “I surrender, pendejo.”

“Really? You rindo?”

“Yes, I rindo.”

“If I let you go, are you gonna kick me again?”

Instead of answering, she rolled onto her back. Ethan’s momentum carried him forward, and she caught his torso between her thighs, clamping them shut like a vice.

“That’s not surrendering,” he wheezed.

Patel stepped out of the bedroom, looking amused. “Let him go. You rindo’d.”

Esperanza exhaled in annoyance through her nose and released him. “You’re no fun anymore, Patel.”

“I just don’t want to explain to Gabe why his handler has cracked ribs.”

Esperanza released him and he rolled onto his back beside her on the hallway floor, both of them staring up at the water-stained ceiling.

“Are you tired?” she asked. “That was too easy.”

“He saw Natasha a couple hours ago,” Patel said.

Esperanza turned her head to look at Ethan. “Ah, I see. You got some. That’s why you’re weak.”

Ethan laughed—really laughed, from his chest. The first genuine laugh he’d had in months.

“Fifteen minutes in a wine cellar,” he said. “After three months.”

“Dios mío. I’d have shot someone by now.” Esperanza got to her feet first, extending her hand down to him. Their eyes met. “How is she?”

Ethan took her hand, letting her pull him up. “Pretty good, all things considered. A long way from the housewife I had twelve months ago.”

“She was never just a housewife.”

“No,” Ethan agreed. “But she didn’t know that yet.”

“How was Ibiza?” Patel asked.

Esperanza grinned. “Great! Sun, dancing, and I was getting all the massages for once.”

Samuel appeared in the hallway, coffee mug in hand, headphones around his neck. “When you’re done with your caveman dominance rituals, there’s actual intelligence work happening on computers. You know, where the real threats live?”

“Nice to see you, too, Samuel,” Esperanza said.

“Whatever. You need to see this. All of you.”

They followed Samuel back to the kitchen. His screens showed financial models, network diagrams, blockchain transactions—a digital maze that meant nothing to anyone but Samuel, who was practically vibrating with nervous energy.

“Look at this,” he said, pointing at the screen.

They looked. Lines of code. Transaction logs. Spreadsheets.

“We’re looking,” Patel said. “We don’t see it.”

Samuel turned to face them. “Have you ever heard of some idiot crypto-bros, or techno-fascists, or survivalists talking about the ‘Great Reset?’”

Esperanza and Patel shook their heads.

“That’s somewhere between apocalyptic prophecy and AI singularity bullshit?” Ethan said.

“You’re in the ballpark. Bottom line … Gabe was right. Les Libertins aren’t just a bunch of hedonistic elites sport-fucking each other.”

Ethan groaned. “Please don’t say we have to tell Gabe he was right about something.”

“We do. And we need to do it in person.”

They all looked at each other.

“So much for easing back into work,” Esperanza said.




Chapter Five: The Cage

Natasha woke at 5:47 a.m., thirteen minutes before Marc’s alarm. Always thirteen minutes—enough time to be “naturally beautiful” when he opened his eyes.

She slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom, closing the door silently. First, the earrings, sliding them in before anything else, waiting for the vibration that never came.

Three weeks since Ljubljana. Nothing.

Face next. Micellar water on a cotton pad to remove last night’s skincare then cold water to depuff. She studied herself in the mirror. The concealer under her eyes was getting harder to blend lately. Marc hadn’t noticed, but she could see it—the exhaustion that settled deeper every day.

Teeth brushed. Hair finger-combed into something that looked effortlessly tousled instead of slept-on. A touch of tinted lip balm—not enough to look like makeup, just enough to look alive.

She heard Marc stirring through the door. Not his alarm yet, just that restless almost-awake state. Time to slip back.

She flushed the toilet she hadn’t used, ran the water, and walked back into the bedroom. He was sprawled across her side of the bed now, one arm reaching for where she should have been.

She stood at the window instead, pressing her forehead against the glass. Thirty floors below, Vancouver was waking up.

“Babe?” Marc’s voice, thick with sleep. “Where’d you go?”

“Making coffee,” she called back.

“The Jura’s already programmed. Just hit the green button.”

She heard him getting up, bare feet on Brazilian hardwood. He’d be stretching now, all six-foot-whatever of him unfolding like origami. Then he’d check his phone before putting on his robe—the same order every morning for the three months she’d lived here.

“You okay?” He appeared in the doorway, silk robe hanging off his narrow frame.

“Just thinking.”

“About what?” He came up behind her, arms wrapping around her waist. His chin found her shoulder—he had to hunch down to do it. His breath smelled like morning—stale but not unpleasant.

“Nothing specific.”

“You’re always thinking.” He said it like he was proud of having a smart girlfriend. “Your brain never stops, does it?”

She leaned back into him just enough to seem comfortable. Three months of living here and she knew exactly how much pressure to apply. How to make him feel wanted without inviting more.

“Just enjoying the view,” she said. “We have such a beautiful home.”

“We do, don’t we?” His voice warmed at “we.” He loved when she said things like that.

They stood like that for a while, watching the city. A seaplane lifted off from the harbor, heading north. Marc’s hands stayed restless against her stomach—not sexual, just needy. He always needed to be touching her when they were in the same room.

“Coffee?” she asked eventually.

“Yeah.” But he didn’t let go. “In a minute.”

She counted to sixty in her head then gently extracted herself, turning to kiss his cheek as she did. “I’ll make breakfast.”

“We could order in. That place you like does delivery now.”

“I know, baby, but I feel like taking care of you this morning.” She ran her hand down his chest. “Those eggs you like? With the chives?”

His face lit up. “Really?”

“Go sit. I’ll bring you coffee.”

“No, I got it.” He practically bounced to the Jura, pressing buttons with focused concentration. “Yours is the flat white with the extra shot, right?”

“You remembered.”

“I pay attention, too,” he said, proud of himself.

“You do,” she said warmly, rewarding him with a smile that made him stand a little straighter.

She moved to the stove while the machine worked. Marc brought her the coffee, hovering until she took a sip.

“Perfect,” she said. “Thank you, baby.”

He beamed and settled at the island with his own cup, scrolling through his phone.

She cracked eggs into the pan, watching them set around the edges. The kitchen smelled like butter and comfort. Marc liked his eggs over easy, runny enough to soak into the toast. Another small thing she’d learned, filed away, performed.

His phone buzzed on the counter. He glanced at it then frowned.

“What is it?” she asked, flipping the eggs.

“Message from Heinrich.” He read, his frown deepening. “Jesus.”

She kept her voice casual, but her hand tightened on the spatula. “What’s wrong?”

“The Beaumonts.” He looked up at her. “They’re dead.”

The spatula slipped slightly. She caught it, steadying herself. “What? How?”

“Helicopter crash. Yesterday, in the Alps.” He scrolled through the message. “They were flying to their place in Gstaad.”

She turned off the burner, eggs forgotten. “Oh my God. That’s horrible.”

“Yeah.” Marc stared at his phone. “Mechanical failure, apparently.”

“They seemed so …” She searched for the right word. “Alive.”

“She was a bitch.” The words came out flat.

“I think she liked you,” Natasha cut in gently. “She just had a weird way of showing it. She probably would have fucked you if you’d let her.”

Marc’s head snapped up. “She called me ‘Petit Marc.’”

“The French are … challenging.”

“You think she was actually into me?” Something shifted in his voice—the forty-year-old CEO suddenly sounding like a teenager who’d just learned the mean girl might have liked him.

Natasha suppressed a laugh. “Marc, yes. Of course, you’d have to loosen up at the parties a bit first.”

“I don’t know …” He hunched over his coffee. “I thought I wanted to do that kind of stuff, but then I get there and freeze up. Everyone’s so comfortable with it all, and I’m standing there like—”

“Like a normal person?”

He looked up sharply, but she was smiling.

“Baby, most people would freeze at those parties. The difference is you keep going back.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “And I think the board notices who participates and who … doesn’t.”

His grimace told her she’d hit a nerve.

“Someday”—she leaned in close, letting her breath tickle his ear—“I’m going to show them exactly what you can do to your hot girlfriend.”

The lie tasted metallic, but his whole body responded—straightening, preening, already imagining himself as that person.

“You’d really want that? In front of everyone?”

“Maybe.” She pulled back slightly, reading his face. “I mean, I’ve done wilder things.”

His pupils dilated slightly. There it was—that hungry look he got whenever she hinted at her past.

“Like what?” His voice had dropped.

“You want a story with your breakfast?” she teased, turning back to the stove to rescue the eggs.

“The eggs can wait.”

She smiled to herself. This was a reliable lever with him—his fascination with her experience, the way he’d get hard listening to her describe past lovers, then fuck her afterward with desperate enthusiasm. Like he was trying to compete with ghosts.

“There was this party in Mykonos,” she said, plating his eggs slowly, making him wait. She reached back through actual memories—the summer after Valencia, before Ethan. Just enough truth to make it ring authentic. “This Greek shipping heir and his wife. Stavros something.”

Marc had already forgotten about Heinrich’s call. His phone buzzed again, but he didn’t even glance at it.

“They had this boat. Not a yacht—they insisted on calling it a boat. But it was massive.” She set his plate down but he didn’t touch it. “His wife, Elena, she collected people. Artists, models, anyone beautiful and interesting.”

“And she collected you?”

Natasha leaned forward, and her robe somehow loosened itself—so deftly he didn’t notice her hand adjusting the belt. Her breasts spilled forward just enough.

“She had the softest lips I’ve ever felt.” She touched her own mouth. “And I felt them here …”

Marc’s breathing had gone shallow.

She let the robe fall open further, exposing her breasts. “Here …”

His eggs sat cooling, completely forgotten.

“And …” She started to lift the hem, her thigh emerging. “Down—”

His phone rang. Not buzzed, it rang. Heinrich’s ringtone: Wagner, because of course it was.

“Fuck,” Marc said, but his voice was strangled.

The phone kept ringing. Natasha could see him fighting between his arousal and his fear of Heinrich.

Fear won. He grabbed the phone with shaking hands.

“Heinrich, hi, sorry, I was just—”

She could hear Heinrich’s voice, sharp and German even through the phone. Marc’s erection visibly deflated.

“Yes, I saw the message. The Beaumonts. It’s terrible.”

Natasha quietly retied her robe and went back to the stove, cracking fresh eggs into the pan. The first batch had gone cold and rubbery.

Marc paced while he listened, his free hand making vague gestures. “I know he had a partner. Michel didn’t mint MemeLord all on his own.”

She kept her movements casual, but her ears sharpened. A partner?

Another moment passed with Marc listening, his face increasingly strained.

“I’ll find them. There’s a couple things we can try … but Heinrich … the whole point of these coins is anonymity. Our best shot is if the partner contacts us.”

Another pause. Heinrich’s voice sounded like an angry wasp through the phone.

“Yes, sir, I’ll do my best.” He hung up and slumped back onto the stool.

“Your eggs are ready,” Natasha said, sliding the plate in front of him.

“Thanks.” He picked up his fork then set it down. “Michel had a partner. For the crypto stuff.”

“Oh?”

“Heinrich wants me to find them by tomorrow.”

She rubbed his shoulders. “You’ll figure it out.”

He finally took a bite of eggs, already pulling his laptop over with his free hand.




Chapter Six: The Briefing

“—and that’s just the trades we can verify,” Gabe said, pointing at the web of transactions projected on the wall. “Our analysts found another forty billion in positions that the source isn’t even allowed to see the full details on.”

The conference room was windowless, fluorescent-lit, and smelled like burned coffee and dry-erase markers. Ethan sat halfway down the table, watching Gabe work through the data they’d pulled from Ljubljana. Esperanza was taking notes. Patel had his arms crossed, studying the screen. Two analysts from Financial Crimes were typing furiously on laptops.

“The pattern is clear,” Gabe continued. “They’re positioning for a massive market event. But the mid-level members only see it as—” He clicked to the next slide. “A ‘transition to sustainable digital economics.’”

He clicked again. A new chart appeared: currency positions, shipping futures, commodity holdings.

“This is what they’re calling the Great Reset. Marketed internally as a necessary evolution of global markets. Creative destruction to build something better.”

Ethan leaned forward. “This seems naïve, even for visionaries. Coordinated market crashes, targeted infrastructure failures—they think this resolves cleanly?”

“According to their internal documents, they’re projecting ‘collateral damage’ in the mid-five figures.”

“Fifty thousand deaths.” Ethan’s voice was flat. “It’s monstrous if they believe it. Idiotic if they think it stops there.”

Gabe clicked to the next slide—gaps in data, redacted sections, whole folders marked restricted. “Exactly why we don’t think the lower levels are seeing the full picture. Someone’s compartmentalizing.”

“The useful idiots,” Esperanza said quietly. “Happy to kill thousands for utopia, but might balk at millions.”

The room went quiet. One of the financial crimes analysts had stopped typing.

“That’s about the size of it,” Gabe said.

