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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

Writing these books pushed me in new directions. Combining erotic romance with espionage required more intricate plotting than I'm used to, but I loved the challenge.

When I write hotwife-themed fiction, there's always a desire to bring something new to readers. In blending genres, I don't always meet the exacting expectations of those who have a specific cuckolding itch that needs scratching. Purists have emailed me about previous books to argue about the definition of "cuckolding" or whether a character acted "ethically." I appreciate their passion, I really do. But in the end, I just want to write engaging, sexy stories that deal with complex psychologies, exhibitionism, voyeurism, and sexual exploration. If in the process I don't perfectly scratch a reader's need for "hot cuckolding action" or "beta-husband submits to bull," I can only apologize with a wink 😉.

I'll keep producing those stories alongside these more artistically adventurous ones, and I'm so grateful you've come along for the ride.

As I write this, I'm already deep into book eight of the Shared Wives universe. I hope you'll stick around for more.

Thanks for reading.

Much Love
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Part Two

A "Shared Wives" Novel

By Raven Merlot




Chapter One – Golden Cage

The sun woke her at 7:23, like it had for the past four days. Not an alarm. Not thunder. But a rectangle of Caribbean light sliding across white sheets until it found her face, as patient and precise as a compass needle.

Natasha opened her eyes without moving her head. The ceiling was pristine—no water stains, no hairline cracks, no evidence that anything had ever gone wrong in this room. She counted the wooden beams. Eight. Same as yesterday.

She slid out of bed like someone leaving a crime scene—quietly, even though she didn’t need to. The compound was designed for privacy—thick walls, soundproofing, distance between buildings. But old habits. She moved on the balls of her feet across cool marble floors toward the floor-to-ceiling windows.

Outside, the ocean was flat as hammered metal. No boats. No planes. No evidence of a world beyond the carefully manicured palms and infinity pool. She pressed her forehead against the glass, breathed a small circle of fog onto the surface, then watched it disappear.

In the mirror across the room, she caught a glimpse of herself. Oversized white cotton nightgown, bare legs, hair loose around her shoulders. She looked like someone on vacation. Someone with nowhere urgent to be.

She pulled the nightgown over her head and let it fall to the floor.

*** 

The pool was exactly 78 degrees. She knew because she’d asked Miguel, the groundskeeper, yesterday. He’d smiled and said “Perfecto, sí?” like temperature was a personal achievement.

She dove in without testing the water first. The shock of submersion, even at 78 degrees, was something she could control. Twenty laps, freestyle, breathing every third stroke like she’d learned in high school. Her form was decent. Clean. Efficient.

The water tasted faintly of salt—natural, not chlorinated. Of course. Even the pool was luxurious here.

She floated on her back afterward, arms spread, letting the sun dry the water from her face. Above, a hawk circled lazily. She wondered if it was real or part of the ecosystem Rafael maintained to make this place feel wild instead of manufactured.

From the pool deck, she could see the main house—low, sprawling, designed to disappear into the landscape. Sustainable architecture. Solar panels hidden behind decorative screening. The kind of place featured in magazines about responsible wealth.

She pulled herself out and wrapped a thick towel around her waist. Egyptian cotton. Probably cost more than her monthly salary back in D.C.

Back in D.C., where Ethan was probably microwaving coffee and reading those endless briefings he never talked about. Where her cubicle was collecting dust and Karen-with-an-E was probably redistributing her workload to unpaid interns.

She shook her head. No. Not yet.

*** 

Breakfast appeared without her asking. Fresh fruit, yogurt, coffee in a French press, orange juice that tasted like it had been squeezed minutes ago. Maria, the housekeeper, set everything on the small table outside Natasha’s bungalow with the same wordless efficiency she’d shown every morning.

“Gracias,” Natasha said.

Maria smiled and nodded. “De nada, señora.”

Señora. Not señorita. Interesting choice.

The coffee was perfect. She didn’t have to microwave it, or add oat milk, or settle for lukewarm mediocrity. She could have asked for it differently—stronger, sweeter, with cream—and it would have appeared exactly as requested.

That was the thing about this place. Everything worked. Everything was beautiful. Everything was exactly what you’d want if you’d thought to want it.

She ate slowly, watching the gardeners trim hedges that already looked perfect. One of them glanced up and nodded politely. She raised her coffee cup in acknowledgment.

Such a normal gesture. Such a lie.

*** 

By 10:30, she was dressed—linen pants, silk blouse, leather sandals that had been waiting in her closet when she’d arrived. Everything fit perfectly. Rafael’s attention to detail was unsettling in its thoroughness.

She walked to the main house for her massage appointment. The path was crushed shell and coral, designed to be easy on bare feet but substantial enough for shoes. Even the walkways were considerate.

The spa room smelled like eucalyptus and sea salt. Soft music played—not the generic meditation sounds she was used to, but something with strings and subtle percussion. Sophisticated. Expensive.

“Señora Clarke?” The masseuse was young, maybe mid-twenties, with careful hands and professional distance. “I am Esperanza. Please, make yourself comfortable.”

Natasha undressed and lay face-down on the table. The sheets were warm. Of course they were.

Esperanza’s hands found every knot of tension Natasha had been carrying. In her shoulders from hunching over spreadsheets. In her lower back from sleeping on an old mattress. In her neck from months of careful, controlled conversations with Ethan about nothing important.

“You hold much stress here,” Esperanza said softly, working at a particularly tight spot near her shoulder blade.

“Work,” Natasha said. It wasn’t entirely untrue.

“Sí, I understand. Many guests come here very tense. But the island, it helps you release what you do not need.”

The island. As if this were a resort. As if she were here by choice.

“How long have you worked here?” Natasha asked.

“Three years. Señor Rafael, he is very good employer. Fair. Generous.”

Natasha said nothing. Let Esperanza interpret her silence however she wanted.

The massage lasted an hour. When it was over, Natasha felt loose-limbed and clearheaded in a way she hadn’t experienced in months. Another small kindness that felt like a trap.

*** 

The tailor arrived after lunch. A thin man with kind eyes and measuring tape draped around his neck like a stethoscope.

“For the dinner tonight,” he explained in careful English. “Señor Rafael wishes you to have something special.”

He measured her with professional discretion—waist, hips, shoulders, inseam. His hands were quick and impersonal. She stood still and let him work, watching herself in the full-length mirror he’d brought.

“Very good proportions,” he said. “The dress will be beautiful on you.”

“What kind of dress?”

“Something elegant. Classic. You will see.”

She wondered if Rafael had described what he wanted, or if the tailor was working from photographs. Either possibility felt invasive.

After he left, she spent the afternoon reading. The bungalow had an impressive library—fiction, nonfiction, poetry in three languages. She chose a paperback thriller from the shelf, something about international arms dealers and betrayal. The irony wasn’t lost on her.

But she couldn’t concentrate. The words blurred together. Her mind kept circling back to the same questions: How long did Rafael plan to keep her here? What did he want from her? What was Ethan doing to find her?

And underneath those practical concerns, something else. Something that felt dangerously close to curiosity.

What would it be like to just … stay? To let herself be taken care of? To stop fighting for control she’d never really had anyway?

The thought made her stomach clench. Not with fear. With something worse.

*** 

The dress arrived at six p.m., delivered by Maria with the same quiet efficiency as everything else. Navy blue silk, knee-length, cut to skim her body without clinging. Sophisticated without being flashy. It fit like it had been made for her.

Because it had been.

She put on makeup—not much, just enough to look intentional. The bathroom was stocked with high-end cosmetics, all in the right shades for her skin tone. Another detail Rafael had gotten exactly right.

In the mirror, she looked like someone going to dinner at an expensive restaurant. Someone with plans. Someone in control of her evening.

She practiced smiling. It looked more natural than she’d expected.

*** 

Rafael was waiting in the dining room when she arrived. He stood when she entered, a gesture so automatic it seemed unconscious. He wore a white linen shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, dark pants. Casual but considered. Handsome in that effortless way that probably took significant effort.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

“Thank you.”

The dining room overlooked the ocean. Candles flickered on the table. Wine was already poured, something red and expensive-looking. Classical music played softly in the background.

It looked like a seduction. It felt like a performance.

“How was your day?” he asked, pulling out her chair.

“Restful.” She sat down, smoothing the silk dress over her knees. “The massage was lovely. Esperanza has good hands.”

“She’s been with us for several years. Very skilled.”

Us. As if this were a shared enterprise. As if she belonged here.

The first course appeared—some kind of seafood terrine with delicate garnishes. She ate without tasting, watching Rafael cut his food with precise movements. His hands were steady. No nervous energy. No tells.

“The dress fits well,” he said.

“Your tailor is very good.”

“He’s made things for you before.”

She looked up. “Excuse me?”

“In Valencia. That summer. The white dress you wore to the beach party. He made that, too.”

She set down her fork, staring at him. “You’re joking.”

“Miguel Torres. He was just starting out then. I remembered his work. When I needed someone I could trust …”

The implication hung in the air. Rafael had been thinking about that summer—about her—long enough to track down a tailor from fifteen years ago. Long enough to remember what she’d worn to a party she barely recalled.

“That’s”—she searched for the right word—“excessive.”

He shrugged. “I’m thorough.”

They ate in silence for several minutes. Natasha tried to process what he’d told her. The level of planning. The attention to detail. The way her past had been catalogued, preserved, and weaponized.

“You don’t have to pretend yet,” Rafael said suddenly.

She looked up. “What?”

“This.” He gestured between them. “The dress, the dinner, the conversation. You don’t have to pretend to enjoy it yet. Let’s let the dust settle first.”

The words hit like a slap. Heat rose in her cheeks—not embarrassment, but anger. Clean, sharp, and clarifying.

“You think I’m pretending?”

“I think you’re very good at adapting to circumstances. It’s a survival skill. But we both know why you’re here.”

“Do we?”

He leaned back in his chair, studying her face. “You’re angry.”

“I’m many things.”

“Good. Anger is honest. I can work with honest.”

She set down her wine glass carefully. “And what exactly do you want to work toward?”

“That depends on you.”

“Does it?”

“More than you may think.”

She wanted to ask what that meant. Instead, she reached for her wine, taking a longer sip than necessary. The silence stretched between them, not uncomfortable exactly, but loaded.

“Men like you don’t give trust easily,” she said finally.

“No, we don’t.”

“It’ll take more than sex for you to trust me.”

Something shifted in his expression. Surprise, maybe. Or recognition.

“Yes,” he said. “It will.”

She leaned forward slightly. Let her voice drop. “We could try it anyway.”

For a moment, she thought he might say yes. His eyes moved to her mouth then back to her eyes. She could feel the pull between them—not just attraction, but something more complicated. History. Chemistry. The dangerous appeal of people who understood how to play the same games.

Then he shook his head. “Not tonight.”

The rejection stung more than it should have. A few weeks ago, in her pre-my-husband-is-a-spy days, she might have felt relieved. Grateful, even. But now she was looking for somewhere to assert control over her future, and he’d just closed a door she’d been counting on.

“I see.”

“Do you?”

She smiled, but it felt sharp around the edges. “You’re worried I’m not genuine. That I’m just trying to manipulate you.”

“Aren’t you?”

“At least I haven’t paid off your oldest friend and drugged you.”

He laughed—a genuine sound that surprised them both. “Fair point.”

They finished dinner, making careful conversation about safe topics—the food, the weather, books they’d both read. When the plates were cleared, Rafael walked her back to her bungalow. At the door, he kissed her cheek.

“Sleep well, Natasha.”

“Good night.”

She watched him walk away, hands in his pockets, unhurried. A man with all the time in the world.

She kicked off the heels and let them fall next to the pair she’d been wearing when she’d been taken. The sound echoed in the quiet space—two small thuds that felt like punctuation marks.

She unzipped the dress then hung it carefully in the closet next to the other clothes Rafael had provided. The silk was wrinkled where she’d been sitting, but it would probably steam out overnight in the humid air.

In the bathroom, she washed her face with expensive cleanser, brushed her teeth with a toothbrush that had been waiting for her, and used night cream that cost more than her monthly Metro pass. The routine felt both familiar and foreign—the same actions, different context.

When she was finished, she walked back to the closet.