He clicked to a new slide—operational status. “Our asset, who’s collected this data, is invaluable and still positioned to extract more.”

“She—” Ethan caught himself. “The asset shouldn’t be there alone. They aren’t trained for the danger they’re in.”

“Our best analysts show the asset’s situation to be as safe as possible while still maintaining access to the group.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “The asset has basic self-defense training at best. No equipment. No experience eliminating targets if it becomes necessary.”

“The asset is being watched and supported by some of our best agents.” Gabe’s tone was measured. “Yourself included.”

“And is the assessment of one of your best agents that the asset should be extracted to preserve—”

“You’re all dismissed.” Gabe’s voice cut through the room. “Agent Clarke, stick around. Ms. Martinez, don’t go far. I’ll need to speak with you again shortly.”

Chairs scraped against linoleum as people filed out. Esperanza caught Ethan’s eye as she passed, a quick look that said good luck. Patel just shook his head slightly—he’d seen this dynamic before.

The door clicked shut. Gabe waited another beat then moved to the coffee pot in the corner, pouring himself a cup of what looked like tar.

“Talk to me, Ethan.”

“Natasha’s been in for three months. She’s done her job. We know vastly more than we did before.” Ethan stayed seated, hands flat on the table. “We owe her.”

“Did she ask to be extracted when you met?”

Ethan’s silence stretched for several seconds. “No.”

“Did she indicate she was in immediate danger?”

“She’s living with a member of an organization planning mass casualties. That’s the definition of dangerous.”

Gabe turned around, leaning against the counter. “That’s not what I asked.”

“No. She didn’t indicate immediate danger.”

“Because she’s good at this. Better than either of us expected.” Gabe took a sip of coffee then grimaced. “She’s got access we won’t get again. They trust her.”

“They trust her girlfriend persona.”

“Same thing, operationally speaking.”

“We know enough to arrest the idiot she’s living with and at least a dozen other members,” Ethan said.

“And why aren’t we doing that?”

Ethan’s jaw worked. He knew where this was going. “Because we’d tip our hand. The rest would scatter before we understood the full scope.”

“Is Natasha’s position necessary to continue this mission?”

The word came out like pulled teeth. “Yes.”

Gabe set down his coffee cup and came around the table, sitting on the edge near Ethan. Not quite casual, not quite formal—the positioning of someone about to change the game.

“Tell me about you.”

“What about me?”

“You’ve been listening to your wife fake orgasms for three months. How’s that working out?”

Ethan’s hands flexed on the table. “It’s intel.”

“It’s masochism. And it’s making you sloppy.”

Ethan was quiet for a moment then something shifted in his posture—a slight collapse, like he’d been holding something heavy for too long.

“When it was short operations, a few days here and there, I could handle it,” he said quietly. “I’d see her between. Remind myself what was real. Remind her.”

“And now?”

“Six months, she’s been with him. Three months living there.” He rubbed his face. “No contact except fifteen minutes in a wine cellar. The surveillance summaries are bad enough—knowing she’s there, performing twenty-four seven. Can’t even check in without potentially blowing her cover.”

“The isolation’s getting to both of you.”

“She’s tougher than I am.”

“Is she?” Gabe’s tone was neutral. “Or is she just better at compartmentalizing?”

Ethan didn’t have an answer for that.

“I need to see her,” he finally said. “Really see her. Not through glass, not in stolen moments.”

“We do have a solution to this problem.” Gabe stood, walking back to the projection screen. He clicked to a new slide—surveillance photos. Michel and Dominique Beaumont at various Les Libertins events. “You know who these are?”

Ethan looked at the photos. “Yeah. Libertins members. The Beaumonts. Crypto scammers, basically.”

“Right.” Gabe clicked to the next slide—the same couple, but these photos were different. Official. “And wrong.”

The next image showed credentials. French intelligence service emblems.

“The Beaumonts were agents of Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure.”

Ethan’s head snapped up. “What? French intel?”

Gabe nodded.

“Fuck. They’re good.” Ethan processed this, his operational mind already recalculating. “I know you have to compartmentalize, but it would’ve been nice to know there were friendlies near Natasha.”

Gabe’s expression tightened, a grimace that said nothing good was coming.

Ethan’s stomach dropped. “Wait. You said they were DGSE?”

“Helicopter crash. Yesterday. The Alps.”

“Mechanical failure?”

“That’s what the report says.”

They both knew what that meant. Mechanical failures in perfect flying conditions with experienced pilots were rarely just accidents.

“Les Libertins found out?” Ethan asked.

“We don't know. Either way, they’re dead.”

“Les Libertins is actively searching for Michel’s partner,” Gabe continued. “They need those crypto assets and the infrastructure for their reset. Michel controlled billions in MemeLord coin.”

“The memecoin that crashed Ecuador?” Ethan asked.

“That wasn’t an accident. DGSE created MemeLord specifically for this operation. They needed something big enough to get Les Libertins’ attention.”

“They destroyed an entire country’s economy for a cover story?”

Gabe shrugged. “I know it’s hard to believe, but the DGSE has even fewer constraints than we do. Ecuador was just … collateral damage for the operation.”

“Jesus.”

“So they didn’t order the hit on the Beaumonts.”

“If it was a hit. Stranger things have happened than a genuine accident, haven’t they?” Gabe shrugged. “But I don’t know. Both of those agents had been in DGSE for all of their adult lives. That’s plenty of time to develop enemies.”

“Internal?”

“Could be anyone. Could be no one. For now, what matters is we need to replace the Beaumonts.”

Ethan stared at him. “Replace them.”

“Michel’s crypto partner. The mysterious co-creator of MemeLord who’s never shown his face at events. The French built that identity as a backup entry point.”

“And DGSE is just handing this over to us?”

“Our friends in Paris agree that replacing the Beaumonts with agents who already have been investigating Les Libertins would be best. They don’t have time to bring new people up to speed.”

“You want me to pose as his partner?” Ethan laughed. “My French is terrible.”

“No need for that. Michel’s partner was deliberately kept as anonymous as possible. A crypto anarchist from Boulder who got lucky with early Bitcoin. You can be yourself, basically.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair, processing. “I haven’t been undercover in a while. But I’m a hundred percent in.”

“I know.” Gabe’s tone shifted, more careful now. “I also know that sending you in alone is a bad idea.”

“I can handle it.”

“It’s not about handling it. Les Libertins is a couples’ club. A single man showing up after his partner’s death would raise questions. You need a wife.”

“Who did you have in mind?”

Gabe gestured toward the door. “Esperanza. Who better to pretend to be your wife?”

“Yeah, of course.” Ethan actually smiled—the first genuine one Gabe had seen in weeks. “That’s great. She’s solid, knows the players. We work well together.”

Gabe walked to the window, looking out at the parking lot rather than at Ethan. “You’ll need to be convincing. These people have seen real couples and fake ones. They can tell the difference.”

“We’ll practice.”

Gabe turned back, his expression uncomfortable in a way Ethan rarely saw. He loosened his tie slightly, a tell that meant he was about to say something he’d rather not.

“Ethan.” He paused, searching for the right words. “Les Libertins is not just a sex club … but it is a sex club. One of the ways the Beaumonts worked their way in so completely was their … aggressive participation as a couple.”

The reality of what Gabe was saying settled into the room. Ethan’s smile faded slightly, but he didn’t look away.

“You’re saying Esperanza and I will have to—”

“I’m saying you’ll have to be a convincing couple in every way that matters to them.” Gabe’s fingers drummed once on the table. “Public displays aren’t optional at these gatherings. They’re currency.”

“Natasha and her idiot haven’t had to—”

“And that’s one of the reasons he’s stayed at a lower level, we believe.” Gabe moved back to the table, pulling out a chair but not sitting. “It isn’t rational, but remember—these are ideologues at the top who are contemplating the murder of untold numbers of people. They see sexual liberation as philosophical revolution. The ones who won’t perform publicly are considered … uncommitted.”

“Prudish.”

“Worse. Bourgeois.” Gabe finally sat, leaning forward. “The Beaumonts understood this. They didn’t just participate—they made it theater. That’s what got them into the inner circle.”

Ethan took a breath. “I’m in. Absolutely.”

“You know her better than I do. Can she handle this?”

“I mean … she seduced Natasha and Rafael. That’s why we even met her in the first place.”

“And you two together?”

“We trust each other. That’s the most important part.”

“Agreed.” Gabe stood. “Can you call her back in?”

Ethan moved to the door, opened it. Esperanza was in the hallway, reading something on her phone.

“He wants to see us both,” Ethan said.

Esperanza walked in, already reading the room. She took the chair across from Gabe without being asked.

“Ms. Martinez, I’ll spare you the preamble—Ethan can brief you fully if you agree.” Gabe leaned back, watching her face. “We have the opportunity to insert you and Agent Clarke into Les Libertins. We don’t know how long this will last, but you’ll be posing as a married couple.”

She looked at Ethan then back at Gabe. A beat of silence while she processed.

“Oh.” Her eyebrows went up. “We’re gonna have to fuck in front of everyone?”

Ethan and Gabe both nodded.

“It means we’ll be there to support Natasha, as well,” Ethan added.

“Can you handle it?” Gabe asked. “Ethan’s a professional. You’re not going to hurt his feelings by saying no.”

“Absolutely.” She looked at Ethan, holding his gaze. “Let’s go make sure she’s okay.”

“Great.” Gabe stood, already moving toward his briefcase. “I’ll get full briefing documents to both of you soon. I recommend you start acting like a couple, in public and private.”

“What?” Ethan blinked.

“The first time you have sex can’t be in public. You need to fuck each other like you’ve been doing it for years.” Gabe said it like he was discussing weapons inventory. “Get to it.”

Esperanza stood, moved to Ethan’s side, and laced her fingers through his. The gesture was smooth, natural—already in character.

“We’ll do what we have to do,” she said.




Chapter Seven: Practice Makes Perfect

Esperanza gripped the bedsheet as Ethan thrust into her from behind, counting out a rhythm in her head. One-two-three-hold, one-two-three-hold. Like a waltz, but horizontal.

“Now,” she said.

He reached around to touch her clit, exactly as rehearsed. She arched her back at the prescribed angle—enough to show flexibility, not so much it looked painful. Her moan started low, building gradually. The trembling began in her thighs, spread up through her core, a rolling wave of perfectly choreographed muscle contractions.

“And … scene,” Ethan said, pulling out.

She collapsed forward onto the mattress then immediately rolled over to face him. “Thoughts?”

“The trembling was good. Maybe too good. You looked like you were having a seizure at the end there.”

“Fuck off, that was artistic.” She grabbed the water bottle from the nightstand. “Your rhythm was off in the middle. You sped up.”

“I thought you were building up and about to come, so I tried to help.”

“Ah.” She nodded, understanding. “When I lock into something that’s working, I need consistency. Same speed, same angle. No variations.”

“Hard to tell from behind. Can’t see your expressions.”

She got back on her hands and knees, demonstrating. “Watch my hands.” She gripped the sheets normally then extended two fingers on her right hand. “Signal for ‘don’t change anything.’ Claro?”

“Claro. Very tactical.” He raised his hand. “High-five, team work makes the dream work.”

She looked at him from her position, angling her ass straight at him. “Don’t be a fucking dork. Smack my ass like you own it, hard and proud. It’s yours and everyone needs to see it.”

Ethan’s hand stayed frozen in mid-air, the attempted high five suddenly ridiculous. His face went through several expressions, landing on awkward discomfort.

She turned around and mimed shooting him with her finger. “Bang, Ethan! You’re dead.” She turned the finger gun on herself. “Bang! I’m dead.”

“I know, so—”

“Bang!” She aimed at empty air. “Natasha is dead, because she couldn’t hold it together when she finds out you’re dead. All of us are dead,” she continued, her voice harder now, “because they figured out we weren’t married because you got stuck in your head.”

Ethan’s face turned to stone. “I got it.”

“Do you? Let’s find out.” She moved from her position to kneel between his legs, looking up at him. “This is about performing confidently. Making it look natural.”

He nodded, but she could see the tension in his shoulders.

She looked between his legs, noting his body’s response despite the argument. Then back to his eyes.

“Tell me what you want me to do.”

“Maybe we should take a break.”

“Look me in the eyes and tell me what to do.”

He held her gaze for a long moment. Then something shifted in his expression—the handler coming forward, the man who made operational decisions without hesitation.

“Use your mouth,” he said, his voice steady now. “Slowly. Like you’re showing them how much you want it.”

She smiled slightly—not breaking character, but acknowledging he’d found it. She leaned forward, taking him fully in her mouth, keeping her movements deliberate and theatrical.

“Eyes on me,” he said, the command coming easier now.

She looked up at him while working her mouth up and down his length. He almost looked away—the intensity of the eye contact while she performed this act felt wrong, invasive. But he forced himself to hold her gaze.

“Deeper,” he said, pushing her head down slightly.

She took him to the base, held it, her throat constricting around him. When she pulled back for air, strings of saliva connected her lips to his cock—the messy, pornographic visual Les Libertins would eat up.

“Don’t stop,” he commanded when she paused to breathe.

She took him back in, this time faster, more aggressive. He tangled his fingers in her hair properly now, guiding her rhythm. Each time she gagged slightly, she maintained eye contact—and gradually, something shifted. He stopped fighting it, stopped thinking about what this meant, and just let himself control the moment.

“That’s it,” he said, his voice dropping lower. “Show them how much you need this.”

She moaned around him, the vibration deliberate but effective. His grip tightened in her hair, actually pulling now, making her take him at the pace he wanted.

She could feel him getting close—his thighs tensing, his breathing changing. He started to look away, that instinctive need for privacy as he approached the edge.

Her nails dug sharp into his thighs, a clear message.

His eyes snapped back to hers. She held him there with her gaze while her mouth worked faster, not letting him retreat into himself. The intensity was almost unbearable—having to maintain that dominance even as his body started to lose control.

“Fuck,” he breathed, his hips starting to thrust involuntarily.

She grabbed his wrists, placed his hands firmly on either side of her head. The message clear: finish how you started. Own it completely.

He understood. Gripped her head properly and held her in place as he came, forcing himself to watch her take it, to see her throat working as she swallowed. The eye contact never broke, even as his whole body shuddered with release.

When she finally pulled back, wiping her mouth with practiced casualness, they stayed frozen for a moment—him still catching his breath, her still on her knees.

Then she stood, moved to sit beside him on the bed, and put her arm around his shoulders. They sat there in the artificial twilight of the hotel room, the AC humming, traffic sounds muffled through the window. Neither of them spoke.

He looked at her. She looked back, and he saw his friend and teammate. The person who’d had his back in Colombia, in Hong Kong, in a dozen other operations.

“Me rindo,” he said quietly.

She chuckled. “Now we can take a break.”

She got up, walked to the bathroom, and squeezed toothpaste onto a brush. “I give that a seven out of ten,” she called out, her voice back to its normal register. “But we’ve got time.”

Ethan looked down at the motel’s carpeted floor—some awful brown pattern designed to hide stains. His pants were still around his ankles. The whole scene was absurd when you stepped back from it.

“Seven seems generous,” he said.

“Six point five then.” She leaned out of the bathroom, toothbrush in hand. “You need to stop thinking so loud. I can practically hear your guilt from here.”

***

Marc moved above her with his usual hesitant rhythm, every thrust accompanied by some unnecessary adjustment—shifting his weight, changing his angle, checking her face for approval. Natasha performed beneath him, timing her moans to encourage his fragile confidence, clenching at calculated intervals to make him feel powerful.

“Oh God,” he gasped, his pace becoming erratic after barely three minutes.

She arched strategically, threw in a gasp that suggested she was close, too. He came with a whimper, his whole body shuddering, then immediately collapsed on top of her before remembering his weight and rolling off.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, already reaching for tissues. “I meant to last longer. It’s just been a long day with the contracts and—”

“It was perfect, baby,” she lied smoothly, curling into his side. “I love how much you want me.”

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He grabbed it eagerly, grateful for the distraction from his performance.

His face went from embarrassed to shocked. “Holy shit.”

“What?”

“I found him. Michel’s partner. He just responded to my encrypted outreach.” Marc sat up, his naked body practically vibrating with excitement. “He’ll be in Buenos Aires. Heinrich is going to flip.”

Natasha’s mind raced behind her sleepy smile. “That’s amazing, baby. You did it.”




Chapter Eight: The Drop

Natasha woke at 5:23. Then 5:31. Then 5:44.

The thirteenth time she checked her phone, it was 5:47. Close enough.

She slipped out of bed, her body moving through the routine even though her mind was somewhere else. Bathroom. Door closed. Earrings in—her fingers fumbled with the backs, dropping one. It clattered against the marble counter, impossibly loud.

She froze, listening. Marc’s snoring didn’t change.

Both earrings in. No vibration. Twenty-six days since Ljubljana.

Face in the mirror. Christ. The concealer wasn’t going to fix this. She looked like she’d been awake for hours, which she had. When had she actually fallen asleep? Two? Three?

Micellar water. Cold water. Her hands shook slightly as she reached for the lip balm. Buenos Aires in four days. The biggest Les Libertins gathering yet. And still no word from Ethan, from Gabe, from anyone.

Today was Tuesday. Before the earrings, she would have checked the dead drop. She missed it—that ninety-minute window where she could pretend she was going to yoga but was actually proving this wasn’t her real life. Twenty minutes to get there, five minutes to retrieve the message, twenty minutes back. The rest of the time sitting in her car, just being alone. Not performing.

The earrings were more efficient. But efficiency wasn’t the same as escape.

She heard Marc’s alarm through the door. Six a.m. She wasn’t ready. The lip balm wasn’t on. Her hair was still—

“Babe?” His voice, earlier than usual. “You okay in there?”

“Just a minute,” she called, trying to sound sleepy instead of wired. Lip balm. Hair. Good enough.

She opened the door, stretching like she’d just woken up. “Morning, baby.”

“You’re up early.” He was sitting up in bed, already reaching for his phone.

“Couldn’t sleep.” She kissed his forehead. “I think I’ll hit that morning yoga class.”

“The seven thirty-one?” He was scrolling through emails, only half-listening.

“Yeah.”

“Cool. I’ve got calls with Singapore, anyway.” He looked up briefly. “You okay? You look tired.”

“Just stressed about Buenos Aires. It’s a big gathering.”

“The biggest.” His face lit up with excitement that made her stomach turn. “Heinrich says everyone will be there. Even some board members who haven’t shown up in years. And Michel’s mystery partners will be there!”

“Partners?” She kept her voice casual while pulling on her leggings.

“Yeah, a husband-wife power couple or something.”

“A female crypto bro?” She forced a chuckle.

“I guess so! ‘The future is female,’ right?”

“I suppose so.”

God, she’d never understood that slogan. If she had a son, she’d want him to feel as entitled to the future as a daughter would.

The thought stopped her cold. When was the last time she’d thought about having kids? Before this mission? Before Rafael? Back when she and Ethan were still—

“You all right, babe?”

She realized she’d been standing there, one shoe on, staring at nothing.

“A little out of it.” She smiled, slipping on the other shoe. “Nothing a little yoga won’t fix.”

“Don’t forget your mat,” he called as she headed for the door.

She grabbed it from the hallway closet. The mat she’d bought for cover but had never once unrolled.

She drove to English Bay and parked facing the water. Too early for tourists, too late for sunrise walkers. Just her and the joggers who ran past without looking.

She turned off the engine and sat there, hands still on the wheel. Ninety minutes to be nobody. Not Marc’s girlfriend. Not Ethan’s wife. Not an asset. Just a woman in a car, watching the ocean.

Her phone buzzed. Marc, already.

Singapore call canceled. Want to grab breakfast?

She stared at the message. Even her escapes weren’t really escapes.

Just walking into class!‍♀️ But I’ll be extra flexible for you at lunch.

Can’t wait, babe.

She put the phone facedown on the passenger seat. The innuendo was automatic now, little hooks to keep him happy and distracted. She wondered if she’d ever be able to send a normal text again. Something that wasn’t calculated to maintain someone’s ego or preserve her cover.

A seagull landed on her hood, stared at her through the windshield, then flew away.

Lucky bastard.

Kids. The thought came back uninvited. Would it even be fair, bringing a child into this? Teaching them their ABC’s while Mommy spent her days fucking strangers for information? She and Ethan used to talk about it—two kids, maybe three. That was before. Before she knew what he really did. Before she knew what she was capable of.

Nothing from the earrings this morning. Twenty-six days of nothing. Maybe there’d be a message tomorrow morning. Maybe there wouldn’t.

She sat there for another forty minutes, watching joggers, dog walkers, the occasional homeless person pushing a shopping cart. Normal people with normal problems. Nobody was asking them to seduce tech moguls or stop economic terrorism or discover what turned them on while watching their spouse with someone else.

Her phone buzzed again. She didn’t look.

At 8:15, she started the car. Enough time to drive home, shower off the yoga she hadn’t done, and figure out how to fill the hours until Marc needed her again.

Tomorrow morning, she’d put the earrings on again. And the morning after that. And the morning after that. Until Buenos Aires, where, apparently, Michel’s mystery partners would appear.

A husband-wife team who’d helped create MemeLord. Who’d crashed an entire country’s economy as a joke. They’d be dangerous, brilliant, probably sociopathic. The kind of people who belonged in Les Libertins’ inner circle.

She turned onto the bridge, heading back to her cage.




Chapter Nine: Relief

Natasha woke at 5:47, same as always. Marc wouldn’t stir for thirteen minutes.

She slipped into the bathroom, closed the door silently, and reached for the earrings. The backs went on easily this time, muscle memory taking over after twenty-seven days of—

The vibration against her earlobe made her grab the counter.

She couldn’t believe it. She waited, heart pounding. Five seconds later, another vibration. The confirmation pattern.

There was a message at the dead drop.

After twenty-seven days of nothing, three days before Buenos Aires, finally something.

Marc was still snoring. She had to get out. Had to get to Pacific Centre. But it was 5:48 in the morning—the mall wouldn’t open until ten. And she couldn’t just disappear without explanation, not this close to travel.

She looked around the bathroom, calculating. Her eyes landed on the bottle of Chanel No. 5 on the marble counter—Marc’s six-month anniversary gift.

She grabbed it and let it slip from her fingers. The crystal shattered against the marble floor, perfume flooding the bathroom with its overpowering scent.

“What was that?” Marc’s voice, groggy from the bedroom.

“I knocked over my perfume!” She was already grabbing a towel, making noise. “The Chanel you got me. God, I’m so sorry, baby.”

He appeared in the doorway, boxers and nothing else, squinting at the mess. “Jesus, that smell.”

“I know, I’m so sorry.” She pressed the towel against the pooling perfume, which only made it worse. “I’ll clean this up. The whole room’s going to reek.”

“It’s fine.” He was holding his nose. “Maybe open a window?”

“Yeah, of course.” She stood, stepping carefully around the glass. “I’ll need to get another bottle before Buenos Aires.”

“Today?”

“When I go out later. I was thinking of getting my nails done, anyway.” She kissed his cheek. “Go shower. I’ll deal with this.”

“You sure?” He was already backing away from the smell.

“Positive. Go.”

He disappeared into the shower. She heard the water start then his off-key singing. Drake again. At least ten minutes of Drake.

She worked quickly—earrings off and hidden in her jewelry box, glass swept into tissues, perfume mopped with a towel she’d have to throw away. The smell was overwhelming, already giving her a headache.

The dead drop. After twenty-seven days, there was something at the dead drop.

She had the perfect excuse—a whole day of beauty appointments before Buenos Aires. Nails, hair, waxing. Marc wouldn’t question her being gone for hours. Pacific Centre opened at ten. She could check the drop then.

By the time Marc emerged from the shower, she’d opened every window and the bedroom still reeked of Chanel No. 5.

“Jesus,” he said, toweling his hair. “It’s like a department store exploded.”

“I know. I’m so sorry.” She was bagging up the towels. “I’m heading out around nine-thirty. Full spa day before Buenos Aires.”

“Good idea.” He was already at his closet, pulling out clothes. “I’ve got back-to-back calls, anyway. Singapore, then Tokyo.”

“Perfect.” She kissed his shoulder as she passed. “I’ll be back by dinner.”

At 9:45, she was in her car, heading to Pacific Centre. The mall had just opened, early shoppers trickling in. She parked, walked through the main entrance like any other customer, and took the escalator to the third floor.

The bathroom was empty. Third stall. The tile behind the toilet paper dispenser came loose easily.

Behind it, a small, rolled paper.

She unrolled it in the stall, hands steady despite the adrenaline.

Two assets arriving BA. High level access via M contingency. No contact until approached. Maintain cover.

That was it. No names. No timeline. No details.

M contingency—that had to be Michel. Someone was using Michel’s death to insert agents. High level access meant they’d be inner circle, not peripheral players like Marc.

Two assets. She ran through possibilities in her mind. Who did she know that could handle this kind of operation? The sexual requirements alone would eliminate most field agents. You needed someone comfortable with exhibitionism, someone who could fake intimacy convincingly.

Esperanza.

The name came immediately. Of course. Esperanza had proven herself at Rafael’s compound—sexually confident, tactically brilliant, completely believable undercover. If Gabe was sending anyone into Les Libertins, Esperanza made perfect sense.

But who would be her partner? They’d need someone who could pose as crypto-wealthy, someone with the technical knowledge to maintain Michel’s cover. Maybe Samuel? No, he’d never handle the sexual aspects.

She memorized the message then tore the paper into tiny pieces and flushed them.