Her original clothes hung at one end—the jeans and sweater she’d been wearing when Maya had drugged her, the coat she’d grabbed on her way out that night. They looked shabby next to the designer pieces Rafael had chosen. Ordinary. Real.

She pulled them out systematically. Checked every pocket, every seam, every fold. The purse next—she’d done this before, trying to see if there was anything else from her old life.

She hung everything back up, arranged the new clothes exactly as they’d been, then turned off the lights and slipped between sheets that smelled faintly of lavender.

Outside, waves lapped against the shore in a rhythm that should have been soothing. She stared at the ceiling and counted the wooden beams again. Eight.

Tomorrow, she would swim twenty laps. Eat breakfast on her terrace. Maybe read by the pool. Submit to whatever small luxuries Rafael had planned for her.

One day her husband was going to come here and kill the man who abducted her.

She would do whatever it took to survive until then.




Chapter Two – Steam Dreams

The sauna was tucked behind the main house, accessible through a stone path lined with flowering vines that smelled like jasmine and rain. Natasha had discovered it on her second day but hadn’t used it yet. Today felt different. The massage wasn’t until eleven, and she needed something to settle the restless energy that had kept her awake past midnight.

The structure was beautiful—cedar and glass, designed to look like it had grown from the landscape rather than been built on it. Steam leaked from the edges of the door, and she could hear the soft hiss of water hitting heated stones.

She pushed the door open just as someone inside poured water over the stones.

Steam erupted in a thick, blinding cloud, and the heat hit her like a wall. Through the white haze, she could make out the silhouette of another woman—slender, sitting upright on the far bench. The figure was indistinct, wavering through the steam like a mirage.

“Excusez-moi,” came a voice through the vapor. French accent, soft but clear. “I was just leaving.”

Natasha stepped aside as the woman moved toward the door, still mostly obscured by steam. All she caught was a glimpse of short blonde hair and the graceful way she moved—confident, unhurried.

“Merci,” the woman said as she brushed past, and then she was gone.

Natasha stood alone in the settling steam, heart suddenly racing. That voice. That hair. The way she’d moved …

No, it couldn’t be.

But the memory hit her, anyway—Valencia, that summer. A woman with honey-blonde hair and green eyes, who’d joined Rafael and Natasha in his bed. Elise. The one who’d touched her with such confidence, such knowing precision. The one who’d helped her discover things about herself she’d never imagined.

That night had been transformative—the first time she’d been with a woman, the first time she’d understood what it meant to be shared, desired, claimed by two people at once.

She’d never seen Elise again after Valencia. Had assumed she was just a beautiful stranger passing through Rafael’s life the way she’d passed through his bed—briefly, intensely, then gone forever.

But if that had been Elise in the sauna …

Natasha pushed open the sauna door and looked both ways down the stone path. Nothing. No sign of blonde hair or graceful movement. Just empty walkways and the sound of birds in the flowering vines.

She stood there for a long moment, towel clutched around herself, wondering if the steam had made her imagine things. If her mind was playing tricks, conjuring ghosts from a past she’d tried so hard to compartmentalize.

But the accent had been real. The hair had been real.

And if it was real, then Rafael’s reach was even more extensive than she’d imagined.

Natasha sat alone amongst the steam for ten minutes, but the relaxation was gone. Her mind raced through possibilities. Was it really Elise? Or just someone who happened to share her features? And if it was Elise, what were the chances of her being here, now, in Rafael’s compound?

Zero. The chances were zero, unless Rafael had orchestrated it.

She wrapped the towel around herself and stepped back into the morning air, which felt almost cool after the intensity of the sauna.

As she walked back toward her bungalow, she found herself scanning the compound grounds, looking for another glimpse of light hair and elegant shoulders.

She didn’t see her again.

*** 

By the time she reached the spa room for her massage, Natasha felt wound tight. The encounter in the sauna had left her unsettled in ways she couldn’t quite name. Everything here felt orchestrated, but this felt different. More personal. More invasive.

“Buenos días, Señora Clarke,” Esperanza said with her usual warm professionalism. “How are you feeling today?”

“Fine,” Natasha said, though it wasn’t quite true. “Maybe a little tense.”

“Ah, sí. I can help with that. Please, make yourself comfortable.”

Natasha undressed and lay face-down on the table. The sheets were warm, like always. The room smelled like eucalyptus and sea salt, like always. But today, she found herself hyperaware of every detail, every choice Rafael had made to create this environment.

Esperanza’s hands found the knots in her shoulders with practiced precision. “You have more tension today than yesterday,” she observed. “Something is troubling you?”

“Just thinking too much.”

“Thinking can be very stressful. Sometimes the body knows better than the mind what it needs.”

Esperanza worked in silence for several minutes, her hands moving with that perfect balance of firmness and care. Despite herself, Natasha began to relax. The massage was genuinely therapeutic, not just performative luxury.

“Turn over, please,” Esperanza said softly.

Natasha rolled onto her back, adjusting the sheet to cover her chest. Esperanza began working on her arms then moved to her legs. Her touch was professional but thorough, fingers working along Natasha’s calves then thighs.

As Esperanza’s hands moved higher, closer to the edge of the sheet, Natasha felt her breath catch slightly. Not from discomfort—from something else entirely.

“You hold tension here, too,” Esperanza said, her hands working the muscles of Natasha’s inner thighs. “Very common for women who spend too much time sitting at desks.”

Her touch was clinical but intimate, and Natasha found herself thinking about the woman in the sauna. About Elise. About that night in Valencia when everything had felt electric and forbidden.

“I could help you release this tension,” Esperanza said quietly, her hands still working the muscles near Natasha’s hip bones. “If you would like. It is very relaxing. Very … natural.”

The offer hung in the air between them. Esperanza’s hands had stilled, waiting.

Natasha’s heart was beating faster now. She could feel heat rising in her chest, her face. The arousal was unexpected and unwelcome and undeniable.

“I …” She cleared her throat. “No. Thank you, but no.”

Esperanza’s hands resumed their professional movement without the slightest change in rhythm or pressure. “Of course. Perhaps next time.”

Perhaps next time. As if it were as normal as offering a deeper tissue massage or a different oil blend.

Esperanza finished working on her legs then moved to her feet. Her touch was exactly as professional as it had been before the offer, as if nothing unusual had been suggested at all.

When the massage was over, Natasha felt loose-limbed but somehow more tense than when she’d started. As she dressed, she was acutely aware of her own body—the way the silk blouse felt against her skin, the way her pulse was still elevated.

“Same time tomorrow?” Esperanza asked as she cleaned oil from her hands.

“Yes,” Natasha said. “Same time.”

Walking back to her bungalow, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just failed some kind of test. Or passed one, depending on who was keeping score.

*** 

She spent the afternoon trying to read, but her mind kept wandering. To the woman in the sauna. To Esperanza’s casual offer. To the way her body had responded despite her mental refusal.

When evening came, she dressed for dinner with more care than usual. Not because she wanted to impress Rafael, she told herself, but because she needed to feel in control of something.

The dress was burgundy silk this time, delivered that afternoon with the same wordless efficiency as everything else. It fit perfectly, like she’d known it would.

Rafael was waiting in the dining room, already seated with a glass of wine. He stood when she entered, but there was something different about his expression tonight. More focused. More intent.

“You look beautiful,” he said, pulling out her chair.

“Thank you.”

He poured wine for her, something red and complex that probably cost more than her monthly rent back in D.C. She took a sip and tasted blackberries and something earthy she couldn’t identify.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Relaxing,” she said. “I tried the sauna this morning.”

Something flickered in his expression. “And?”

“It was lovely. Very … atmospheric.”

“Good. I’m glad you’re taking advantage of the amenities.”

The first course arrived—some kind of fish carpaccio with delicate citrus notes. She ate without really tasting, hyperaware of Rafael’s attention.

“You seem different tonight,” he said after several minutes of careful silence.

“Different how?”

“More present. More”—he paused, searching for the right word—“aware.”

She set down her fork and met his eyes. “Aware of what?”

“That you have choices here. More than you might have realized.”

The words felt loaded with meaning she couldn’t quite decode. Was he talking about Esperanza? About the woman in the sauna? About something else entirely?

“I’ve always known I have choices,” she said carefully.

“Have you?” He leaned back in his chair, studying her face. “Or have you been operating under the assumption that you’re a prisoner here?”

“Aren’t I?”

“That depends on how you choose to see it.”

They finished the main course—perfectly prepared lamb with herbs she couldn’t identify—in relative silence. When the plates were cleared, Rafael poured more wine.

“You know,” he said conversationally, “when we were in Valencia, you surprised me.”

Her pulse quickened. “How so?”

“Your openness. Your willingness to explore. Most people think they know their own boundaries until they’re tested.”

“And you think my boundaries are being tested now?”

“I think you’re starting to realize that the boundaries you thought were fixed might be more … flexible than you believed.”

She felt heat rise in her cheeks. Not embarrassment, but something more complicated. “You seem very confident about what I’m realizing.”

“I’m observant. And I remember those nights very clearly.”

Of course he did. Of course he remembered every detail, just like he remembered what she’d worn to a party she barely recalled.

“That was a long time ago,” she said.

“Yes. But some things don’t change. Some hungers don’t fade.”

The word hung in the air between them. Hunger. Not desire, not attraction—something more primal. More honest.

“You think you know what I’m hungry for?”

“I think you’re starting to figure that out yourself.”

They looked at each other across the candlelit table, and Natasha felt something shift. Not submission, exactly, but a kind of recognition. He was right about one thing—she was becoming more aware. Of her body, of her desires, of the ways this place was designed to strip away the careful control she’d built around herself.

“And if I am?” she asked quietly.

“Then we can talk about what comes next.”

When dinner was over, he walked her back to her bungalow, as usual. But at the door, instead of kissing her cheek, he paused.

“Sleep well, Natasha. And think about what you want.”

She watched him disappear into the darkness then went inside and closed the door behind her.

In her bathroom, she went through her nightly routine with the same mechanical precision as always. But tonight, as she washed her face, she caught herself thinking about Esperanza’s hands. About the way her pulse had quickened when those skilled fingers had moved along her inner thighs.

She thought about the woman in the sauna, about the way steam had curled around her elegant profile. About whether Rafael had arranged that encounter, and if so, what he’d hoped she would take from it. She thought about his words: Some hungers don’t fade.

In the closet, she pulled out her original clothes with less urgency than usual. The search felt more like ritual now than genuine hope—a way of maintaining connection to her life before, to Ethan, to the woman she used to be.

She checked the pockets, the crevices. Nothing, like always. But as she hung everything back up, she found herself looking at the designer clothes Rafael had provided. Beautiful things. Expensive things. Things that made her feel desirable and powerful when she wore them.

Things that were slowly becoming familiar.

She turned off the lights and slipped into bed, but sleep didn’t come easily. Outside, the waves lapped against the shore in their endless rhythm, and she stared at the ceiling, counting wooden beams.

Eight. Always eight.

Tomorrow, there would be another massage. Another opportunity to say yes or no. Another choice to make about who she was becoming in this place.

Perhaps next time, Esperanza had said.

Perhaps.

The word followed her into restless dreams where boundaries dissolved like steam and hunger was the only truth that mattered.




Chapter Three – Shoe Fetish

One more day.

The thought came automatically as Natasha opened her eyes, sunlight already streaming through the gauze curtains. She’d been here four days now. Four days of luxury that felt increasingly like a beautiful trap.

She rolled out of bed and pulled on workout clothes—black leggings and a sports bra that had cost more than most people’s weekly groceries. Everything here was expensive, carefully curated. Even her captivity came with thread counts most people only dreamed of.

The treadmill in her suite hummed quietly as she set a punishing pace. Six miles. Her body craved the discipline, the familiar burn in her muscles that reminded her she was still herself, still in control of something. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she pushed harder, watching the numbers climb on the digital display. The rhythm helped her think.

Rafael hadn’t visited since their conversation two days ago. No dinners, no walks, no carefully orchestrated encounters. Just silence. She’d seen him from her balcony, moving through the compound with his usual purposeful stride, but always accompanied by others, always busy.

Which meant something was coming.

After her shower, she wrapped herself in the plush robe and headed to the spa level. Esperanza had mentioned she was available if Natasha ever wanted another session. Today, with tension coiled tight in her shoulders and nothing but empty hours ahead, she found herself hoping the woman would be there.

The spa was quiet, warm light filtering through frosted windows. The scent of eucalyptus and lavender hung in the air. Natasha had been hoping to catch another glimpse of Elise in the sauna, but the space was empty except for Esperanza, who was folding towels near the massage table.

“Señora.” Esperanza looked up with that same gentle smile. “You look tense today.”

“I am.” Natasha didn’t see the point in pretending otherwise.

“Would you like another massage? I have time now.”

There was something in the way Esperanza asked—patient, knowing, as if she understood that Natasha might want more than just her muscles worked today.

“Yes,” Natasha said quietly. “I think I would.”

Esperanza smiled. Her bright white teeth gleamed past her full lips.

Natasha had noticed how attractive Esperanza was before, of course. But as Esperanza walked in front of her, leading her to the massage room, Natasha allowed herself to look at the sway of her body as she walked, at the generous curves hinted at beneath the type of outfit spa workers wore all over the world.

The room was the same as before, dimly lit with candles flickering in the corners.

Natasha undressed slowly, folding her clothes with unnecessary care, giving herself time to decide what she wanted from this encounter.

When she lay face-down on the table, Esperanza’s hands were warm and slick with oil. The massage began innocently enough—skilled fingers working the knots from her shoulders, her lower back. But gradually, the touches became longer, more deliberate. Esperanza ’s palms smoothed down her spine, over the curve of her ass, lingering.

“Is this okay?” Esperanza asked softly.

Natasha’s breath caught. “Yes.”

The woman’s hands grew bolder. Oil-slicked fingers traced the edge of Natasha’s hip then lower, brushing the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. When Natasha didn’t protest, Esperanza’s touch became more purposeful.

The pretense of the massage dissipated as one of Esperanza’s hands pushed deeply into Natasha’s ass cheeks while her fingers trailed upward from her inner thigh, brushing past her lower lips.

“Turn over,” she whispered.

Natasha obeyed, suddenly hyperaware of her own nakedness, of the way Esperanza’s dark eyes traveled over her body with obvious appreciation.

“You’re beautiful,” Esperanza murmured, her hands moving to Natasha’s breasts, thumbs circling her nipples until they hardened. “So tense. Let me help you relax.”

Natasha looked down, and the contrast between Esperanza’s dark hands and Natasha’s pale breasts and pink nipples led to a near gush of arousal.

One hand continued to work her left breast while the other trailed lower, across her belly, down to the trimmed hair between her legs. When Esperanza’s fingers parted her, Natasha was already wet.

“Oh,” she breathed, her hips lifting involuntarily as Esperanza found her clit.

The woman worked with expert precision, two fingers sliding inside while her thumb maintained steady pressure on the sensitive bundle of nerves above. Natasha’s hands fisted in the sheet beneath her, her breathing becoming ragged.

Natasha’s left hand stretched out and made contact with Esperanza’s ass. Natasha opened her eyes self-consciously. She withdrew her hand but saw Esperanza smile. The masseuse took Natasha’s hand and placed it back onto her ass.

“Something for señora to hold onto,” Esperanza said, smiling.

She returned to her ministrations as Natasha’s right hand balled into a fist and her left hand squeezed Esperanza’s round, firm ass.

“That’s it,” Esperanza encouraged, her accent thick with arousal. “Let go.”

The fingers inside her curled, finding the spot that made Natasha gasp and arch off the table. Esperanza’s rhythm was perfect—steady, insistent, building the pressure until Natasha felt herself climbing toward release.

She was close, so close, her thighs trembling and a desperate sound building in her throat, when suddenly—

Knock. Knock. Knock

“Mierda,” she whispered, pulling away. “I’m sorry, señora. I have to—”

Natasha lay there, chest heaving, her body still thrumming with unfulfilled need as Esperanza had a hushed conversation in Spanish with whomever had knocked on the door.

“Señor Sorin has arrived,” Esperanza said, already moving toward the door. “I must prepare the guest villa. I’m so sorry!” Just before she disappeared through the door, she looked back at Natasha and whispered, “I lost track of the time.”

And then she was gone, leaving Natasha naked and aching on the massage table.

Sorin.

Natasha pulled the robe around herself with shaking hands and made her way back to her suite. From her balcony, she had a clear view of the compound’s main entrance—iron gates set into high stone walls, flanked by security cameras and discreetly armed guards.

She didn’t have to wait long.

The car that pulled through the gates was a study in understated luxury—a black sedan that probably cost more than most people’s homes. It moved with the smooth silence of German engineering, coming to a stop in the circular drive below.

Rafael appeared first, descending the front steps with Elise—it was Elise!—beside him. Both were dressed impeccably—Rafael in a charcoal suit, Elise in a cream-colored dress that probably came from a Parisian boutique. They looked like they were greeting royalty.

The car door opened, and Sorin emerged.

Even from her balcony, Natasha could see why Rafael treated him as an equal. He was tall—taller than Rafael, which was saying something—with the kind of presence that commanded attention without effort. His suit was perfectly tailored, his movements precise and confident. Everything about him spoke of power, of someone accustomed to being the most dangerous person in any room.

He removed his sunglasses, scanning the compound with the systematic attention of a man who noticed everything. His gaze moved across the gardens, the outbuildings, the various levels of the main house.

And then his eyes found her balcony.

Found her.

Natasha stood perfectly still, aware that she was visible in her white robe, her hair still damp from the shower. A smart woman would have stepped back, retreated into the shadows. But something made her stay exactly where she was.

Sorin looked at her for a long moment, his expression unreadable at this distance. Then he said something to Rafael, who glanced up toward her balcony and nodded.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t hide. She let him look.

When Sorin finally turned away, following Rafael toward the house, Natasha realized she’d been holding her breath.

Whatever game was being played here, the stakes had just gotten higher.

*** 

That evening, a note arrived with her dinner tray. Rafael’s handwriting, elegant and precise.

Apologies. Dinner postponed. ~ R.

The meal was exquisite—seared duck breast with cherry gastrique, roasted vegetables that probably came from the compound’s own garden, wine that had likely been aging longer than she’d been alive. She managed perhaps three bites before pushing the plate away.

Her appetite had vanished the moment she’d seen Sorin’s eyes on her.

She spent the evening on her balcony, watching the guest villa. Lights came on in windows, shadows moved behind curtains. At one point, she thought she saw a familiar silhouette—tall, broad-shouldered—standing at a window on the second floor.

Looking back at her.

But when she blinked, the figure was gone.

*** 

Later, as she prepared for bed, Natasha thought about how she’d seen remarkably little electronic communication. No cell phones, no laptops visible in common areas. Even the staff seemed to communicate through whispered conversations and handwritten notes. 

Rafael's nonchalance when they arrived at the compound was astounding. She had no idea exactly where she was, but he'd assured her electronic signals were difficult to to detect here, and inside the compound it was basically the 1980's. No WiFi, no cell towers, nothing to connect them to the outside world. 

Everything here was carefully controlled. Isolated.

Her gaze fell on her purse—the expensive leather bag that had been with her the night she’d been taken. Rafael had torn it open to show her Ethan’s tracking device, the one he’d never told her about.

Now, staring at the damaged bag, a thought occurred to her. Her mind had acknowledged the possibility, but she’d stopped short of articulating it to herself. It was too much to hope for.

If Ethan had hidden one device …

Her hands moved almost without conscious thought, fingers probing the torn lining, feeling along seams and hidden pockets.

Nothing.

She moved to her cosmetics bag, unscrewing lipstick tubes, checking the bottoms of compacts.

Still nothing.

Frustrated, she turned to her clothing. Expensive pieces that had been carefully selected for this trip—lingerie, dresses, shoes. She ran her fingers along every seam, every piece of hardware, everything! She became breathless with desperation. She’d been through everything already. She’d checked every night and had found nothing.

She felt a scream welling up inside her chest. She tore the towel off of her just to do something. Then she sat on the floor, next to her closet, and saw the shoes she was wearing the night Rafael took her.

She’d never looked at the shoes.

She started examining one of her stilettos—black patent leather with a thin heel—when she noticed something odd. The heel felt loose, just slightly. She didn’t know if she was imagining it and pulled on the heel. When it didn’t give, she twisted it and felt it give. She breathed in and gave a final twist, using her full upper body.

Snap.

Her heart began to pound.

A small black disk fell out of the hole where the heel used to meet the shoe. Natasha stared at it in her palm, her vision blurring with sudden tears.

Before the emotion could overwhelm her completely, her training—Ethan’s training—kicked in. She moved quickly to the bathroom and turned on the shower, letting the sound of rushing water mask any noise she might make. Only then did she allow herself to completely break down.

She sank to the floor, clutching the transmitter against her chest as tears streamed down her face. They came in waves: relief that Ethan had tried to protect her, frustration at her situation, fear of what was coming, and something else. Something that felt almost like gratitude for this tiny piece of hope.

The tears weren’t just about the device. They were about Esperanza’s touch, about feeling human again after days of beautiful isolation.

What would Ethan do now?

The question steadied her. She wiped her eyes and studied the transmitter more carefully. It was sophisticated, probably military grade. But sophisticated or not, it wouldn’t do any good inside a compound that was almost certainly shielded against electronic signals.

But if she could get it outside the walls …

If she could get it to someone who might carry it away from here …

She looked toward the guest villa, where new lights had appeared in the windows. Sorin was there now, probably planning whatever came next in this elaborate game.

She thought about the way he’d looked at her from the courtyard. Direct. Assessing. Interested.

Natasha stood slowly, her legs still shaky but her mind clearing. She had something valuable now. Something Ethan could use to find her. She just had to be smart about how she used it.

The shower continued to run behind her as she stared out the bathroom window toward the guest villa. Somewhere in that building was a man who could probably have her killed with a word. But he was also someone who might leave the compound. Someone who might carry a small transmitter with him when he went.

She turned off the shower and walked back to her bedroom, the device hidden carefully in her closed fist.

I need to get close.




Chapter Four – Pool Shark

The next morning, Natasha chose her outfit with deliberate care—a white bikini that left little to the imagination, paired with a sheer coverup that managed to reveal more than it concealed. If she was going to get Sorin’s attention, subtlety wouldn’t serve her.

The pool area was perfect—visible from multiple levels of both the main house and the guest villa. She arranged herself on a chaise lounge with a book she had no intention of reading, letting the morning sun warm her skin.

For nearly an hour, nothing happened. Then, from the corner of her eye, she caught movement in one of the guest villa windows. A shadow behind the glass, too distant to make out clearly, but she had the distinct feeling of being watched.

She shifted on the lounge chair, arching her back as she reached for her water glass. The movement was calculated, designed to showcase the curve of her spine, the length of her legs.

Twenty minutes later, footsteps approached across the stone patio.

“Good morning.”

The voice was deeper than Rafael’s, with an accent she couldn’t quite place. Eastern European, perhaps, but refined by years of international living.

Natasha looked up, shading her eyes with one hand. “Good morning.”

Sorin stood at the edge of her shade, still in the morning sunlight. Up close, he was even more imposing than she’d realized from her balcony. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of presence that seemed to take up more space than his physical form should allow. His hair was dark with threads of silver at the temples, and his eyes were the pale blue of winter sky.

He was also, she had to admit, devastatingly handsome.

“I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced,” he said. “Viktor Sorin.”

“Natasha.” She sat up slightly, letting the cover-up slip from her shoulder. “I saw you arrive yesterday.”

His smile was slight but genuine. “And I saw you watching. From your balcony.”

Heat crept up her neck. “Was I that obvious?”

“Refreshingly so.” He gestured to the empty chair beside her. “May I?”

She nodded, watching as he settled into the chair with the fluid grace of a predator. Even relaxed, there was something coiled about him, ready.

“You’re American,” he observed.

“Guilty as charged.”

“And how are you finding your stay here?” There was something in his tone that suggested he knew exactly what kind of stay it was.

“The accommodations are … exceptional.”