Chapter Ten: Buenos Aires

Natasha accepted a champagne flute from a passing server who wore nothing but body paint and a smile. Marc took one, as well, checking his phone as he sipped. The MemeLord couple should arrive soon—he’d confirmed their flight had landed two hours ago.

“Heinrich’s outdone himself,” Marc said, surveying the crowd with something approaching pride, as if his membership had contributed to this somehow. “Even the board members showed up. That’s Frederique Lamont by the piano.”

Natasha followed his gaze. The pharmaceutical heiress was conducting some kind of auction, though instead of art, she appeared to be bidding on people. Young, beautiful people who stood on a small platform, turning slowly so the crowd could appreciate all angles.

“The male specimen is twenty-three, trained dancer, very flexible,” Frederique was saying, her French accent making the words sound almost medical. “Shall we start at five thousand for the evening? He’s been tested, of course. Everything here has been tested.”

The young man on the platform executed a slow backbend, his oiled skin catching the light.

Someone raised a hand—ten thousand. Then fifteen.

“His cock is magnificent,” Frederique continued conversationally, as if discussing a wine vintage. “And he’s been trained not to come without permission. Very useful for those long parties where one needs … endurance.” She smiled at her own joke. “Twenty thousand from Mrs. Zhang. Do I hear twenty-five?”

Marc watched with that peculiar expression he got at these events—trying to appear worldly while his discomfort leaked through at the edges. He’d never participated in the auctions, never joined the group scenes, never even suggested they visit one of the private rooms.

Natasha was grateful for it, of course. The thought of Marc’s apologetic fumbling on display made her stomach turn. But there was something else, too—a weird sting of insecurity that he didn’t want to show her off. That she wasn’t worth displaying, worth claiming publicly in the way Les Libertins measured such things.

“Twenty-five thousand,” Frederique called out. “Sold to Mrs. Zhang. Enjoy him, darling.”

Marc turned to Natasha as the dancer was led off the platform. “Do you miss it?” he asked suddenly. “Being more … adventurous?”

The question caught her off guard. “What?”

“You told me about your past. Before we met. You were more”—he gestured vaguely at the auction platform—“experimental.”

“That was different,” she said carefully.

“I could bid on someone for you,” he said, trying to sound casual, but his voice pitched slightly too high. “If you wanted. The woman coming up next looks”—he swallowed—“like your type.”

Natasha stared at him. Three months of terrible, apologetic sex and now he was offering to buy her someone else? The crowd was already murmuring as a stunning redhead took the platform, but all Natasha could focus on was the strange flush creeping up Marc’s neck.

The woman was maybe twenty-five, with the kind of muscle tone that suggested dance or gymnastics in her background. She moved through a series of poses that were almost balletic—a standing split that she held effortlessly, her hand trailing down her extended leg. Her hair fell past her shoulders in waves, dyed that particular shade of deep red that looked incredible against her golden skin. When she turned, Natasha could see her back was covered in an intricate tattoo—something botanical, roses and thorns winding up her spine.

“She’s Korean, classically trained,” Frederique was saying. “Seoul Ballet before she found more lucrative work. Very precise, very thorough. She specializes in women, actually.”

Of course she did. Natasha could imagine those dancer’s legs, that controlled strength, that disciplined precision applied to pleasure. The woman would know exactly what she was doing, would take her time, would probably make Natasha come until she begged her to stop.

“She is beautiful,” Natasha said carefully, testing.

Marc’s whole body seemed to vibrate with nervous energy. “Should I …? Do you want me to bid?”

“Thirty thousand from Mr. Torres,” Frederique was saying. “Do I hear thirty-five?”

Heinrich approached with his typical predatory grace, his wife beside him. They each held a leash—his attached to a young man wearing nothing but a collar, hers to a woman in a similar state. Both kneeled immediately when Heinrich stopped walking, perfectly trained.

Natasha realized this might be the first time she’d seen Heinrich’s wife standing upright and fully clothed. Usually, Brigitte was the centerpiece of some elaborate scene—on her back with her legs spread, on her hands and knees being taken from both ends, or suspended in some rope configuration. But here she stood in an elegant black dress, holding her leash with the same casual authority as her husband. She was striking—mid-forties, cheekbones that could cut glass, silver hair pulled back in a severe chignon. The kind of woman who looked like she ran a hedge fund, which she probably did.

“Marc,” Heinrich said, absently running his fingers through his pet’s hair. “I’ve been reviewing your tokenization proposal. NFTs for physical assets—real estate, art collections, even human resources. It’s quite elegant.”

Marc’s face lit up. “You think it could work?”

“Work? My dear boy, it’s exactly the kind of infrastructure we need. Immutable ownership records, smart contracts that execute automatically. Complete transparency for those who understand the system, complete opacity for those who don’t.”

Brigitte whispered something to her pet, who immediately began kissing her thigh.

Heinrich continued without missing a beat. “We’ll discuss implementation after tomorrow’s gathering.”

“That’s … Thank you, Heinrich. I really think—”

“But, more importantly,” Heinrich interrupted smoothly, “your friends have arrived. The MemeLord architects.”

Marc’s entire demeanor changed. “They’re here? Already?”

“In the flesh. The man is … unexpected. A bit quiet but still very American. But the woman—” Heinrich smiled. “Colombian, as you discovered. Apparently ran operations for the Medellín remnants before she found technology. A fascinating pairing.”

Natasha’s heart rate picked up. Colombian. It had to be Esperanza.

“Where are they?” Marc asked, already scanning the crowd.

“I should introduce you properly,” Heinrich said, but his attention was pulled away by someone calling his name—something about an issue with the west wing competition. “One moment,” he said, moving toward the disturbance with his pet crawling behind.

Marc immediately pulled out his phone, checking crypto prices, or messages, or whatever helped him feel in control. Natasha took the opportunity to scan the crowd properly, looking for any sign of the assets mentioned in the coded message.

Then she saw her.

Across the room, near the windows overlooking the city. Esperanza, in a black dress that made her look lethal, laughing at something someone had said. Her hair was different—shorter, styled differently—but it was definitely her. The way she moved, the tilt of her head.

Relief flooded through Natasha’s chest. She wasn’t alone anymore.

There was a man with her, but his back was to Natasha. All she could see was dark hair, a well-tailored suit, and his hand on Esperanza’s ass—not just resting there but possessively cupped, his fingers disappearing into the curve where her cheeks met. Esperanza didn’t seem to mind. She leaned into him, comfortable with the intimacy.

“Did you see how Heinrich liked my tokenization pitch?” Marc’s voice cut through her observation. “I’m finally feeling appreciated here.”

Natasha forced herself to focus on him. “You deserve it, baby. Your work is brilliant.” But something in her intestines was clenching, a strange unease she couldn’t quite name.

“No, really,” Marc continued, his hands finding her shoulders, squeezing with unusual confidence. “This is it, Nat. This is where everything changes for us. Heinrich sees my value now.” His eyes were bright with excitement she’d never seen before. “Listen, I need to take care of something. A surprise. I’ll be back.” He kissed her cheek then disappeared into the crowd before she could respond.

Natasha stood alone for a moment then slowly turned back toward the windows. Some part of her already knew. Some animal instinct that recognized disaster before the conscious mind could process it. Her eyes found Esperanza again, found the man whose hand was still possessively gripping her.

He was turning now, laughing at something Esperanza had whispered, his profile coming into view.

The face that turned toward her was one she knew better than her own. The jaw she’d traced with her fingers a thousand times. The mouth that had kissed her goodbye in a Ljubljana wine cellar one month ago.

Ethan.

Her husband stood there with his hand buried between Esperanza’s ass cheeks, laughing at something she’d whispered. He was different—his hair styled differently, designer stubble she’d never seen him wear, that expensive suit that made him look like he belonged here. But it was him.

Natasha’s body went cold then hot then cold again. The room seemed to tilt, the sounds of the party becoming distant and tinny. She watched Esperanza lean up to whisper something else in Ethan’s ear, watched him smile and squeeze her ass in response, watched them move together with the easy intimacy of lovers who knew each other’s bodies.

She couldn’t move. Couldn’t look away. Marc had disappeared into the crowd, and as much as she disliked him, his absence left her untethered. For three months, he’d been her constant, her cover, the predictable presence that kept her grounded in this insane performance. Now she stood alone, watching her husband with another woman.

Natasha forced herself to turn away, to walk calmly toward the bar. She needed a moment. Just one moment to process this before she had to perform meeting them as strangers.

From any objective standpoint, this was good news. Better than good. Instead of two unknown assets, she had Ethan and Esperanza—people she trusted, people who knew what they were doing. She should be relieved. Her husband was here. The isolation was over.

But relief wasn’t what she felt watching his fingers disappear into Esperanza’s dress. Relief wasn’t the word for the hot, sick feeling in her stomach as she’d watched them laugh together with that easy intimacy. They looked good together. Natural. Like they fit in a way that made sense.

The bartender handed her champagne she didn’t remember ordering. She took a sip, using the gesture to scan the room again. They were still by the windows, Esperanza now pressed back against Ethan’s chest, his arms around her waist.

She watched them move away from the windows, drifting toward one of those padded tables Les Libertins always had scattered around—not quite beds, not quite furniture, purpose-built for what was about to happen. They moved in perfect sync, Esperanza walking backward as Ethan guided her, their bodies never losing contact.

He backed her against the table gently, almost tenderly. Then, like a switch flipping, he changed. His hand went to her throat, not squeezing but holding, and he lunged forward, capturing her mouth in a kiss that was all hunger and possession. Esperanza’s body arched into his, her leg coming up to wrap around his hip as her hands fisted in his hair.

It looked perfect. Choreographed. Like they’d practiced exactly how their bodies would move together, which angles would look best, how to build the tension for maximum impact on their audience.

Oh God, Natasha thought, the champagne glass trembling in her hand. Of course they rehearsed.

They’d been preparing for this, practicing each other, learning how to move together convincingly. Getting comfortable with each other’s bodies, with this performance.

Someone in the gathering crowd whistled appreciatively as Ethan lifted Esperanza onto the table, her dress riding up her thighs.

“My God, they’re not wasting time,” someone murmured nearby.

“Who are they?” another voice asked.

Heinrich’s voice carried over the growing murmur of the crowd. “I was going to introduce our new friends but, apparently, they want to give us a show first.” He sounded delighted. “The MemeLord architects, ladies and gentlemen. It seems their creative partnership extends beyond coding.”

The crowd pressed closer, forming a tight circle. Natasha found herself pushed forward, despite wanting to retreat, trapped between bodies eager to watch. She could see everything—the way Ethan’s hands moved with absolute confidence, the way Esperanza responded to his touch like they’d done this a hundred times.

Brigitte appeared beside her husband, still holding her pet’s leash. “They’re magnificent together,” she observed clinically. “Look how she responds to him.”

Ethan was kissing down Esperanza’s throat now, his hands sliding under her dress with practiced ease. Esperanza’s head fell back, a soft moan escaping that sounded completely genuine.

Ethan’s hands moved with deliberate confidence, pushing Esperanza’s dress up to her waist. The crowd murmured appreciatively as she was revealed—completely bare underneath, her choice clearly deliberate for this moment.

“Bold,” someone commented. “First appearance and they’re already claiming space.”

Esperanza’s hands worked at his belt with practiced efficiency, freeing him with movements that spoke of familiarity. She stroked him to full hardness while the crowd pressed closer, her technique drawing murmurs of appreciation.

Natasha watched her husband step out of his trousers completely, no hesitation or self-consciousness. When had he become this person? His hands were equally confident, unzipping Esperanza’s dress and letting it pool on the floor. They stood there for a moment, both completely naked, letting the crowd appreciate them.

Heinrich snapped his fingers and both his and his wife’s companions scurried forward to collect the discarded clothing, folding each piece with practiced efficiency. Ethan caught Heinrich’s eye and nodded his appreciation for the gesture—a small moment of etiquette in the midst of the performance.

The crowd had formed a tight circle now, completely absorbed. Natasha found herself trapped between bodies, unable to look away even as her mind reeled. They moved together with a rhythm that seemed impossible for people who were supposed to be strangers playing a role.

Esperanza was magnificent—all lean muscle and curves, her skin golden in the light. But it was Ethan who made Natasha’s breath catch. He looked different than she remembered—more defined, more confident. This wasn’t the man who held back in their marriage, who always seemed to be controlling himself. This was someone else entirely, someone unleashed.

The contrast between them was striking—Esperanza’s warm golden skin against Ethan’s paler complexion, her dark hair spilled across the table while his lighter brown caught the light. They looked good together, aesthetically pleasing in a way that made several people in the crowd murmur appreciation.

Esperanza brought her hand to her mouth, spitting into her palm with deliberate crudeness. The crowd loved it—someone whistled, another laughed appreciatively. But when she wrapped her hand around Ethan’s cock, stroking him with those slick, deliberate movements while maintaining complete eye contact, something shifted. Ethan’s breathing changed, became deeper. His hand came up to cup her face with unexpected tenderness, his thumb brushing her cheekbone in a gesture so intimate it seemed wrong to watch.