He laughed, a rich sound that transformed his face entirely. “Diplomatic. I like that.” His gaze traveled over her deliberately, appreciatively. “Rafael mentioned you were intelligent. He didn’t mention you were stunning.”

The compliment was delivered with the confidence of a man who was used to being listened to, believed, and obeyed. Natasha felt a flutter of genuine attraction beneath her calculated response.

“That’s very kind.”

“It’s honest.” He leaned back in his chair, studying her. “You seem different from Rafael’s usual … companions.”

“How so?”

“More real. Less performed.” His pale eyes held hers. “I suspect there’s quite a lot more to you than what appears on the surface.”

“Isn’t there always?”

“Not in my experience.” He stood, brushing an imaginary piece of lint from his perfectly pressed pants. “Perhaps you would join Rafael and me for dinner tonight? I find myself curious to learn more about the mysterious American.”

Natasha’s pulse quickened. This was exactly what she’d hoped for. “I’d like that.”

“Excellent. Eight o’clock.” He paused, looking down at her with that same assessing gaze. “Rafael and I have business to discuss, but I think you would make the evening far more … interesting.”

She watched him walk away, noting the confident set of his shoulders, the way staff members seemed to materialize and disappear around him without him having to ask for anything.

When he disappeared back into the guest villa, Natasha allowed herself a small smile.

Step one complete.

*** 

At six o’clock, there was a knock at her door. Natasha expected to find Maria or one of the other staff members with the evening’s clothing selection—Rafael had been particular about her wardrobe since she’d arrived.

Instead, Rafael stood in her doorway, a garment bag draped over his arm.

“Oh.” She stepped back, suddenly conscious of being in nothing but a silk robe. “I was expecting—”

“I know what you were expecting.” He moved past her into the room, hanging the bag carefully in her closet. “I thought I’d deliver this personally.”

There was something in his tone—not quite his usual casual confidence.

“That’s … thoughtful of you.”

He turned to face her, his dark eyes holding a hint of amusement. “Viktor mentioned meeting you by the pool today. He was quite … taken with you.”

“Was he?” She kept her voice light. “We just talked.”

“Of course you did.” Rafael’s smile was knowing. “And I’m sure it was a fascinating conversation.”

He moved closer, his presence filling the space between them. “He’s invited you to join us for dinner tonight.”

“I gathered that.”

“I thought you should know—Viktor is not a man easily impressed.” His voice dropped slightly. “The fact that he sought you out suggests he sees something in you that intrigues him.”

She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze directly. “Maybe I just enjoyed having a man show interest in me. It’s been a while since anyone has.”

Something flickered across Rafael’s face—surprise, perhaps, or annoyance. For the first time since she’d known him, his expression seemed genuine, unguarded.

“Interesting,” he said quietly.

“What is?”

Instead of answering, he moved closer still, backing her against the wall beside her bed. His hands came up to bracket her head, caging her in.

“You think Viktor wants you,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “And perhaps he does. But you’re practically vibrating with need, aren’t you?” His hand slid down from the wall to trace the edge of her robe. “So clearly in need of sexual release. Practically in heat.”

Natasha’s breath caught as his fingers found the tie of her robe, loosening it with deliberate slowness.

“Fine,” he continued, his hand slipping inside the silk to cup her breast. “Fuck him if you wish. It hardly troubles me if he leaves here a happy man.”

His thumb brushed over her nipple, and she gasped at the contact. It was the first time he’d touched her sexually since the plane, and her body responded immediately, heat pooling low in her belly.

“But don’t think he would ever help you leave.” Rafael’s other hand slid down her body, between her thighs, finding her already wet. “If you even want to. Your government has as much reason to hate him as they do me.”

Two fingers slipped inside her, and she couldn’t suppress the moan that escaped her lips.

“And while he and I might not be friends”—Rafael’s fingers curled, finding the spot that made her hips buck against his hand—“he would never dare betray me.”

He withdrew his touch abruptly, leaving her gasping and aching against the wall.

“We’re having lobster thermidor tonight,” he said, straightening his cuffs as if nothing had happened. “The dress is Valentino. Wear the diamonds.”

And then he was gone, leaving her alone with her racing heart and the wetness between her thighs.

Natasha slumped against the wall, her legs unsteady. For the first time since this whole thing had begun, she’d gotten a genuine reaction from him. Not the controlled seduction, not the calculated manipulation—real emotion. Real desire.

Which meant she finally had some power in this game.

She walked to her dresser on shaking legs and opened the bottom drawer, feeling for the small device she’d hidden there. Her fingers closed around the transmitter, and she smiled.

I need to get close.

Now she had her chance.




Chapter Five – A Dangerous Man

The Valentino dress was a masterpiece in midnight blue silk, cut to skim her curves without clinging, sophisticated enough for dinner with dangerous men. The diamonds Rafael had specified were a simple strand that caught the light at her throat, elegant and understated.

Natasha had wedged the tiny transmitter into the lining of her bra—the dress had no pockets, and she needed it close enough to transfer when the opportunity arose. The small device pressed against her ribs, a constant reminder of her purpose.

The dining room was intimate, candlelit, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the gardens. A table set for three, crystal gleaming, the promised lobster thermidor releasing an aroma of butter and cognac into the warm evening air.

Rafael stood when she entered, impeccable in a charcoal suit that made his dark eyes seem even more intense. Sorin rose, as well, equally elegant in navy that complemented his pale blue eyes.

“Stunning,” Sorin said, moving to pull out her chair. “Though I expected nothing less.”

Rafael’s smile was knowing as he poured wine—something French and undoubtedly expensive. “Natasha has excellent taste.”

“In many things, I’m sure,” Sorin replied, his gaze lingering on her as she settled into her seat.

The conversation flowed as smoothly as the wine. They discussed art, travel, the peculiarities of Valencia in summer. Sorin was charming, witty, with stories that suggested a life lived in interesting places with interesting people. Rafael watched them both with the attention of a chess master studying his board.

It was during the main course that Sorin’s tone shifted slightly.

“May I speak freely around our lovely companion?” he asked Rafael.

Rafael’s response was immediate, casual. “Of course. She’s completely devoted to us here at the compound.”

Something in those words made Natasha’s chest tighten, though she kept her expression neutral.

Sorin nodded then waved a hand dismissively. “Best not to bore you with the details of our work, my dear. But I should mention I’ll be seeing Mattias in two days.”

The name meant nothing to Natasha, but she seized the opening. “How long will you be staying at the compound?”

Sorin’s smile was teasing. “Afraid you’ll only have the pleasure of my company for two more nights.”

Rafael lifted his wine glass, his dark eyes holding a glint of something she couldn’t quite read. “Then I hope everyone makes the most of them.”

Before Natasha could respond, footsteps approached from the hallway. Elise appeared in the doorway, stunning in a cream-colored dress that made her look like she’d stepped from a Parisian magazine.

“Forgive the interruption,” she said, moving to Rafael’s side. She leaned down and whispered something in his ear, her hand resting briefly on his shoulder.

Rafael’s expression shifted—a flicker of annoyance, quickly controlled. He set down his napkin and stood. “My apologies,” he said to both of them. “Something requires my immediate attention. Please, continue without me.”

He kissed Natasha’s hand briefly—a gesture that sent heat racing up her arm—then followed Elise from the room.

Alone with Sorin, Natasha felt the dynamics shift. Without Rafael’s commanding presence, the space felt more intimate, charged with different possibilities.

“Business never sleeps,” Sorin said, refilling her wine glass. “Especially in our line of work.”

“And what line is that, exactly?”

His smile was enigmatic. “Let’s just say we solve problems for people who can afford our particular skill set.”

They talked for another hour, the conversation growing more personal, more flirtatious. Sorin was an excellent storyteller, painting pictures of Moscow winters and Mediterranean summers, of deals made in five-star hotels and secrets traded over expensive dinners.

When Elise returned, she looked genuinely apologetic.

“I’m afraid Rafael won’t be able to rejoin you this evening,” she said. “He sends his regrets and hopes you have a pleasant remainder of your evening.”

Natasha felt a mixture of pleasure and confusion. Was this Rafael’s plan all along? Another move in whatever game he was playing? Or had something genuinely urgent pulled him away?

Sorin seemed unfazed. “Then we’ll have to entertain ourselves.”

After the staff cleared the table, Sorin stood and extended his hand. “Would you care to see my accommodations? I suspect they’re somewhat more modest than yours, but the view of the gardens is quite lovely.”

Natasha felt for the transmitter through the silk of her dress, the small device a reminder of why she was here. “I’d like that.”

The guest villa was indeed smaller than her suite, but no less luxurious. Exposed beams, antique furniture, artwork that probably cost more than most people’s homes. Through the windows, she could see the main house, lights glowing in various rooms.

“Rafael has excellent taste,” Sorin said, pouring brandy from a crystal decanter.

The comment caught her off guard. “In what?”

“Everything. Art, wine, women.” His pale eyes held hers. “Especially women.”

Heat crept up her neck. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Come now.” Sorin moved closer, offering her the brandy. “We’re all adults here. Rafael has his own … tastes. Nothing we could do would offend him. In fact, he’s been known to enjoy watching. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s hoping we get together.”

The words hit her like a physical blow, dragging her back to Valencia—to that final night at the exclusive club, Rafael’s eyes on her as another man touched her, his quiet satisfaction at orchestrating the encounter.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Sorin observed.

“Just … remembering something.”

He set down his brandy and moved closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive and subtle. “Good memories, I hope.”

When he kissed her, it was confident, skilled, the kiss of a man who knew exactly what he was doing. Natasha responded, letting herself fall into the sensation, the warmth of his mouth, the strength of his hands as they found her waist.

But even as she kissed him back, even as heat built between them, she couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere in the darkness, Rafael was watching.

Sorin’s hands found the zipper of her dress, sliding it down with practiced ease. The silk pooled at her feet, leaving her in only the lace bra and matching underwear she’d chosen with such care.

“Beautiful,” he murmured against her throat, his mouth trailing down to her collarbone. “Even more stunning than I imagined.”

His hands were warm on her skin, tracing the curve of her waist, the line of her hip. When he cupped her breast through the delicate lace, she gasped, her body responding despite the mission that had brought her here.

“You’re trembling,” he observed, his thumb brushing over her nipple through the fabric.

“I’m not nervous,” she said, though her voice betrayed her.

“No,” he agreed, his pale eyes studying her face. “You’re excited. I can see it in your eyes.”

He was right. Despite everything—the transmitter, the compound, the dangerous game she was playing—she wanted this. Wanted him. The realization should have disturbed her. Instead, it sent heat pooling low in her belly.

Sorin’s hands moved to her back, finding the clasp of her bra with expert precision. The lace fell away, and he stepped back to look at her, his gaze appreciative and hungry. “Perfect,” he breathed then pulled her against him, his mouth finding hers again.

This kiss was deeper, more demanding. His tongue traced her lower lip before sliding into her mouth, and she met him eagerly, her hands fisting his shirt. She could feel the hard line of his arousal pressing against her through his pants, could hear the slight catch in his breathing when she pressed closer.

He lifted her easily, carrying her to the bed with the confidence of a man accustomed to being in control. The sheets were cool against her heated skin as he laid her down, his eyes never leaving hers.

He nudged her knees apart with his own, settling between her thighs. One hand ran slowly up the inside of her leg, pausing at the delicate edge of her underwear, which he hooked with his fingers and peeled away. The lace dragged over her skin, her hips lifting instinctively to help. He sat back to look at her—every inch of her bared in the soft light.

“Gorgeous,” he murmured, his voice almost reverent as his gaze swept across her breasts, down the flat of her belly, to the slick heat between her thighs. He reached out and dragged the backs of his knuckles up the inside of her thigh, making her shiver. Then he leaned down and kissed her just above her pubic bone—a gesture both tender and proprietary.

He pressed his mouth lower, parting her folds with his tongue, drawing a gasp from her lips. His hands gripped her thighs firmly, anchoring her in place as he licked and tasted her with an unhurried, almost devout rhythm. Natasha moaned, her hand finding the back of his head, fingers knotting in his hair as her hips rocked instinctively upward, seeking more contact, more heat.

Her thighs trembled under the onslaught of his tongue—slow laps, teasing swirls, then sharp, focused flicks against her clit that made her cry out. Sorin hummed into her, pleased by her reaction. He shifted slightly, his tongue sliding lower before returning to circle her clit again and again, drawing the pressure out until she was writhing beneath him. Her body begged for more friction, more release.

He slid one long finger inside her, then another, curling them with practiced skill while his mouth stayed locked on her clit. The dual sensation made her spine arc off the bed. Her breath caught. He stroked inside her slowly, then quickened the pace, twisting and pressing in a way that shattered any composure she had left.

“Let me see you come,” he growled, his voice vibrating against her skin. He suckled her clit again, hard and sure, while his fingers fucked her in deep, fluid motions.

Natasha’s moans built into something feral, her legs tense, her hand still fisted in his hair. Her orgasm hit suddenly, violently, as if dragged out of her by sheer force of will.

She cried out, body convulsing beneath him, pleasure ripping through her so hard her thighs clamped around his head.

Sorin didn’t stop—he rode her through it, tongue flicking her clit in short, cruel bursts while his fingers pumped every last wave out of her. She collapsed onto the sheets, dazed, only distantly aware of the hum of blood in her ears.

Before she could catch her breath, he kissed his way up her body, slow and deliberate. He lingered at her breasts, sucking a nipple between his lips and biting gently until she whimpered.

Her skin was hypersensitive, every nerve on fire. She clutched at his shoulders as he reached her mouth, kissing her deeply, letting her taste herself on his tongue.

“Turn over,” he ordered softly. She hesitated, and his hand slid up the back of her thigh, not coaxing but commanding. “Now.” The word pulsed with power.

She obeyed, rolling onto her belly, lifting herself onto her elbows.

He dragged his hands over her ass and down her back like he was mapping territory. “God, you’re a work of art.”

He spread her legs with his knees, guiding her into position. One hand gripped her hip firmly while the other stroked down to her center, slick and welcoming. He teased her with the head of his cock, dragging it slowly along her slit before notching it at her entrance. She braced herself as he pressed forward, the stretch delicious and deep.

He groaned low in his throat as he sank into her inch by inch, her body stretching to take him. His grip on her hip tightened, grounding himself in the sensation of her heat wrapped around him. She was slick, hot, impossibly snug—every pulse of her body squeezing him like a vice.

Natasha buried her face in the sheets and moaned, the sound ragged and raw.

He withdrew almost all the way then slammed back in with a sharp thrust that made her cry out, the shock of pleasure rippling through her spine.

He set a relentless rhythm—hard, deep thrusts that made the bed creak beneath them. Every time he drove into her, it sent a jolt of pleasure through her core, forcing soft, helpless sounds from her throat.

She met him eagerly, pushing her hips back to match his pace, greedy for the friction, for the way his cock filled her completely and then left her empty again, only to claim her all over.

He curled over her, his chest pressed to her back, breath hot against her ear. “You’re mine like this,” he said, each word punctuated by a deep thrust. His hand slid around her waist to rub tight circles on her clit.

The new angle made her sob into the sheets. Her body seized around him again, and he growled low, fucking her through it, chasing his own release.

His rhythm broke apart as he slammed into her one final time and buried his face in her neck, groaning her name as he spilled inside her.

She could feel every throb, every spasm, her body clenching around him in sync. Then she collapsed, boneless and panting, the aftershocks still shivering through her thighs.

They lay tangled together afterward, the heat of their exertion still clinging to their skin. Sorin’s fingers brushed lazy circles across the small of her back, possessive yet soft. She closed her eyes, letting herself feel the weight of his body beside her, the warmth of his release still nestled deep inside her. It was reckless. It was dangerous. It felt amazing.

“That was …” She trailed off, unsure of how to finish.

“Unexpected?” he suggested, pressing a kiss to her hair.

“Intense.”

He chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest. “You’re full of surprises, Natasha.”

Later, as they lay tangled in expensive sheets, her bra discarded on the floor with the device still hidden in its lining, Natasha stared at the artwork on the walls. Abstract pieces that could hide anything behind them—cameras, listening devices, viewing panels. She thought about Rafael’s knowing smile at dinner, his casual comment about making the most of their time together, the way he’d seemed almost pleased to be called away.

*** 

In another room of the compound, Rafael stood in darkness, his breathing slightly uneven, his hand still wrapped around his spent cock, watching the woman he’d claimed respond to another man’s touch with an abandon that both aroused and unsettled him.

He’d orchestrated this moment, hadn’t he? So, why did it feel like the game was slipping from his control?




Chapter Six – Oral Espionage

Natasha woke in her own bed, sunlight streaming through gauze curtains, her body still humming with the memory of Sorin’s touch. She’d returned to her room sometime after midnight, leaving him sleeping in tangled sheets, her mission incomplete.

On her nightstand lay the evidence of her failure: the black lace bra and, nestled in its lining like an accusation, the small transmitter.

She sat up slowly, staring at the device. Last night, she’d frozen. Every time she’d reached for it, every time she’d had the perfect opportunity to slip it into Sorin’s jacket or briefcase, something had stopped her. Not fear—she’d moved past fear days ago. Not guilt about betraying him sexually—that was just another tool in the game.

No, what had paralyzed her was the unshakable certainty that Rafael was watching. Every touch, every gasp, every moment of abandon—he’d seen it all. She’d felt his eyes on her like a physical presence, making her hyperaware of every movement, every choice.

Where was he watching from? The thought had tormented her through those hours with Sorin. How much did he see? How much did I give away?

Now, in the harsh light of morning, she felt sick with self-recrimination. Ethan would be disappointed in her. After everything he’d taught her, everything he’d risked to give her this chance, she’d let paranoia about Rafael’s voyeurism sabotage her one opportunity.

She picked up the transmitter, rolling it between her fingers. Such a small thing to carry so much hope.

What would Ethan expect of me? The question cut deep. He’d expect her to use every advantage, every weapon at her disposal. He’d expect her to be ruthless in service of getting home to him.

A knock at her door interrupted her brooding. She quickly hid the transmitter and pulled on a robe.

“Come in.”

It was Maria with breakfast—perfectly prepared fruit, yogurt, and coffee that smelled like heaven. The woman set the tray down then departed with her usual quiet efficiency, leaving Natasha alone with her thoughts and her failure.

An hour later, dressed in workout clothes and heading toward the gym, she nearly collided with Esperanza in the hallway.

“Oh, señora!” Esperanza steadied herself, a stack of fresh towels in her arms. “I was just thinking about you.”

“Good thoughts, I hope,” Natasha managed, though her mind was elsewhere.

“Always.” Esperanza’s smile was warm, knowing. “Though I’m sad to hear Señor Sorin is leaving us today. Such a shame. I thought you two were … enjoying each other’s company.”

The words hit Natasha like ice water. “He’s leaving? Today?”

“Sí, some change of plans. He was quite disappointed about it when I saw him this morning.” Esperanza shifted the towels, oblivious to the panic spreading across Natasha’s face. “Well, I should get these to the spa. Enjoy your workout!” She hurried away, leaving Natasha frozen in the hallway.

Today. He’s leaving today.

Her one chance—her only chance—was about to walk out the gates of the compound. In a few hours, the transmitter would be useless. Ethan would have no way to find her, and she’d be truly trapped here.

Unless she acted now.

Natasha abandoned any pretense of going to the gym and headed straight for her room. She changed quickly into a sundress, something easy to move in but still attractive, and slipped the transmitter into her bra where she could access it quickly.

The compound was busier than usual, staff moving with purpose. She spotted Rafael in the distance, speaking with security personnel, but he was too far away to notice her. Good. Whatever this was, she needed to handle it without his knowledge.

She found Sorin near the main entrance, a sleek black car waiting in the circular drive. He was dressed for travel—crisp white shirt, dark slacks, a briefcase in his hand that looked expensive and well-used. Perfect.

“Leaving so soon?” she called out, approaching with what she hoped looked like casual disappointment rather than desperation.

He turned, his face lighting up when he saw her. “Natasha. I was hoping to see you before I left.”

“I’m sorry to hear your plans changed.”

“Business calls.” He set down his briefcase to take her hands, lifting them to his lips. “I was looking forward to another evening with you. You’re … extraordinary.”

“Just one evening?” She stepped closer, letting her voice drop to a purr. “I was hoping for much more than that.”

His pale eyes darkened with interest. “Were you?”

“I was lying in bed this morning, thinking about last night.” She moved closer still, close enough that he could smell her perfume, feel the warmth radiating from her skin. “About all the things we didn’t have time for.”

“Natasha …” His voice held a warning, but also desire.

“Just a moment,” she said, glancing around, as if checking for observers. “You left me unsatisfied yesterday. Surely, you can spare five minutes to remedy that?”

His eyebrow arched, intrigue replacing caution. “What did you have in mind?”

She took his hand, leading him away from the main entrance and toward a shadowed alcove between two buildings. It was her best guess at a blind spot—somewhere the security cameras might not reach, somewhere Rafael’s ever-watchful eyes might not follow.

The moment they were hidden from view, she pushed him back against the stone wall and dropped to her knees.

“Natasha, what are you—”

She silenced him by unzipping his pants with swift, sure movements. When she freed him, he was already half-hard, and she wasted no time taking him into her mouth.

What would Ethan expect of me? To use my mouth however I need to get back to him.

But this wasn’t just about Ethan’s expectations. Natasha had always loved this—the power of bringing a man to his knees while she was the one kneeling, the way they lost all control when she used her mouth just right. And right now, she needed Sorin completely overwhelmed.

She started slow, letting her tongue trace lazy circles around the head of his cock, tasting the salt of his skin. Her lips wrapped around him, creating the perfect seal as she took him deeper, inch by inch. Sorin’s hands immediately tangled in her hair, his breathing becoming ragged.

“Christ,” he groaned. “Your mouth …”

She pulled back to look up at him, her lips still barely touching his length. “Do you like watching me?” she asked, her voice husky. “Do you like seeing what I can do?”

Before he could answer, she took him deeper than before, her throat relaxing as she swallowed around him. The sound he made was desperate, almost pained with pleasure.

She established a rhythm—slow, deep strokes that had him hitting the back of her throat, followed by quick, teasing licks that made his hips jerk involuntarily. Her hands weren’t idle either; one cupped his balls, rolling them gently, while the other gripped the base of his shaft.

“Fuck, Natasha,” he gasped, his control already fraying. “You’re incredible at this.”

She hummed around him in acknowledgment, the vibration making him curse in what sounded like three different languages. While he was lost in sensation, she reached carefully into her bra, palming the tiny transmitter.

His briefcase, which he had carried with him, sat beside them, the leather slightly worn, a small zip pocket on the side perfectly positioned for her needs.

She increased her pace, taking him to the back of her throat repeatedly, her nose pressing against his pelvis as she deep-throated him with practiced skill. Sorin’s grip on her hair tightened, his hips starting to move despite his efforts to stay still.

“That’s it,” she encouraged, pulling back just enough to speak. “Let me feel how much you want this.”

She returned to her work with renewed intensity, alternating between long, slow drags of her lips and quick, focused attention to the sensitive head. Her tongue found every spot that made him twitch, every angle that made his breathing hitch.

As she worked, she slipped her free hand toward the briefcase. The transmitter was so small, the pocket so accessible—it took only a second to slide it inside while Sorin was completely distracted by what her mouth was doing.

Done. Now she could focus entirely on finishing what she’d started.

She pulled back to look at him again, her lips swollen and wet. “You taste so good,” she murmured then took him deep again, this time adding a twisting motion with her hand that had him seeing stars.

“Natasha,” he gasped, his voice breaking. “I’m close. I’m going to—”

She didn’t slow down. Instead, she doubled her efforts, taking him as deep as she could while her hand worked the base of his shaft. Her other hand massaged his balls, feeling them tighten as he approached his peak.

“Come for me,” she said against his skin. “I want to taste all of you.”

The words sent him over the edge. She felt him pulse in her mouth, felt the first hot spurt hit the back of her throat. She swallowed eagerly, continuing to suck and stroke as he came hard, his body shaking against the wall.

She didn’t stop until he was completely spent, until he was gasping and boneless against the stone. Only then did she release him, licking her lips with obvious satisfaction.