A flood of heat pulsed between her legs, wet and undeniable. Her body was responding to what she was watching, arousal building despite everything her mind was screaming. She pressed her thighs together, horrified at herself, but the pressure only made it worse.

Oh God, she thought desperately. I’m actually turned on by this.

“Natasha!” Marc’s voice cut through her spiral. He was back, and he wasn’t alone. The Korean dancer from the auction stood beside him, now wearing a silk robe that barely reached her thighs.

“This is Swan,” Marc said, his face flushed with excitement. “Well, Baekhyeon, but she goes by Swan professionally. I bought her from Mr. Torres for the evening.” He looked ridiculously proud of himself. “Swan, this is Natasha.”

“Hello,” Swan said, her voice carrying a slight accent. She stepped closer to Natasha, her hand finding Natasha’s arm in a touch that was somehow both professional and intimate. “Your boyfriend was very persuasive. And generous. He made it clear you’re the one I’m here for.”

Natasha felt like she was underwater, everything distant and muffled. She managed to smile back. “Hello.”

Both Swan and Marc followed her gaze to the table. Esperanza had slid off it, dropping to her knees in front of Ethan. She’d taken him in her mouth with the kind of enthusiasm that had the crowd pressing even closer.

Marc’s eyes widened. “Oh shit! That’s them.” His voice cracked with excitement. “Wow … she really knows what she’s doing.”

“Uh-huh,” Natasha managed.

Swan observed with professional interest. “That kind of flawless rhythm requires much practice.” Her fingers traced small circles on Natasha’s arm.

Oh God, I’m a cuck. The thought hit her with crystal clarity as she watched Esperanza’s head bob, watched Ethan’s hand tangle in her dark hair. She felt herself become more aroused than she’d been in months, maybe ever, the wetness between her legs impossible to ignore. I’m a cuck … and I’m into it.




Chapter Eleven: Through The Looking Glass

Ethan knew exactly where Natasha stood—forty-three feet away, just past Heinrich’s left shoulder, with Marc and some woman he didn’t recognize. He’d clocked her the moment they’d entered the room, had felt her recognition hit like a physical weight even while maintaining his conversation with Esperanza about blockchain architecture.

One month since Ljubljana. She looked thin. Was Marc …? Had he been …? Christ, what was this doing to her, watching—

Then Esperanza’s tongue pressed against that spot just beneath the head that she’d discovered during their second practice session, and everything snapped back into focus. Her eyes looked up at him, dark and steady, holding him in place. The message was clear: Stay with me. Stay with the mission.

He smiled down at her, his hand tightening slightly in her hair. Everyone watching would think he was appreciating her technique—which was flawless—but the gratitude was for something deeper. For keeping him anchored when he could have drowned.

The switch flipped.

Scan: Romanian minister’s wife at the bar, drunk enough to be useful. Former FSB at three o’clock, pretending not to be former FSB. Two security by the main door, one roaming—all carrying, probably Glock 19s from the outline under their jackets. Exit routes: kitchen access seventeen steps, balcony if necessary but three story drop. Heinrich watching with approval, the kind that meant deeper access. Good.

He made eye contact with Esperanza again. Her mouth was incredibly wet and warm around him, her tongue pressing against the underside as she took him deep. Her eyes flicked deliberately to the left—a signal. He followed the indication without moving his head.

New arrival. Male, mid-forties, expensive suit but wrong shoes—tactical boots trying to pass as dress shoes. Security consultant or private military. Interesting. The man was scanning the crowd the same way Ethan was—another professional cataloging threats.

Esperanza drew his attention back, taking him all the way to the base, her throat relaxing to accommodate him completely. The audience murmured appreciation. Someone whistled. Heinrich nodded approvingly—they were selling it. She held him there, looking up at him, before slowly pulling back and swirling her tongue around the head.

Ethan’s hand tightened in her hair, playing his part while his mind processed: The PMC was here for someone specific. His positioning suggested he was protecting someone in the west corner. Worth investigating later.

“Magnificent,” a masked observer in the crowd murmured. “They’re perfectly matched.”

Esperanza’s eyes shifted—she wanted to change positions. She pulled back slowly, making it look like teasing, her hand replacing her mouth as she stood in one fluid motion.

She pressed him back against the table, switching their positions. Now she had the sightlines while he faced her and the wall behind. Smart. She needed her own visual assessment.

As she kissed him, deep and performative, he lifted her onto the table edge. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer, and he could feel her muscle tension—coiled readiness cataloging threats.

Esperanza pulled back from the kiss, her eyes holding his with teasing challenge. Her gaze flicked down then back up—a clear invitation. He shook his head slightly, playing reluctant, a dynamic they’d rehearsed in the hotel room.

She reached out, her hand on his jaw, more insistent. Her eyes flicked down again, this time with command behind them. The crowd loved the power play—someone murmured approval as he slid off the table and dropped to his knees in front of her.

She shifted to the table’s edge, one leg going over his shoulder, completely exposed to him and the crowd. From this position, she had perfect sightlines across the entire room while appearing completely absorbed in pleasure.

He gripped her thighs and went to work, using everything they’d practiced about angles and rhythm. His tongue found her clit immediately—no fumbling, no searching, just precision. Her hand went to his hair, fingers threading through it while her eyes tracked movement above his head.

The crowd pressed closer. Someone said something appreciative in Portuguese. Ethan closed his eyes, actually relaxing for the first time since they’d entered the room. Hidden like this, he could just listen: ice clinking, the structural creak of the building, a helicopter passing overhead (civilian from the rotor pattern), Heinrich’s distinctive laugh, the click of heels on marble. Just sound and technique and muscle memory.

Esperanza caught Heinrich’s wife elbowing him as Ethan settled into a rhythm. They both laughed, but Brigitte’s was slightly forced, a little bitter. Interesting. Heinrich doesn’t reciprocate, apparently. Worth remembering.

She scanned the crowd methodically, cataloging faces and positions, until her gaze landed on Marc with Natasha on his arm, another woman—Korean, professional—holding Natasha’s other arm.

Their eyes met across the room.

At that exact moment, Ethan pressed his tongue flat against her and dragged it slowly upward, something they’d discovered in practice that always worked. Esperanza moaned—loud, genuine—and almost caught herself. For a split-second, she nearly held it back, nearly maintained control while looking at Natasha.

She wanted to keep that eye contact, to somehow communicate that Natasha mattered, that this wasn’t what it looked like, that they were all still—

But she couldn’t. Not here. Not with Heinrich watching, the crowd evaluating, the mission hanging on their performance being believed. She turned her head away, letting it fall back as if overwhelmed by pleasure, breaking the connection before anyone could notice it had existed.

Her fingers tightened in Ethan’s hair. He probably thought it was encouragement. It was actually frustration.

Esperanza pulled back suddenly, scooting away from the edge of the table. Ethan looked up, slightly surprised—they’d practiced this position for longer, she usually wanted more before switching. But her eyes were already communicating: follow my lead.

She turned, getting on all fours on the table, facing away from where Natasha stood. The position gave her a view of the opposite wall, the bar area, anywhere but where she’d have to risk meeting those eyes again.

Ethan climbed up behind her, the table creaking slightly under their combined weight. His hands found her hips. The signal was clear—time for the finale. The crowd murmured approval at the escalation. Someone made a crude comment in German about her flexibility. Heinrich laughed again, that satisfied sound of seeing something worth watching.

From this angle, Ethan could see Natasha in his peripheral vision. Still standing with Marc and the other woman. Still watching. He forced himself not to look directly, to focus on Esperanza’s back, the curve of her spine.

He positioned himself at her entrance, one hand on her hip, the other guiding himself. When he pushed forward, sliding into her in one smooth thrust, Esperanza’s back arched and she let out a sound that had the crowd pressing closer. He was fully inside her, could feel how wet she was, how ready. Her body gripped him perfectly—they’d found this angle during practice, knew it worked for both of them.

“Jesus Christ,” someone muttered appreciatively. “Look at them go.”

He started moving, setting a rhythm that looked passionate but was actually carefully controlled. Each thrust pushed Esperanza forward slightly, her hands bracing against the table, her hair falling forward over her face. The sound of their bodies meeting filled the immediate space—wet, explicit, undeniable.

Scan while thrusting: Brazilian defense minister had moved closer, definitely interested. The PMC contractor was watching too, but his eyes were analytical, not aroused. Professional curiosity. Two more security had entered from the kitchen—shift change or response to something? Keep monitoring.

Esperanza pushed back against him, meeting his rhythm. Her breathing had changed, become more ragged. Not entirely performance—their bodies knew each other now, responded despite the circumstances. She was getting close, or doing an excellent job pretending. Either worked for the mission.

“Más duro,” she gasped then louder, “Así, así, no pares …”

He complied, increasing the force, the table actually shifting slightly with each impact. Someone had to steady it—helpful stranger or security, he couldn’t tell without looking. The crowd loved the Spanish, the loss of control it suggested. More murmurs, more pressing closer. Someone was definitely touching themselves just outside his peripheral vision.

“¡Jueputa!” Esperanza cried out. “¡Así, así! "¡Me vengo!" "¡Me vengo!"”

Esperanza’s whole body went rigid then exploded into motion—thrashing, bucking back against him with complete abandon. She clenched around him in waves that seemed to go on forever, her arms giving out so her face pressed against the table while her hips stayed elevated, still shaking. The sounds coming from her throat were barely human—keening, gasping, something between a scream and a sob.

“Jesus,” someone in the crowd whispered. “She’s completely gone.”

The crowd had gone quiet, and then someone started clapping slowly. Others joined in—actual applause, like they’d witnessed a particularly impressive athletic performance.

Ethan stayed still, letting her ride it out, his hands steadying her hips as she trembled through the aftershocks. His own body was demanding release but he could control it, had to control it. The mission parameter was to establish them as a couple worth knowing. That was accomplished.

“Magnificent,” Heinrich finally said, his voice carrying real appreciation. “Simply magnificent. But you haven’t finished, my friend. Please, don’t stop on our account.”

The crowd murmured agreement. Of course. The performance wasn’t complete. Ethan had to finish, too—anything less would seem strange, would break the image they’d created.

Esperanza was still trembling beneath him, oversensitive now but understanding the necessity. She pushed back against him slightly, giving permission, playing her part even in the aftermath.

He started moving again, harder now, chasing his own release. The friction of her still-clenching body, the heat, the wetness—it all hit him at once. His control started slipping, his thrusts becoming irregular, desperate.

Esperanza turned her head, looking back at him over her shoulder. Their eyes met—that anchor point they’d found in practice. Stay human. Stay connected. Her eyes said it’s okay, let go.

That did it. He came with a guttural shout, his hips slamming forward one final time as he emptied himself into her. His whole body shuddered with the force of it, his fingers digging into her hips hard enough to leave marks. The release seemed to go on forever, wave after wave while the crowd watched appreciatively.

When it finally ended, he stayed there for a moment, breathing hard, still buried inside her. The applause was louder this time. Someone whistled. Heinrich laughed—pure satisfaction at witnessing something worth watching.

Heinrich’s hand was on Ethan’s shoulder before he’d even fully withdrawn from Esperanza, proprietary and casual. “Come, my friends. Let’s get you cleaned up properly. My private quarters have everything you need.”

His pet—the young man who’d been crawling behind him all evening—stood smoothly, Ethan and Esperanza’s clothes folded over his arm. Brigitte’s companion did the same, both of them moving with practiced efficiency.

“They’ll take excellent care of you,” Heinrich continued, already guiding them toward a door hidden in the wood paneling. “We have much to discuss once you’re refreshed. The real conversation can begin.”

Ethan helped Esperanza down from the table, her legs still shaky. As they followed Heinrich away from the crowd, naked and exposed, he caught one last glimpse of Natasha in his peripheral vision. Still watching. Still standing between Marc and the Korean woman.

Still his wife, despite everything that had just happened.




Chapter Twelve: Still Got It

Natasha watched Heinrich lead them away, Ethan’s hand on Esperanza’s lower back, steadying her as she walked on unsteady legs. They were both completely naked, not even attempting to cover themselves, moving with the casual confidence of people who belonged here. The crowd parted for them respectfully—they’d earned their place with that performance.

Marc’s entire body radiated envy beside her. “Heinrich’s taking them to his private quarters,” he said, his voice tight. “Do you know how long I’ve been coming here? Nearly a year. He’s never invited me to the private quarters.”

Swan’s fingers were still tracing circles on Natasha’s arm, professional and soothing. “You’re very tense,” she observed quietly. “Would you like to find somewhere quieter?”

Natasha couldn’t answer immediately. Her underwear was soaked through, her thighs sticky with arousal she couldn’t control. When Ethan had come inside Esperanza—that guttural shout, the way his whole body had shuddered—she’d been right on the edge herself. Another few seconds and she would have orgasmed just from watching, right there in the crowd with Marc and Swan beside her.