When she finally stood, he slumped against the wall, breathing hard.

“That was …” he began.

“A proper goodbye,” she finished, rising gracefully and smoothing down her dress. She leaned in close, her lips brushing his ear. “Tell Rafael he should share his toys more often.”

Before he could respond, she was walking away, her heart pounding with adrenaline and triumph.

Done.

She made it back to her room without running into Rafael, though she felt exposed with every step, certain that cameras had captured everything. But it was too late to worry about that now. The device was planted, Sorin would leave the compound, and somewhere out there, Ethan’s team would pick up the signal.

Please work, she thought, reaching for her door handle. Please, let this work.

She opened the door and froze.

On her table sat an elaborate bouquet of white orchids and pale pink roses, their fragrance filling the room. Beside them lay a garment bag—expensive, the kind that held designer dresses. And propped against the flowers was a small cream-colored envelope.

Her hands trembled slightly as she opened it. Rafael’s elegant handwriting filled the small card:

Chilean sea bass for dinner. You for dessert. ~ R.

Natasha sank onto her bed, staring at the note. Did he know? Had he seen her with Sorin in the alcove? Was this his way of telling her the game continued, or was it simply coincidence?

The uncertainty was maddening. But one thing was clear—Rafael expected her at dinner tonight. And after what she’d just done, after the risk she’d taken, she wasn’t sure she was ready to face those knowing dark eyes across a candlelit table.

She looked toward the window, where the black car carrying Sorin—and her only hope—had long since disappeared from view.




Chapter Seven – Table for Three

The Chilean sea bass was perfection—buttery, delicate, paired with wine. But Natasha could barely taste any of it. Every bite felt mechanical, her attention focused entirely on Rafael across the candlelit table.

He looked relaxed, almost languid, but there was something in his dark eyes that made her pulse quicken. A satisfaction, a hunger barely contained beneath his polished exterior.

“You seem distracted tonight,” he observed, cutting another piece of fish with surgical precision.

“Just tired,” she replied, taking a sip of wine to steady her nerves.

“Ah, yes, I imagine you had quite an … active day.”

Before she could respond to the loaded comment, footsteps approached from the hallway. Elise appeared in the doorway, stunning as always in a cream silk blouse and tailored black pants that emphasized her model-perfect figure.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, moving to the empty chair beside Natasha. “I ’ope you don’t mind ze intrusion.”

Rafael gestured to a server, who immediately appeared with another place setting. “Of course not. Natasha, I believe you remember Elise from Valencia.”

The acknowledgment hung in the air like a challenge. This was the first time any of them had directly referenced that night at the exclusive club—the threesome that had been both intoxicating and terrifying in its intensity.

“I remember,” Natasha said quietly.

Elise’s smile was warm, genuine. “Such a lovely evening zat was. You were … unforgettable.”

They made small talk through the main course—art, travel, the peculiarities of Spanish summers—but Natasha could feel the undercurrent, the electricity building between the three of them like a gathering storm.

It was Rafael who finally cut through the pretense.

“I hope you enjoyed your time with Viktor,” he said, his tone conversational but his eyes sharp. “He spoke very highly of you before he left. You must be tired after such an … energetic evening.”

Relief flooded through Natasha. He was talking about last night—about what he’d watched in Sorin’s room. But there was no mention of this morning, no hint that he knew about her desperate encounter in the alcove before Sorin’s departure. Her secret remained safe.

Natasha’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. “He was … charming company.”

“Just charming?” Rafael’s smile was predatory. “I had the impression you found him rather more than that.”

Elise stood and moved behind her chair. Warm hands settled on Natasha’s shoulders, gentle at first, then more possessive. She leaned in, her breath brushing Natasha’s ear before soft lips grazed the side of her neck. “Tell us what ’appened,” Elise whispered, the silk of her accent sending a tremor through Natasha’s spine. “We want to ’ear everything.” One hand slid down from her shoulder, slipping beneath the neckline of her dress. Elise’s fingers curled under the lace of her bra, teasing one nipple with slow, deliberate strokes that hardened it instantly.

“I … We had dinner,” Natasha managed, her voice tight as Elise pinched gently, rolling the sensitive bud between her fingers while her other hand began exploring lower, brushing over Natasha’s thigh. “He was … skilled.” The heat of Rafael’s gaze pinned her, his expression unreadable but intense.

Elise pressed a kiss to Natasha’s neck then flicked her tongue along the same spot. Natasha’s breath caught as the teasing fingers at her thigh moved higher, slipping between her legs and pressing against her through the silk of her dress. Her hips shifted, instinctively seeking more pressure.

“He made me come twice,” she said, barely above a whisper, shivering as Elise traced a circle over her clit with her palm. “But you already know that … because you were watching the whole time.”

It was a guess, but she was certain it was true. Rafael’s reaction confirmed it—his smile widened, predatory and proud, as if her pleasure had been his all along. “Yes,” he said simply, “I was.”

Elise’s hand pressed more firmly between Natasha’s thighs, her fingers finding the slick heat through the silk. She massaged slowly, deliberately, spreading the wetness with lazy circles that made Natasha gasp. Her thighs parted further, without conscious thought, her body surrendering even as her mind spun.

“And now you can’t get the thought of finally taking me out of your mind,” Natasha said, her voice trembling with arousal and defiance. “Seeing me with him only made you want me more.”

Elise’s fingers hooked under the edge of her panties, dragging them aside to stroke bare, wet flesh.

Rafael’s nod was slow, deliberate, a flicker of hunger in his eyes as he stood. Then, with the snap of his fingers, staff materialized from nowhere, clearing the table with silent efficiency. Glasses, plates, candles—gone in seconds. The polished mahogany gleamed beneath the overhead lights, waiting.

Elise guided Natasha to her feet then lifted her onto the table with practiced ease. The polished mahogany was warm under her thighs, grounding her even as her heart raced. Elise stood close, smoothing Natasha’s hair back with gentle fingers, her touch reverent.

“You are trembling,” she murmured. Her hands skimmed Natasha’s shoulders, tracing down her arms like calm before a storm.

“I’m not nervous,” Natasha replied, echoing the night before. But this time, her voice shook with anticipation rather than fear.

“No,” Rafael said, circling closer. “You’re excited. I can see it in your eyes. The same look you had with Viktor.” His tone was low and certain, each word a claim.

Natasha’s breath hitched. He was right. Beneath every reason she had for resisting, desire burned hot and insistent, demanding to be fed.

Rafael began unbuttoning his shirt with that same unhurried confidence, each movement a silent assertion of control. Elise, moving in sync with him like a choreographed duet, unfastened the shoulder straps of Natasha’s dress, letting the silk slip down her body in a graceful cascade. The deep red lace beneath was deliberate, a different choice from the night before. Rafael’s eyes narrowed, catching the nuance. His smile was slow and knowing, a predator pleased by the display.

“Beautiful,” he said, voice thick with want. His gaze raked over every inch of exposed skin, devouring her. “Even more stunning than I remembered from Valencia.”

Elise’s hands were at her back, unclasping her bra with a deftness that suggested long familiarity with undressing lovers. The lace fell away, baring her breasts to the heat of their gaze.

Natasha felt her breath quicken under the attention—Rafael’s hunger, Elise’s tenderness—both focused entirely on her.

“Touch her,” Rafael commanded, his tone velvet-wrapped steel.

Elise obeyed without hesitation, her hands gliding up Natasha’s ribs, thumbs circling the already taut peaks of her nipples. Natasha arched into the touch, a breathless moan slipping from her lips.

Elise leaned in, brushing her mouth against one breast, then the other, tonguing each nipple until Natasha’s thighs pressed tightly together in response. One of Elise’s hands slid lower, fingers skimming over Natasha’s belly and slipping between her thighs. Even through the red lace, the heat and slickness were undeniable.

Natasha’s gasp was sharp and involuntary.

“She is so wet,” Elise said, her voice husky, fingers pressing just enough to make Natasha twitch. “Completely ready for you.”

Rafael shed the last of his clothing with a slow, deliberate grace that spoke of control and confidence. His lean muscles flexed as he stepped closer, the hard length of his erection pressing against Natasha’s thigh, a silent promise of the storm to come. When he settled between her legs on the table, the heat radiating from his body made Natasha feel both small and thoroughly claimed.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” he murmured, his hands bracketing her face, thumbs brushing her cheekbones. “Watching you with Viktor only made me hungrier.” His mouth claimed hers in a deep, possessive kiss, his tongue sliding past her lips to taste her thoroughly. Natasha met him eagerly, hands tangling in his hair, the pulse of desire echoing between them.

Rafael broke the kiss, trailing his mouth down Natasha’s neck with slow, demanding kisses. Just as his lips reached the swell of her breasts, Elise stepped forward, capturing Natasha’s mouth with hers in a gentle, lingering kiss. The contrast was intoxicating—Rafael’s commanding possession balanced by Elise’s tender exploration.

Natasha’s fingers found Elise’s hair, clutching and pulling as desire surged through her.

“Please,” Natasha gasped against Elise’s lips, voice trembling with need. “I need—” The words caught in her throat as Rafael’s mouth moved lower, teeth grazing the sensitive peak of her breast, biting just hard enough to make her arch off the table.

Elise’s hands roamed freely, soothing and caressing, positioning Natasha perfectly beneath Rafael’s growing hunger.

Rafael’s mouth dipped lower still, his tongue finding Natasha’s clit with expert precision. A sharp cry escaped her lips as she jolted against his touch, her hips arching instinctively.

“Hold her,” Rafael commanded, voice low and authoritative.

Elise immediately moved to cradle Natasha’s head, fingers threading through her hair, steadying her as Rafael’s tongue and fingers worked in perfect, relentless harmony.

His ministrations built Natasha’s arousal to a fever pitch—each flick of his tongue, each curl of his fingers drawing her closer to the edge. She trembled, breath coming in ragged gasps, the pressure mounting unbearably.

Just as she felt she might shatter, Rafael pulled away suddenly, leaving her trembling and desperate for more.

“Not yet,” he said, his voice a husky growl. “I want to feel you come around my cock.”

Rafael positioned himself at Natasha’s entrance, the swollen head of his cock pressing gently against her slick heat. Their eyes locked in a heated, intimate exchange as he began to slide inside her slowly, savoring the exquisite stretch and the way her body welcomed him inch by inch.

Natasha’s breath hitched, the sensation of being so thoroughly claimed sending a wave of delicious vulnerability through her.

When he was fully seated, both of them paused, breath mingling in the charged space between them. Then Rafael began to move—deep, slow thrusts that drove into her with deliberate intent, each stroke coaxing stars behind her closed eyelids.

Elise’s lips found Natasha’s again, kissing her deeply, swallowing the moans that escaped as her hands roamed over every exposed curve, heightening the delicious torment.

Natasha’s voice broke through the haze, sharp and demanding. “Harder.” Her eyes flashed with fierce need, surprising even herself.

Rafael’s response was immediate and fierce. His thrusts became more forceful, pounding into her with relentless, commanding energy. The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room, blending with their ragged breaths and Natasha’s desperate, raw cries.

“Zat’s it,” Elise murmured against her lips, her voice sultry and encouraging. “Let ’im take you. Let us both take care of you.” Her hands roamed Natasha’s body, soothing and teasing, adding layers of sensation that sent ripples through her.

Rafael’s grip on Natasha’s hips tightened, holding her firmly as he drove into her with unyielding precision, each movement sending shockwaves of pleasure through her core.

“Look at me,” Rafael commanded, voice low and authoritative. When Natasha’s eyes met his, the intensity there was raw, primal, nearly breaking her. “I want to watch you fall apart.” His words were a tether, holding her in place even as her body threatened to unravel. Elise’s gentle, lingering touches contrasted sharply with Rafael’s commanding presence, wrapping around her like a warm tide.

The combination of his relentless rhythm, Elise’s tender caresses, and Rafael’s fierce gaze overwhelmed Natasha. Every nerve ending ignited, every inch of her body on fire. She felt herself climbing, the edges of her control fraying, until she gasped, “I’m close.” Her voice was barely audible, trembling with need and surrender.

“Come for me,” Rafael growled, his hand sliding between them to find Natasha’s clit. The added pressure was exquisite, a sharp spark that ignited a fierce release. Her orgasm crashed over her like a tidal wave, ripping through her with relentless force. She screamed—raw and primal—as her body clenched tightly around Rafael, muscles spasming in time with his relentless thrusts.

Rafael followed moments later, his rhythm breaking apart as he buried himself deep inside her with a guttural groan. She felt every pulse, every shudder of his release flood her, a potent, consuming heat that left her trembling. They stayed connected for a long, breathless moment, their bodies entwined in the afterglow of shared surrender.

For long moments, they stayed joined, breathing hard, sweat cooling on their skin. When Rafael finally withdrew, Natasha felt oddly bereft, empty without him inside her.

“Beautiful,” Elise whispered, pressing soft kisses to Natasha’s temple. “You are both so beautiful together.”

They rearranged themselves on the table—Natasha between them, her head on Rafael’s chest while Elise curled against her side. Rafael’s hand possessively cupped her breast while Elise traced lazy patterns on her shoulder.

<>She couldn’t remember ever being more aroused, more thoroughly claimed. And yet, even in the midst of such overwhelming pleasure, one thought persisted: When will I see Ethan again?

*** 

Two thousand miles away, in a nondescript office building, in a nondescript town outside Washington D.C., Samuel Childs was leaning back in his office chair, tossing peanuts into the air and trying to catch them in his mouth.

He kept missing.

Samuel had been on this detail for three days straight, surviving on vending machine snacks and energy drinks while monitoring tracking frequencies that had been silent for over a week. The peanut-catching was his latest attempt to stay awake—marginally more dignified than the desk push-ups he’d been doing an hour ago.

He was about to catch one when his computer started beeping urgently, startling him. The nut landed in his throat, and he had to cough it out, doubled over and gasping.

When he could breathe again, he turned to his computer. The screen showed a map of North and South America, which began shrinking, zeroing in on the Caribbean. Samuel wiped his brow and kept staring as the map locked onto a specific location.

“Holy shit,” he whispered then immediately looked around to make sure no one had heard him curse. The office was empty except for him—everyone else was either deployed or asleep.

He shot to his feet and ran to the office doorway, looking into the break room. On one couch, a tall, unshaven man was asleep, his tie draped over his eyes to block the fluorescent lights. The room was littered with the detritus of a long surveillance operation—pizza boxes, Chinese takeout containers, coffee cups, and energy drink cans.

“Sir!” Samuel called out, his voice cracking slightly with excitement and too much caffeine. “Sir, wake up! We have a hit!”

Ethan jolted upright, his tie falling away from his face. His eyes were bloodshot from exhaustion, but instantly alert.

“Where am I going?” he asked, already reaching for his jacket.




Chapter Eight – All Aboard

The Seahawk helicopter touched down hard on the deck of the USS Bataan, its rotors still spinning as Ethan, Gabe, and Samuel jumped out with their gear. The early morning sun cut through the Caribbean haze, casting sharp shadows across the utilitarian gray deck. Sailors moved with military precision around them—the controlled chaos of a warship well over a hundred miles from where it was supposed to be, until Samuel had seen that beeping.

Samuel stumbled slightly as his feet hit the metal decking, his face already pale. Thirty hours ago, he’d been catching peanuts in his mouth at a desk in Virginia. Now he was on a Navy amphibious assault ship in Caribbean waters, and his stomach was making its displeasure known.

“You okay there?” a passing sailor asked, noticing Samuel’s unsteady gait.

“Just … not used to the movement,” Samuel managed, gripping his laptop case tighter.

“First time on a ship?” The sailor grinned sympathetically. “Try to keep your eyes on the horizon. And get some Dramamine from medical—works better than anything else for seasickness.”

“Thanks,” Samuel said weakly.

Captain James Freeman was waiting for them at the railing, his face breaking into a genuine grin as he saw Ethan approach.

At forty-five, Freeman carried himself with the quiet authority of a man who’d spent twenty years earning his command, but right now, he looked like a man genuinely happy to see an old friend.

“Ethan! Damn good to see you, brother,” Freeman said, pulling him into a brief embrace before stepping back. “Been too long.”

“Way too long, Jim. Thanks for the detour.”

Freeman’s grin widened. “Are you kidding? Best excitement we’ve had all week. Drug interdiction patrols get old fast.” He turned to the others. “Mr. Martinez, Mr. Childs, welcome aboard the Bataan.”

Freeman gestured to a junior officer who’d been waiting nearby. “Lieutenant Morrison will show you gentlemen to your quarters. Get settled, grab some chow if you’re hungry.”

As Gabe and Samuel were led away, Freeman’s attention returned to Ethan. “Come on up to my quarters. We’ve got some catching up to do, and I want to hear what’s got you calling in favors.”

*** 

Freeman’s quarters were spartanly functional but spacious—the captain of an amphibious assault ship rated more than a closet. A proper desk dominated one corner, flanked by built-in bookshelves and filing cabinets. Naval maps of the Caribbean covered one wall, and there was actual room to pace. Freeman poured black coffee from a thermos without asking if Ethan wanted it.

“So,” Freeman said, settling into his desk chair while Ethan took the comfortable armchair across from him. “What’s got you flying out to my ship at oh-dark-thirty? Must be something big to pull us this far off our patrol route.”

Ethan took a sip of the coffee, buying himself a moment. “We’ve got a situation, Jim. One of our people is missing, and we’ve finally got a lead on where she might be.”

Freeman’s expression grew more serious. “How long missing?”

“Over a week. CIA operative, deep cover, extraction went sideways.” Ethan paused, his jaw tightening almost imperceptibly. “The man who took her is Rafael Castellanos.”

Freeman went dead quiet. The silence stretched for several seconds.

“I read his death report,” Freeman finally said.

Ethan met his gaze steadily. “Yeah, I’m the guy who signed it.”

The silence stretched between them—two old friends sitting with the weight of a monumental intelligence failure. Freeman stared into his coffee while Ethan looked out at the naval charts on the wall, both men processing the implications.

Finally, Ethan continued, “We picked up a transmitter signal in Curaçao thirty hours ago. Don’t know where the plane originated—we’ll have to get that information later. But it continued on to the Corn Islands.”

Freeman studied his friend’s face—the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands weren’t quite steady, the careful control in his voice. He’d known Ethan since they were nineteen-year-old midshipmen—something was off.

“Why is this personal for you?” Freeman asked quietly.

“I already told you, it’s Rafael. He made us look like idiots.”

Freeman examined his face more closely. “Not enough. What else is there?”

A long pause. “The asset he took is Natasha.”

Freeman’s coffee mug stopped halfway to his lips. The silence stretched for what felt like an eternity.

“Your wife?”

Ethan nodded once.

“Jesus Christ.” Freeman set down his mug and rubbed his face. “Hell yes, it’s personal.” Freeman leaned back in his chair, still processing. “I don’t get something … why did Rafael take your wife? How does he even know your wife?”

Ethan paused, his jaw working. “They … were lovers in Valencia. Years before she and I met.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“I am not.”

Freeman stared at him for a long moment then shook his head. “Jesus, Ethan. This isn’t just personal—this is about as personal as it gets.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t deny it.

“Your superiors must know how personal this is, and they’re still letting you run this?”

“That’s why Gabe is here,” Ethan said quietly. “He’s giving me some cover.”

Freeman nodded slowly, understanding. “Smart move.”

Freeman leaned forward, his voice serious. “I want to be crystal clear about something. I’ll support this operation, I’ll get you where you need to go, and I’ll extract you when it’s done. But if this looks like it’s going sideways, if your personal feelings start compromising the mission, I pull the plug before anyone gets hurt. Are we understood?”

“Understood.”

Freeman nodded slowly. “So, what’s the plan? This is an official operation, right? I’ve got orders to provide full support.”

“It is,” Ethan confirmed, some of the tension leaving his shoulders now that the personal stakes were in the open. “We’ll need helicopter insertion, probably at night. And extraction standby.”

“Done. The Corn Islands are heavily defended—armed patrols, speedboats, maybe even drug subs. Mattias runs a cartel operation out there. Human trafficking, drugs, weapons.”

“I know Mattias by reputation,” Ethan said grimly. “Bad news even by cartel standards. No honor, no limits.”

“Exactly. This isn’t going to be a walk in the park.”

Freeman glanced at his watch. “Twelve hours to get in position. I suggest you use the time to rest and plan. You’re going to need both.”

As Ethan prepared to leave, Freeman caught his arm. “Brother, I know what this means to you. But don’t let it make you stupid.”

Ethan met his friend’s concerned gaze. “I won’t.”

“See that you don’t. I’d hate to have to explain to the admiral why I let an old friend get himself killed on my watch.”

Ethan walked the corridors of the ship alone, his mind already on the mission ahead. Twelve hours to plan, to prepare, to get ready to face the man who’d taken everything from him.

Somewhere out there, Natasha was waiting. And this time, Rafael wouldn’t slip away.




Chapter Nine – Assault

“—three distinct layers of defense,” Gabe was saying as Ethan and Samuel slipped into the back of the briefing room. The special forces team—twelve operators in full tactical gear—studied the satellite imagery projected on the wall. “Outer perimeter, main compound, and the central structure where we believe high-value targets will be located.”

Lieutenant Commander Patel, a compact man with intelligent dark eyes, leaned forward. “Rules of engagement for the outer layer?”

“Neutralize resistance, but remember—Mattias runs human and drug trafficking operations. You’re going to see some disturbing things in there. Victims, likely in various states of distress. Be ready for crowd control situations.” Gabe’s voice was clinical, but Ethan caught the slight tension in his shoulders. “Medical personnel will move in to secure each layer after you’ve cleared it.”

One of the younger operators raised his hand. “What about collateral damage protocols?”

“Minimize where possible, but your primary mission is securing the asset. Her survival takes priority over everything else.” Gabe glanced toward the back of the room where Ethan stood. “We’re also tracking an active transmitter signal that should lead us directly to her location. Mr. Childs will be monitoring that signal throughout the operation.”

Samuel nodded from the back of the room, his laptop case seeming to weigh heavier in his hands.

“Myself, Agent Clarke, and Mr. Childs will be positioned at an abandoned gas station approximately two klicks from the compound. As soon as you’ve secured the outer perimeter, we’ll join you on site.”

“And if we get a hostage situation?” Patel asked.

“You call us in immediately. Agent Clarke has specific knowledge of the parties involved that may be crucial for negotiation.”

The room fell silent except for the low hum of the ship’s ventilation system. Gabe looked toward Captain Freeman, who had been standing quietly near the door throughout the briefing.

Freeman stepped forward, his bearing formal but his voice carrying the weight of genuine concern. “Gentlemen, you’re about to undertake a complex operation in hostile territory. Take care of yourselves, take care of each other, and get the asset out safely.” He nodded toward Patel. “Lieutenant Commander, they’re all yours.”

“Aye, sir.” Patel’s voice carried the crisp authority of a man accustomed to command. “All right, people, you know your assignments. Weapons check in fifteen, wheels up in thirty. Dismissed.”

The room erupted in controlled movement as the operators filed out, their conversations low and professional.

Patel approached Ethan, extending his hand. “We’ll get her back, sir. Count on it.”

Ethan gripped the offered hand, finding unexpected comfort in the man’s steady confidence. “I know you will.”

Patel moved past him to Samuel, who was standing near the wall, looking slightly green around the gills. The lieutenant commander reached into his tactical vest and pulled out a small cloth pouch.

“Lavender,” he said, pressing it into Samuel’s palm. “If you start feeling faint or nauseous, hold this to your nose and inhale. It’ll help with the motion and stress.”

Samuel looked at the pouch with something approaching gratitude. “Thank you, sir. That’s … very thoughtful.”

Patel smiled briefly. “My grandmother’s remedy. Works better than you’d think.”

*** 

The dining room of Mattias’s compound reeked of excess—too much cologne, too much spilled wine, too much of everything. Sorin sat with perfect posture at the mahogany table, cutting his steak with precise movements while trying not to watch his host eat. Mattias attacked his food like a starving animal, grease from the lamb shining on his thick fingers as he gestured broadly with each word.