“I …” Natasha started then stopped. What could she say? That she needed to come so badly it hurt? That watching her husband—no, watching that stranger who looked like her husband—had undone something inside her?

“Perhaps some air,” Swan suggested diplomatically, already guiding her toward the balcony doors. “Your boyfriend seems distracted. We’ll return shortly.”

Marc wasn’t even listening, still staring at the door Heinrich had disappeared through, calculating what he’d done wrong, why he wasn’t worthy of the private quarters.

The balcony was cooler, quieter. Buenos Aires stretched out below them, lights twinkling like a circuit board. Swan’s hands were already on Natasha’s shoulders, professional but knowing.

“You’re wound so tight,” Swan observed, her thumbs finding knots Natasha didn’t know she had. “That was quite a performance to watch. They were … impressive together.”

“They were,” Natasha agreed, her voice rougher than she intended. There was no point denying what everyone had seen.

Swan’s hands moved lower, working the tension from Natasha’s spine with practiced expertise. “When was the last time someone affected you like that?” she asked quietly. “Your whole body changed watching them. You’re still trembling.”

She was right. Natasha could feel the micro-tremors running through her, the aftermath of arousal that had nowhere to go. Her thighs were still slick, her pulse still racing. When had anyone last made her feel this desperate? Maybe never.

“Your boyfriend is sweet,” Swan continued, her hands never stopping their movement. “But I don’t think he makes you shake like this.”

“No,” Natasha admitted, “he doesn’t.”

Swan’s hands moved to her arms, gentle but firm. “He bought me for you, you know. He was very specific—said you needed something he couldn’t give you.” Her voice held no judgment. “He also said he’d like to watch, if you’re comfortable with that.”

Natasha almost laughed. Of course Marc wanted to watch. After months of apologetic, fumbling sex, he’d finally found a way to be involved in her pleasure without the pressure of providing it himself. It was perfectly Marc—outsourcing what he couldn’t deliver.

The math was simple, really. She could barely think straight with this much arousal coursing through her. If Heinrich came back, if there were introductions to make, conversations to navigate, intelligence to gather—she’d be useless like this. Her body would betray her the moment she had to shake Ethan’s hand and pretend they were strangers.

And Marc watching would actually be perfect cover. A boyfriend progressive enough to buy his girlfriend a professional and secure enough to observe. So Les Libertins. It would definitely improve their standing.

“Inside?” Swan suggested. “There are rooms on the third floor. Should we collect him?”

Natasha chuckled. “Rooms” was generous. They were alcoves at best, separated from the main hallway by curtains or partial walls. Privacy was theoretical at Les Libertins gatherings. But that was the point—being seen, being watched, performing commitment to the lifestyle.

“Yes,” she said, “let’s collect him.”

They found Marc exactly where they’d left him—still staring at the door Heinrich had disappeared through.

“Five minutes as members and they’re in his private quarters,” Marc muttered as they approached. “My tokenization system could revolutionize everything they’re trying to build, but does Heinrich care?”

“Marc,” Natasha said, her hand finding his arm. “Baby … Heinrich does appreciate you. But he respects people who … know how to loosen up and have a good time.” She glanced meaningfully at Swan.

Marc’s jaw unclenched slightly as understanding dawned. She was right, of course. Heinrich barely noticed the technical proposals, the blockchain innovations. But he always paid attention to who was fucking whom, who was watching, who was participating in the lifestyle.

“I know. I just …” He struggled for the words, his frustration already giving way to calculation.

“Let’s not let everyone see you being jealous,” Natasha said, her voice gentle but firm. “Let’s show them you having fun.”

That did it. Marc straightened, his hand finding the small of her back—possessive but in the right way now. “Third floor?”

Swan was already moving toward the stairs. “Follow me.”

The third floor was exactly what Natasha expected—a series of curved alcoves, each with its own circular design. Moans and whispers drifted from various corners. Someone was definitely having a good time two alcoves over.

Their alcove had a padded table in the center, surrounded by a curved couch with a gap for entry. Like a private booth at an upscale club, if clubs came equipped for orgies. A small stand by the entrance held supplies—lube, condoms, sanitizer, various toys arranged like a buffet.

Swan picked up a dildo on her way in, bringing it to her nose with professional assessment. “Properly sterilized,” she said with a wink. “They run a clean establishment.”

Marc stood awkwardly at the entrance, suddenly uncertain. “So, do I …? Where should I …?” He looked around the circular couch, at the table, calculating like this was a coding problem.

“Honey,” Natasha said, moving to him, her hands on his chest. “You do so much for everyone. Lie back and let me make the decisions.”

Relief flooded his face. “Okay. Yes. You’re in charge.”

She guided him to the couch, choosing a spot where he’d be comfortable but clearly separate from the action. He sat gratefully, already looking more comfortable with defined parameters.

Swan unzipped Natasha’s dress slowly, her fingers trailing along newly exposed skin. The dress fell away and Swan guided her to sit on the edge of the padded table. Without hesitation, Swan stepped between Natasha’s legs, one hand sliding to the back of her neck, the other gripping her waist.

Swan kissed her like she was trying to erase something—deep, consuming, her tongue moving with absolute confidence. She kissed like someone who knew exactly what mouths were for, who understood that sometimes you needed to be devoured to forget everything else.

Natasha’s brain went blank. For the first time since seeing Ethan across that room, she stopped thinking. There was just Swan’s mouth, demanding and skilled, and the heat building low in her belly that had been screaming for attention since watching her husband come inside another woman.

Marc made a strangled sound from the couch.

Swan pulled back just enough to speak against Natasha’s lips. “That’s better.”

She pushed Natasha back onto the table, climbing up to straddle her. When their mouths met again, Natasha’s hands came up to grip Swan’s hips, pulling her closer.

Swan’s hands were everywhere—sliding up from Natasha’s waist to cup her breasts while never breaking the kiss. She moved like water, fluid and purposeful, maneuvering them both further onto the table.

“Fuck,” Marc whispered from the couch. Through her haze, Natasha could hear him shifting, probably trying to decide if he was allowed to touch himself.

Swan’s mouth moved to her neck, teeth grazing the spot that made Natasha gasp. “You’ve been wound so tight,” Swan murmured against her skin. “I can feel it in every muscle.”

Her thumbs circled Natasha’s nipples with exactly the right pressure. Not tentative like Marc, not rough like some men thought she wanted. Perfect.

Swan pulled back from Natasha, her lipstick somehow still perfect. She looked directly at Natasha, maintaining eye contact as she backed toward Marc. Without breaking that gaze, she took his hand and guided it to the zipper of her dress, smiling.

Marc’s hands shook slightly as he pulled it down, revealing smooth golden skin and no underwear at all. Swan never looked away from Natasha, even as the dress pooled at her feet and she stepped out of it gracefully, completely naked and completely confident.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, finally glancing at Marc with a brief touch to his cheek. He looked dazed.

She returned to Natasha on the table, but not before noticing Marc’s obvious erection straining against his trousers. “You can touch yourself,” she told him simply then climbed back onto the table, her body covering Natasha’s, skin against skin for the first time.

The contact was electric. Swan was all lean muscle and soft skin, her body warm and firm against Natasha’s. Their breasts pressed together, legs intertwining, and Natasha could feel how wet she still was from watching Ethan earlier.

The weight of Swan settled on top of her, and Natasha felt something inside her finally release. Not an orgasm, not yet, but that tight coil of control she’d been holding since watching Ethan with Esperanza.

Swan kissed her again, slower this time, her hips rolling in a rhythm that made Natasha’s breath catch. She could feel Swan’s wetness against her thigh—professional or not, her body was responding.

“Better?” Swan asked against her mouth.

“Getting there,” Natasha managed.

From the couch came the unmistakable sound of Marc stroking himself, his breathing already getting ragged. Typical—he’d probably finish in two minutes just from watching them kiss.

Swan smiled like she’d heard the same thought. Her hand slid between their bodies, fingers finding Natasha’s soaked underwear. “These need to go.”

She shifted, pulling them down and off with smooth efficiency, then settled between Natasha’s legs. The first touch of her fingers was light, exploratory, circling Natasha’s clit without quite making contact. Then her middle finger pressed directly against it, firm and sure, while her index finger slid lower to tease her entrance.

“Fuck,” Natasha breathed, her hips bucking involuntarily.

Swan kept that perfect pressure, her fingers moving in small circles that had Natasha gripping the edges of the table. She knew exactly what she was doing—reading Natasha’s responses, adjusting her rhythm, building her up steadily.

“She’s so wet,” Swan said, loud enough for Marc to hear. A performance note, but also true. Natasha was drenched, had been since watching Ethan finish inside Esperanza.

Marc groaned from the couch, his hand moving faster. “How wet?”

Swan’s fingers slid lower, two of them pushing inside Natasha easily. “Very,” she said simply, curling her fingers to hit that spot that made Natasha see stars.

The dual sensation—Swan’s thumb on her clit, fingers inside her—was exactly what Natasha needed. She could feel herself climbing already, all that pent-up arousal from earlier finally having somewhere to go.

“Don’t stop,” she managed, though Swan showed no signs of stopping. If anything, she was increasing her pace, her free hand coming up to pinch Natasha’s nipple.

Someone passed by their alcove, pausing to watch. Natasha could see the shadow through the gossamer curtain but couldn’t make out who it was. They stood there for a moment, clearly enjoying the view, then moved on.

“You have an audience,” Swan noted, not slowing her movements.

Natasha didn’t care. Let them watch. Let everyone see her getting what Marc couldn’t give her, what she’d been craving since watching her husband with another woman.

Swan shifted position, moving down Natasha’s body. When her mouth replaced her thumb on Natasha’s clit, Natasha nearly came off the table.

“Shit,” she gasped, her hand tangling in Swan’s hair.

Swan’s technique was flawless—her tongue working Natasha’s clit while her fingers maintained their rhythm inside. She added a third finger, stretching Natasha in a way that bordered on too much but was exactly right.

Marc had gone quiet on the couch. Natasha glanced over to see him frozen, cock in hand, watching Swan work with the kind of focus he usually reserved for code.

Swan’s mouth and fingers worked in perfect tandem, building Natasha steadily toward release. The combination of sensations—the wet heat of her mouth, the stretch of three fingers, the perfect pressure on that spot inside—was overwhelming.

“I’m close,” Natasha warned, her thighs starting to tremble.

Swan hummed against her, the vibration sending another jolt through Natasha’s body. She increased her pace slightly, her free hand coming up to grip Natasha’s hip, holding her in place as she started to buck.

The orgasm hit like a wave breaking. Natasha’s back arched off the table, her whole body going rigid as pleasure crashed through her. She could hear herself crying out but couldn’t control it, couldn’t do anything but ride the sensation as Swan worked her through it, not stopping until the last aftershock had passed.

When Natasha finally collapsed back onto the table, breathing hard, Swan lifted her head with a satisfied smile. Her lips and chin were wet with Natasha’s arousal.

“Much better,” Swan said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She glanced at Marc, who was still frozen on the couch, cock in hand, looking desperate. “Should we help him?”

Natasha looked out past the curtain. A couple had stopped to watch, whispering to each other. In another alcove across the way, she could see bodies moving in rhythm. The whole floor was alive with sex, and she’d just had one orgasm—barely adequate compared to what she’d witnessed earlier.

“No,” she said, looking back at Marc.

His hand stilled on his cock, confused. “What?”

“You like to sit there and watch, don’t you?” She sat up, still flushed from her orgasm but already thinking ahead. Marc looked like he might explode—his cock purple with need, pre-cum dripping steadily.

She reached down and removed her heels, setting them aside carefully. Then she looked at Swan. “I’d like to return the favor.”

Swan smiled, understanding immediately. She shifted positions, lying back on the table where Natasha had just been, spreading her legs without hesitation.

Natasha positioned herself between Swan’s thighs. She looked back over her shoulder at Marc, holding his desperate gaze for a long moment, then turned to Swan and lowered her mouth.

The first taste made Swan gasp. Natasha worked slowly, finding her rhythm, aware of Marc watching from behind even though she couldn’t see him now.

After a moment, she pulled back and glanced around. The couple from before had been joined by another woman. Someone else was standing just at the edge of visibility. They had a proper audience now.

I can put on a show, too, she thought.

She shifted positions, sitting beside Swan on the table instead. Now she could see everything—Marc desperate on the couch, the audience growing, Swan laid out beside her.

“Marc,” she said. “Come here.”

He practically fell off the couch in his eagerness, cock bobbing as he approached.

“Not that close.” She stopped him about two feet from the table. “Get the lube from the stand.”

He obeyed immediately, returning with the bottle, confused but desperate.

“My feet,” she said, extending her legs toward him while her hand found Swan’s wet center. “Lube them up.”

Marc’s eyes went wide. He squirted lube into his palm with shaking hands then began coating her feet, his touch reverent. The audience murmured appreciation—apparently this was novel even for Les Libertins.

“Now,” she told Marc, “sit back on the couch.”

He stumbled backward, cock jutting out desperately. When he sat, she extended her lubed feet toward him, catching his cock between her arches. The angle was perfect—she could work him with her feet while leaning over to use her mouth on Swan.

Marc made a sound like he’d been punched. “Oh fuck.”

“Watch what I do to her,” Natasha told him then turned to Swan.

Their eyes met, and Swan immediately understood. A slight smile played at her lips—she got it. Part of her job now was to help Natasha look incredible, to respond in ways that would drive Marc insane.

Natasha lowered her mouth to Swan while keeping her feet moving on Marc. The position required concentration—maintaining the rhythm with her feet while her tongue found Swan’s clit. But the power of controlling both of them was intoxicating.

Swan arched beneath her, one hand tangling in Natasha’s hair. “Ah, joh-a … geurae, geogi …” Her thighs were beginning to tremble.

Marc was making desperate sounds behind her, his cock twitching between her feet. She could feel how close he was, could time it perfectly.

Swan’s breathing changed, became urgent. Her grip in Natasha’s hair tightened. “Deo ppalli … jebal … na ganda!”

Natasha pressed her tongue flat against Swan’s clit, increasing the pressure while her feet worked Marc faster. She could feel Swan starting to pulse against her mouth, taste the change that meant she was right on the edge.

Swan’s back arched off the table, her whole body going rigid. “Ah! Ah! Jinja … neo-mu joh-a!” Her thighs clamped around Natasha’s head, trembling violently as the orgasm rolled through her.

At the same moment, Marc let out a sound that was almost a sob. Natasha felt his cock swell between her feet then the first hot splash against her ankle. She kept the rhythm going, milking him through it as he spurted again and again, making a mess of her feet and his stomach.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he chanted, his whole body shaking.

Swan was still coming, little aftershocks making her twitch against Natasha’s mouth. Natasha softened her touch but didn’t stop, drawing it out, making sure everyone watching got the full show.

When she finally lifted her head, Swan was limp on the table, breathing like she’d run a marathon. Marc had collapsed back against the couch, his softening cock still twitching occasionally.

The audience was definitely impressed. Someone actually whistled.

“Nice to see you let your hair down a bit, Marc my boy.” Heinrich’s voice cut through the afterglow.

Marc’s eyes went wide, his hands immediately moving to cover himself. He was still covered in his own cum, his soft cock glistening with lube from Natasha’s feet.

He started to stand. “Heinrich, I—”

“Don’t stand up on my account, Marc.” Heinrich’s tone was casual, amused. “You enjoy yourself. Come talk to me tomorrow about Rotterdam and tokenization and such.”

Marc nodded, speechless for once. Heinrich walked away with a satisfied smile, like he’d just confirmed something he’d suspected.

When he was gone, Marc looked at Natasha. A grin slowly crossed his face—not his usual nervous smile but something more genuine. He looked her in the eyes with real gratitude.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

Natasha leaned back on the table, Swan’s hand finding hers in a gesture of professional solidarity.

Ethan’s not the only one who can put on a show, Natasha thought to herself.

Even after everything—after watching Ethan perform with another woman, after discovering she was aroused by her own humiliation, after all the identity crises of the evening—she could still command a room. Still make people come undone.

Still put on one hell of a show.




Chapter Thirteen: Cleanliness Is Next To Godliness

Heinrich’s hand remained on Ethan’s shoulder as they moved through the hidden door, guiding him with the casual authority of a man accustomed to compliance. Esperanza walked beside them, still naked and unsteady on her legs, but her posture held that alertness Ethan recognized—she was cataloging exits even while playing exhausted.

Ethan’s feet sank into carpet thick enough to muffle gunshots. The hallway stretched ahead, lit by bulbs hidden behind crown molding that belonged in Versailles. The young man and woman followed silently behind, Ethan and Esperanza’s clothes folded over their arms like they were carrying laundry.

Heinrich stopped in front of a small portrait. A young woman stared out from the canvas with eyes that seemed to follow movement. Ethan found himself staring back, something familiar in the brushwork making his stomach clench.

“Raphael,” Heinrich said, watching Ethan’s reaction. “Portrait of a Young Woman. The Czartoryski family thought they’d hidden it well when the Nazis came calling in 1939. The art world believes it was destroyed.” He smiled. “I find their ignorance refreshing.”

Esperanza pushed through the bathroom door, and humid air hit Ethan’s face along with the scent of bergamot and something floral. The young man moved past them both, testing water temperature with his fingertips while the woman arranged bottles along the marble ledge.

Heinrich settled into a leather chair positioned to watch everything. “They know exactly what you need,” he said. “I find conversation flows better when everyone’s properly relaxed.”

Esperanza stepped under the spray without hesitation. Water cascaded down her body, and she tilted her head back, letting it soak through her dark hair. The temperature was perfect—not hot, not warm, but exactly the heat that made muscles surrender. The young man hadn’t asked their preference. He’d simply known.

Ethan joined her under the multiple shower heads. The water pressure was flawless, the kind that only came from custom plumbing and unlimited money. The woman moved behind Esperanza with soap that foamed rich and white, her hands finding shoulders that were still tight from performance.

Esperanza caught the young man’s wrist as he reached for Ethan with more soap. Her grip was firm, possessive. She pulled him closer, studying his face while water ran between them. American features, educated jaw, the kind of bone structure that came from expensive orthodontia and personal trainers. Her free hand found his chest, nails dragging just hard enough to leave pink lines.

“You’re probably wondering if I had anything to do with it,” Heinrich said from his chair, voice carrying easily over the water.

Ethan turned to stare Heinrich directly in the eyes. Water ran down his face, but he didn’t blink. “Did you?”

“Bold of you to be in this situation if you thought I murdered your associates.” Heinrich’s smile was genuine, appreciative. “That makes you either stupid, committed, or supremely confident.” He paused, watching Ethan’s reaction. “In any case … I did not. As far as I knew, they were irreplaceable to me.”

The sharp crack of flesh against flesh echoed off the marble walls. Heinrich’s attention snapped to Esperanza, who had spun the young man around and shoved him face-first against the shower wall. Her hand came down hard across his ass again, the sound bouncing between the tiles. The pet’s breathing hitched, but he didn’t protest—if anything, he pressed back against her touch, his body responding with trained enthusiasm.

“Michel was brilliant with systems,” Ethan said, using Heinrich’s distraction to press forward. “But he was pliable. God rest his soul.”

Esperanza’s fingers dug into the young man’s flesh, claiming territory while Heinrich watched with fascination.

“I know this isn’t just ones and zeroes. Governments don’t surrender power unless they have no choice.”

Heinrich went still. His brandy glass paused halfway to his lips. “And what do you think gives them no choice?”

“Desperation,” Ethan said carefully, letting water run down his face. “When people can’t feed their families, can’t trust their money … they’ll accept anything that promises stability.” He paused, watching Heinrich’s reaction. “Michel understood the technical side perfectly. But he never quite understood how to motivate people.”

Esperanza had grabbed the woman by her hair and guided her around behind her. The female pet understood immediately, dropping to her knees and spreading Esperanza’s ass cheeks with both hands before pressing her tongue deep into her. Esperanza moaned and brought her palm down hard across the young man’s ass again, the crack echoing off marble while she ground back against the woman’s mouth.

Heinrich leaned forward in his chair, brandy forgotten, watching Esperanza’s face contort with pleasure as she controlled both pets completely.

“I didn’t maintain control over both Michel’s and my assets to rearrange bond rates or make mortgages cheaper,” Ethan said, his voice cutting through the sounds of water and flesh.

Heinrich’s attention snapped back to him, though his eyes kept drifting to Esperanza’s display. “You … you still have control over all of Michel’s assets?”

“I do.” Ethan stepped closer, water streaming down his face. “Now tell me I didn’t come all this way just to put on a show. Are we truly making a better world?”

Esperanza looked at the young man and gestured downward. He dropped to his knees in front of her immediately, understanding exactly what she wanted. She guided his mouth to her clit while the woman continued her work from behind, her breathing becoming ragged as both pets serviced her. Her head fell back, water streaming down her face, mixing with the flush of arousal spreading across her chest. The sounds escaping her throat grew more desperate, more uncontrolled—the same keening, gasping cries Heinrich had heard from her performance with Ethan, but now amplified by having two mouths working her simultaneously.

Heinrich watched, genuinely entranced by the display of absolute sexual dominance.

“We are,” Heinrich finally said, his voice thick with conviction and arousal. “And if we have to tear down the current order to do so, we will.” He leaned back in his chair, making his decision. “The board is meeting tomorrow. The real board. I’ll see that you’re invited.”

Heinrich stood, straightening his jacket with practiced composure despite what he’d just witnessed. “I should check on my other guests. Some of them get nervous when left alone too long.” He gestured casually toward his pets, both still kneeling before Esperanza. “You can keep them for the next hour … They hardly seem to mind.”

Both pets looked up with eager smiles—the young man’s face still glistening, the woman’s eyes bright with anticipation. Without being directed, she crawled through the water toward Ethan, her intentions unmistakable.

As Heinrich’s footsteps faded down the hallway, Ethan’s and Esperanza’s eyes met across the steam-filled bathroom. The weight of what they’d just accomplished hung between them, along with the knowledge that their performance wasn’t over. Heinrich’s pets weren’t just gifts—they were observers, reporting back on everything that happened in his absence.

The woman crawled through the water toward Ethan, her intentions unmistakable. Esperanza moved to stand beside him, her arm wrapping over his back and around his far shoulder. She looked down at the pet positioning herself between Ethan’s legs then back up to meet his eyes. The look they shared carried everything they couldn’t say—recognition of what they’d just achieved, acknowledgment of what was still required, and something deeper. A quiet promise that they would anchor each other through whatever came next.

Ethan’s jaw tightened slightly as the woman’s hands found his thighs, her face moving between his legs. But Esperanza’s arm around him provided steady comfort, and when she leaned her head against his shoulder, he felt less alone. They both understood perfectly.

The mission demanded everything.

***

Many floors below, Samuel Chang pulled off his headphones and leaned back in his chair. The hotel room had been converted into a makeshift surveillance post—laptops, communication equipment, and recording devices spread across every surface.

“Did you get all that?” Patel asked, rewinding the audio feed from Ethan’s transmitter.

“Most of it. The shower made things difficult, but we got the important parts.” Samuel grinned. “Board meeting tomorrow. Inner circle access. This is exactly what we needed.”

Patel nodded, but his expression remained troubled. He replayed a section of the conversation, Heinrich’s voice crackling through the speakers. “Listen to this part again.”

Heinrich’s recorded voice filled the room: “In any case … I did not. As far as I knew, they were irreplaceable to me.”

“Heinrich seemed genuine when he said he didn’t kill Michel and Dominique,” Patel said.

“Yeah?” Samuel looked up from his laptop.

“Then who did?”




Chapter Fourteen: The Real Board

The elevator climbed past floors Ethan didn’t know existed. Heinrich stood beside them in pressed silence, checking his watch with the practiced patience of a man accustomed to punctuality. Esperanza’s breathing was controlled, steady—her operational mask firmly in place.

“The others are already assembled,” Heinrich said as the elevator slowed. “You’ll find today’s discussion … illuminating.”

The doors opened onto a hallway that belonged in a government facility rather than a hotel. Reinforced walls, no windows, lighting that cast everything in sterile white. Heinrich guided them toward a door that looked like it could withstand a missile strike.

As they crossed the threshold, something vibrated against Ethan’s hip—a small pulse from the device tucked into his underwear band. He caught Esperanza’s eye. The slight tension around her mouth told him she’d felt it, too.

Their comms were dead. Whatever happened in this room, they were on their own.

The boardroom beyond made Ethan think of nuclear war bunkers. A conference table that could have hosted the UN Security Council dominated the space, surrounded by leather chairs worn smooth by generations of conspiracies. Video screens lined the walls, currently displaying financial data, shipping routes, and what looked like infrastructure schematics.

Heinrich took his place at the head of the table. Brigitte sat to his right. Around the table, faces that Ethan recognized from newspapers and financial reports—the kind of people who moved markets with phone calls and toppled governments with patience.

Ethan felt his stomach drop as he realized the true scope of what he'd walked into. This wasn't just wealthy conspirators. This was global power concentrated in one room.

To Heinrich's left sat Sheikh Al-Rashid, oil money and political influence stretching back generations. Across from him, Amara Diallo. Looking at her now in a tailored business suit, Ethan realized he'd glimpsed her the night before, masked and sandwiched between two men who could have been Olympic bodybuilders. Her family had controlled half of Africa's mining operations for decades. The elderly gentleman with the careful smile was definitely a Rothschild, though which branch Ethan couldn't place.

And at the far end of the table, Vincent Lam looked almost surreal in this context—the man whose company had created the most beloved children's characters in the world, whose plush toys filled bedrooms from Shanghai to São Paulo, calmly reviewing documents about civilizational collapse.

The main screen flickered to life. Lucia Laurent appeared in high definition, the richest person on Earth joining from one of her private compounds. Her signature cropped blonde hair was precisely styled, her charcoal suit sharp enough to cut. Laurent-Corp operated from every major city on the planet, while her Harmony Network processed half of humanity's digital existence.

Ethan's chest tightened. Everyone in intelligence knew Laurent had people everywhere: senators who'd taken her money, prosecutors who'd dropped cases, judges who'd ruled in her favor. Christ, half the younger analysts at the agency had Laurent-Corp stickers on their laptops, treating her like some visionary genius instead of recognizing the monopolistic threat she represented. How many of them were on her payroll? How many would tip her off if the agency ever tried to move against her?

"Heinrich. I trust these are our new partners?"

"Indeed. They bring Michel's entire crypto architecture under our control." Heinrich gestured toward Ethan and Esperanza. "Full administrative access to the infrastructure, plus the smart contracts we'll need for the transition."

Laurent's voice carried through the speakers with digital clarity. "I heard our new assets put on quite the display. Unfortunately, I'll have to content myself with reviewing Heinrich's surveillance recordings." Her image shifted to look directly at Ethan and Esperanza. "Though if the recordings are as impressive as advertised, perhaps we should explore some... private integration opportunities. The three of us."

Sheikh Al-Rashid leaned forward with the fervor of a man recounting a religious experience. "Last night was poetry in flesh. The way your bodies sang together, each thrust a verse, each moan a stanza building toward divine climax. When you came inside her, my friend, it was like watching the desert bloom after rain—sudden, magnificent, life-giving. True art requires courage to be witnessed, and you both have the souls of—"

"I enjoyed it at least as much as my poetic friend here," Vincent Lam interrupted with a slight smile.

Al-Rashid chuckled, clearly delighted rather than offended. "See? They always cut me off right before the really good metaphors."

Heinrich straightened, his tone shifting to business. "With Ethan and Esperanza at our sides, we can proceed as scheduled. The world order will bend to us." He looked down the table. "Vincent, I hope you don't have any important factories in Guangzhou..."

Vincent Lam smiled. "We moved them farther inland over the last twelve months."

Al-Rashid nodded approvingly. "My family, most of them at least, have moved out of Dubai."

The elderly Rothschild spoke for the first time, his accent crisp and precise. "Rotterdam has become overrun with hipsters and their artisanal coffee shops. I won't miss it."

Ethan felt ice spread through his veins. They were talking about major population centers—millions of people—with the casual tone of discussing stock portfolios. Whatever they had planned for Guangzhou, Dubai, Rotterdam, and Long Beach, it required evacuating assets and family first. The scope of it was beyond anything he'd prepared for.

Heinrich turned his attention to Ethan, studying his face carefully. "Ethan... I suppose the scope of our plan is becoming clear."

Heinrich spoke to the room's control system. "Put up the map."

One of the screens flickered, displaying a world map dotted with red X's. Ethan's breath caught as he counted them—over a dozen locations marked for destruction. Long Beach, Rotterdam, Dubai, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Busan, Piraeus, Santos, and others. Every major shipping port on the planet.

Ethan stood and walked toward the screen, his legs feeling unsteady. "How?"

"Nuclear weapons," Heinrich said simply. "Smuggled in container ships."

Ethan stared at the map, his mind racing through the implications. "These are the largest ports on Earth... Global trade will be in chaos..." He looked at the Rothschild, understanding flooding through him. "Banking collapses..." His gaze swept to the others around the table. "Oil financing, natural resources, consumer goods. It's all in chaos."

He turned back to Heinrich. "The digital economy is all that's left."

Heinrich nodded with satisfaction. "Exactly."

Ethan's voice was barely above a whisper. "It'll work."

"I have updated casualty figures," Lam said as he flipped through the pages in front of him.

Heinrich turned to him and shrugged. "Of course."

"The initial blasts will likely result in the deaths of twelve point seven million. The radiation, services, and infrastructure damage will lead to an additional nine million casualties over the following two weeks. After six months—and mind you this is highly speculative, between conflicts, the interruption of supply lines, the spreading of disease, and other factors—we are estimating a death toll of seventy-one point nine million," Lam read from the paper in front of him before looking up.

After a moment of silence, Laurent's voice came through the speakers, calm as discussing quarterly earnings: "Seventy-two million represents less than one percent of Harmony's user base. We deprecate larger legacy systems during platform migrations. This is simply... optimizing our architecture for the next iteration of human civilization."

Ethan smiled, the expression sliding back into place like a mask. He returned to his seat and took Esperanza's hand, squeezing it gently—both comfort and performance.

The world map with its red X’s disappeared, replaced by neutral blue displays. The door opened moments later, and Marc entered with the nervous energy of someone eager to impress. He carried a tablet and wore the expression of a man about to deliver the presentation of his career.

“Gentlemen! And ladies, of course.” Marc’s enthusiasm filled the room as he connected his tablet to the display system. “I’m so excited to share what we’ve accomplished with the tokenization protocol.”

Ethan felt a strange disconnect seeing Marc here—the same man who’d been living with his wife for months, sleeping beside her every night, now presenting the economic infrastructure for global domination to a room of conspirators planning nuclear attacks. The surreal layering of it all made his head spin.

“—using the MemeLord infrastructure as our backbone, we can achieve rapid tokenization of major assets. We’re talking weeks at most, possibly less—”

Weeks. Ethan’s attention snapped back. They would have their new economic system operational before the ports were destroyed, ready and waiting.

“—the beauty is in the scalability. Once we have the framework in place, anything can be tokenized. Real estate, commodities, even government bonds—”

Government bonds. Of governments that would be desperately seeking any functioning economic system after their ports turned to ash.

Marc clicked to his next slide with obvious pride, completely oblivious to the weight of what he was describing.

Heinrich applauded when Marc finished. Marc beamed with satisfaction.

Heinrich looked to Ethan. “Well, Ethan? Do you see any reason MemeLord couldn’t be utilized in such a way?”

As Ethan tried to find words, Esperanza stepped in smoothly.

“No. MemeLord was built for this kind of flexibility. Once we have the update, it shouldn’t take long.”

Ethan snapped back to focus and quickly ran the calculations. “We would need three of the distributed nodes to be fully updated. They would spread the update to the rest within hours.” He paused, his technical mind working despite the horror. “Honestly … the tokenization protocols might go even faster than Mr. Duval’s predictions.”

Heinrich smiled with satisfaction. “Excellent. Truthfully, I didn’t understand most of what you just said. Please work with Mr. Duval to see it happen.”

Ethan nodded. “Of course. Marc and I will speak after the meeting.”

Heinrich stood, signaling the end of the session. “Then we’re concluded. Thank you all for your time.” The others began to gather their materials, O’Malley’s screen flickering off, the casual atmosphere returning, as if they’d just discussed quarterly earnings rather than global annihilation.

Outside the meeting room, Marc waited with barely contained excitement. He practically bounced on his feet as Ethan and Esperanza approached.

“Ethan! That was incredible in there. I can’t believe Heinrich brought you into the inner circle so quickly.” Marc’s enthusiasm was infectious, his pride obvious. “I should apologize for not coming over to talk to you at the party last night. After everything I did to track you down and get you connected with Heinrich, I should have made sure you were settling in properly.”

Ethan managed a smile. “No need to apologize at all. Esperanza and I were focused on making our own introductions.”

Marc laughed. “Right! What a performance. Everyone was mesmerized.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “Actually … watching you two might have given me the boost I needed to have some fun of my own after you left. Speaking of which …” Marc waved toward the hallway. “Natasha, over here!”

She approached with that graceful confidence Ethan knew so well.

“Ethan, Esperanza, this is my girlfriend, Natasha. Natasha, these are the MemeLord creators.”

Ethan extended his hand, maintaining professional distance even as every instinct screamed to pull her close. Her fingers were steady in his, the handshake brief and appropriate. Just two strangers meeting at a business gathering.

“Marc’s told me so much about tracking you down,” Natasha said, her voice perfectly controlled. “He’s been excited about this collaboration for weeks.”

“He was very persistent,” Esperanza said warmly. “The encrypted messages were quite creative.”

Marc beamed with pride. “I knew if I could just get you connected with Heinrich, it would change everything. And after last night’s … introduction …” He cleared his throat, color rising in his cheeks. “Well, Heinrich’s obviously impressed.”

“You should have seen Marc after your performance,” Natasha added, her hand finding Marc’s arm in a gesture that looked natural but made Ethan’s jaw tighten. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so inspired.”

Heinrich approached their small group, his timing impeccable, as always. “Congratulations, Marc. Your taste in women remains excellent.” His eyes drifted down to Natasha’s feet with obvious appreciation. “I can see why you were so … distracted last evening.”

Heinrich turned to Ethan and Esperanza. “I wonder if I might have a word with you both? There are a few details we should discuss.”

They followed Heinrich into a smaller conference room. His pets waited inside, fully clothed, now in crisp business attire, their previous roles invisible beneath the professional façade. The young man stood by the window while the woman arranged documents on the table with practiced efficiency.

Sheikh Al-Rashid was already seated, scrolling through his phone with casual elegance. Amara Diallo sat across from him, reviewing what looked like geological surveys. Both looked up as Heinrich entered with Ethan and Esperanza.

Al-Rashid set down his phone with a flourish. “Ah, our newest partners! Your commitment yesterday evening was like watching the desert stars align—rare, beautiful, perfectly timed. The way you moved together spoke of souls united in purpose, bodies singing the ancient song of—”

“We were impressed,” Diallo interrupted with a slight smile.

Al-Rashid laughed, delighted. “See? They always do that.”

He leaned forward, his tone shifting to something more serious beneath the flowery language. “But in all sincerity, my friends, as wonderful as it is to have you both with us—your passion, your expertise, your obvious commitment to our cause—you are still, forgive the phrase, beautifully new to our circle. Like rare flowers that have just bloomed in our garden, we must tend to you carefully, nurture the bonds of trust that will—”

“So, of course, we need assurances,” Diallo cut him off, almost apologetically.

Heinrich stepped forward, his voice measured and reasonable. “You’re both intelligent. What would you do in our circumstances?”

Ethan and Esperanza looked at each other. A moment of silent communication passed between them.

Ethan sighed. “I don’t suppose we’re going to have much privacy before the ports go?”

Al-Rashid beamed. “You truly are as brilliant as a desert—”

“Yes, yes,” Heinrich cut him off with practiced efficiency. “I’m afraid I’ll be having my pets stay with both of you for the foreseeable future, and it would be best for you to remain in Buenos Aires. I assure you, your every need will be seen to, and we’ll have people bring you whatever you need from your homes.”

Ethan looked to Esperanza. They both knew that the only way out was through what situation was put in front of them. No matter how weird, no matter how morally compromising their actions would seem to the outside. They would do it.

The female pet walked over to them, positioning herself between Ethan and Esperanza. She threaded her arms through theirs so they stood locked together, a human chain of captivity disguised as companionship.

Esperanza looked down at their linked arms and shrugged. “Could be worse.”




Epilogue

Samuel Chang adjusted his headphones and checked the signal strength for the third time. “Still nothing.”

Patel looked up from his laptop. “Ten minutes now. Whatever that room is, it’s completely sealed.” He stood and walked to the hotel window, pushing aside the curtain to look down at the Buenos Aires street below. The surveillance equipment they’d spread across the small hotel room hummed quietly behind him.

The secure laptop chimed with an incoming call. Patel turned back from the window as Samuel clicked accept. Gabe’s face appeared on the screen, his expression unreadable.

“We’ve received orders to stand down the investigation,” Gabe said without preamble. “Effective immediately.”

Patel stopped moving. “What? From whom?”

“That’s the problem. I don’t know, and I can’t get straight answers from anyone about it.” Gabe’s jaw tightened. “When I try to push back, people who should be on my side suddenly become unavailable. My direct supervisor won’t take my calls.”

“What does that mean?” Samuel asked.

“Most likely that everyone has been told by someone above them to not talk about it. And that someone has been told by someone above them.” Gabe rubbed his face. “The agency only gets this paralyzed when someone from Congress or even the White House throws their weight around.”

“How do we get our people out?” Patel asked.

“We don’t.”

Samuel stared at the screen. “What?”

“As far as the records I’m turning in go … we don’t have any assets in the field. I don’t know what’s happening, but I’m not going to pull out our people until they’ve accomplished their mission.”

“They won’t have any support,” Patel said.

Gabe’s expression didn’t change. “You two are on vacation in Buenos Aires, right?”

Samuel and Patel looked at each other.

“I’m thinking I could use a good steak, too.”
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