“The shipment from Medellín,” Mattias was saying, bits of food escaping his mouth, “will be ready for transfer next Tuesday. Your people can handle the processing?”

“Of course,” Sorin replied, his voice even and professional. He took a measured sip of wine, his eyes briefly catching sight of one of the serving girls as she hurried past. The bruises on her wrists were barely concealed by makeup, and the way she flinched when Mattias’s hand moved told Sorin everything he needed to know about her situation. Even Rafael, for all his faults, treated his people with basic human dignity.

“Excellent, excellent.” Mattias wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, leaving a greasy streak across his jowls. “And the matter of territorial disputes? Some of my boys are getting nervous about the Venezuelans pushing south.”

Sorin set down his fork, meeting the eyes of Mattias’s lieutenant, a thin man named Vega who had been picking at his food in nervous silence. “Rafael’s position is clear. We honor existing arrangements, but we don’t retreat from established territory.”

“Good, good.” Mattias reached for another piece of bread, his movements causing his chair to creak ominously under his weight. “Business has been profitable since we—”

The lights flickered.

All conversation stopped.

Mattias looked up at the chandelier, his small eyes narrowing. “Fucking generator again,” he muttered, but Sorin noticed the way Vega’s hand had moved instinctively toward his weapon.

The lights steadied, and Mattias waved dismissively. “Where were we? Ah, yes, the profit margins—”

The explosion came from somewhere near the outer perimeter, a deep rumble that shook the building and rattled the windows. This time, the lights went out completely, immediately replaced by the red glow of emergency lighting that bathed everything in an ominous crimson.

“¡Mierda!” Mattias heaved himself from his chair with surprising speed for a man his size. “Vega! Get the men!”

Armed guards materialized from the shadows, their weapons already drawn. One of them, a scarred man Sorin recognized as Mattias’s head of security, grabbed his boss by the arm.

“Safe room, jefe—now.”

Mattias didn’t argue. The entire group moved as one toward the reinforced door at the back of the dining room, Sorin following with the same calm demeanor he’d maintained throughout dinner.

As they hurried down the corridor, he could hear automatic weapons fire in the distance, growing closer.

*** 

The abandoned gas station squatted in the Caribbean darkness two kilometers from Mattias’s compound, its windows long since painted black and its pumps removed. Inside, the space had been converted into a makeshift command center. Military-grade communications equipment hummed quietly in the corner, cables snaking across the oil-stained concrete floor to connect laptops and radio gear.

Samuel sat hunched over a ruggedized laptop, his face illuminated by multiple screens showing tactical displays, real-time feeds, and a GPS tracking interface monitoring the transmitter signal. One hand pressed a headset to his ear while the other worked the keyboard with surprising dexterity for someone who’d been seasick hours earlier. The lavender pouch Patel had given him sat within easy reach.

Ethan paced the small space like a caged animal, three steps to the wall, turn, three steps back. His eyes kept darting to his watch, then to Samuel, then to the small window that faced the direction of the compound.

Gabe leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, watching his partner with concern. “Ethan, you need to—”

“It’s begun,” Ethan said abruptly, checking his watch again.

Both men looked at Samuel, who had one ear covered by his headset. He caught their attention and nodded once, his expression serious.

Minutes crawled by. Ethan’s pacing intensified, his footsteps echoing in the hollow space. The only other sounds were the quiet chatter from Samuel’s radio feeds and the distant rumble of helicopters.

Finally, Ethan stopped and looked toward the Marine private who’d been assigned as their driver. The young man sat quietly beside a light Humvee parked in what had once been the service bay.

“Get ready,” Ethan said, his voice tight. “We’re going now.”

“Stop.” Gabe straightened from the wall, his voice sharp. “We wait for them to clear us in with the medical personnel.”

Ethan turned on him, his composure finally cracking. “Gabe, she could be—”

“Sirs?” Samuel interrupted, pulling off his headset. “Outer layer is secure. We’re cleared to move in with the medics.”

*** 

The ride to the compound took eight minutes that felt like hours. Ethan sat in the passenger seat of the Humvee, his hands clenched in his lap as they bounced along the rutted access road. Behind them, two medical vehicles followed, their red crosses barely visible in the darkness.

The outer perimeter of Mattias’s compound was a study in controlled violence. Bodies of guards lay where they’d fallen, their weapons scattered across the ground. Portable floodlights had been set up, casting harsh shadows across the scene. Navy corpsmen moved efficiently among the casualties, separating the living from the dead with practiced professionalism.

Lieutenant Commander Patel appeared at Ethan’s elbow as he climbed out of the vehicle. “Main compound is sixty percent cleared. We’ve found …” He paused, his expression grim. “You need to see this.”

They followed Patel through a breach in the compound’s inner wall. What they found inside made Ethan’s stomach clench with a mixture of rage and terror.

The first building they entered had been converted into holding cells—crude cages barely large enough for a person to lie down. Navy medics were treating nearly a dozen young women, most of them appearing to be in their teens or early twenties. They huddled together, speaking rapid Spanish to the interpreters who’d been brought in with the medical team.

“Jesus,” Gabe breathed.

One of the medics, a Navy petty officer with kind eyes, looked up from where she was treating a girl who couldn’t have been older than seventeen. “Most of them are severely dehydrated and malnourished. We’re finding evidence of physical abuse, sexual assault. This one”—she gestured to the girl she was treating—“has been here for at least six months, based on what she’s told our interpreter.”

Ethan stared at the frightened faces around him, each one a reminder of what could be happening to Natasha. His hands began to shake.

“Where’s the next building?” he asked Patel, his voice hoarse.

The second building was worse. They found what had clearly been used as an interrogation room—chairs with restraints, tools that served no purpose other than to inflict pain. In one corner, they discovered the body of a man who’d been tortured to death, his face barely recognizable.

“One of Mattias’s own people,” Patel said quietly. “Based on the state of decomposition, this happened several days ago.”

Ethan’s rage built with each new horror they uncovered. The systematic cruelty, the complete disregard for human life—it painted a picture of a man who took pleasure in others’ sufferings. The thought of Natasha in this place, at the mercy of someone capable of such depravity, was almost more than he could bear.

“Sir,” one of Patel’s operators called from across the courtyard. “Central building is still locked down. We’ve got movement inside, but they’re not responding to surrender demands.”

Ethan and Gabe exchanged glances. They’d reached the final layer.

“How many?” Patel asked.

“Thermal imaging shows at least four, possibly five individuals. They’ve barricaded themselves in what appears to be a reinforced safe room.”

Samuel jogged up to them, his laptop balanced in one arm. “Sir, I’m still getting the transmitter signal. It’s coming from inside that building, and it’s moving around. She’s in there.”

Ethan felt his heart rate spike. After everything they’d seen, everything they’d discovered about what Mattias was capable of, Natasha was just thirty feet away, behind those walls.

Patel looked at Ethan. “Your call. We can breach, but if your asset is in there …”

Ethan closed his eyes, trying to push aside the images of what he’d just seen. When he opened them, his voice was steady.

“Let me try to talk to them first.”




Chapter Ten – Hostile Takeover

The office was a monument to Mattias’s gaudy tastes—gold-framed paintings of naked women, a massive mahogany desk that could have seated eight, and Persian rugs. But the palatial room felt like a tomb now, with no windows and only one entrance: the heavy oak door that the guards had hastily barricaded with furniture.

Sorin stood near the center of the room, his briefcase still clutched in his left hand, surveying the scene with clinical detachment. Mattias crouched behind his oversized desk like a cornered animal, his bulk making the expensive furniture creak ominously. Two guards flanked the makeshift barricade, their weapons trained on the door, sweat beading on their foreheads despite the air conditioning.

A bank of security monitors glowed at a computer station in the corner. Sorin moved toward them, drawn by the real-time images of what was unfolding in his compound. The feeds showed organized chaos—special forces operators moving with military precision, medical personnel treating victims, and bodies being processed with professional efficiency.

One camera caught his attention—two men who clearly weren’t military speaking with the assault team’s leadership. They wore civilian clothes but carried themselves with authority. Everyone deferred to them, stepping aside when they approached, listening intently when they spoke.

Sorin studied them with interest. The older one—silver-haired, composed—moved like someone accustomed to command. The younger man seemed more focused, checking his watch, asking questions. There was something in his posture, the way he stood just slightly closer to the conversations than necessary, that suggested more than professional interest.

“Is there another way out of here?” Sorin asked without turning from the monitors.

“No,” Mattias replied, his voice thick with fear and anger. “This room is secure. Reinforced walls, steel core door. We wait for backup.”

“What backup?” Sorin turned to face him. “Your men are dead or captured.”

“I pay the Nicaraguans good money. The local authorities—”

“Those are Americans,” Sorin interrupted, gesturing toward the screens. “You couldn’t afford to pay them off.”

One of the guards, a young man who couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, shifted nervously. “Jefe, what do we do? We can’t fight our way out of this.”

“¡Cállate!” Mattias snarled. “We wait! They don’t know we’re here!”

Sorin heard voices from beyond the barricaded door—muffled but growing closer. An argument was starting, tension rising in the voices.

He returned his attention to the monitors, watching as the dark-haired man gestured emphatically while speaking to someone with a laptop who remained off-camera.

“Why haven’t they killed us yet?” Sorin asked quietly.

The room fell silent except for the hum of the air conditioning and the distant sound of voices beyond the door.

“They’ve killed or captured everyone else in this compound,” Sorin continued, his voice thoughtful. “Why haven’t they broken down that door”—he gestured toward their barricade—“and thrown in grenades or flashbangs?”

The two guards exchanged nervous glances. Mattias said nothing, his small eyes darting between Sorin and the monitors.

“They care about someone in this room,” Sorin concluded.

Everyone looked at each other nervously, the implications settling over them like a cold blanket.

“Maybe they want me alive?” Mattias said, puffing out his chest slightly.

No one contradicted him, but Sorin thought, I very much doubt that. He knew it wasn’t him either—he wasn’t important enough to merit this level of attention from the Americans.

But what were the chances they would attack the day after he had arrived?

The phone next to the monitors rang, its shrill tone cutting through the tension. One of the guards picked up the handset and brought it to Mattias.

“¿Quién es?” Mattias barked into the receiver. “Listen, you fucking yanquis, you have no authority here! This is sovereign territory!”

Sorin couldn’t hear who was speaking on the other end, but after several minutes of bluster, Mattias fell silent, listening. His expression shifted from defiance to confusion.

He covered the phone with his massive hand and looked around the room. “He says that if we release the woman unharmed, then they won’t kill us.” His small eyes darted between the others. “What woman is he talking about?”

Sorin stared at him, a cold realization washing over him like ice water. His hand instinctively moved to feel his pockets. There was nothing. Then his eyes fell on his briefcase. With practiced casualness, he began checking the interior pockets while Mattias continued his conversation.

Deep in one of the smaller compartments, his fingers found it: a small black disc, no bigger than a coin.

Oh shit.

He knew exactly who the woman was now. It was his fault the Americans were here. If Mattias discovered this, he was a dead man.

Mattias was still on the phone, trying to negotiate. “The woman is alive, sí, but we need guarantees! Safe passage!”

Sorin moved with the fluid efficiency of a man who had killed before. He stepped casually behind the nearest guard, slipped one arm around his throat in a chokehold, and simultaneously grabbed the man’s sidearm with his free hand. Before the guard could react, Sorin put two bullets into the second guard’s head, then turned the weapon on Mattias.

The fat man’s eyes went wide just before the bullet took him between them.

Sorin released his grip on the first guard, letting him drop to his knees, and put a single round through the back of his skull. The entire sequence took less than ten seconds.

He wiped blood spatter from his face with his handkerchief, walked to the phone, and tossed the gun aside.

“I’m going to unlock the door,” he said calmly into the receiver. “I’m unarmed and surrendering.”

Without waiting for a response, he hung up, walked to the barricaded door, and began moving furniture aside. When the path was clear, he unlocked the heavy oak door then knelt in the center of the room with his hands raised.

Ten seconds later, the door exploded inward. Five special forces operators flooded through, two immediately training their weapons on him while the others swept the room.

“Room secure! Three enemy KIA! Asset not present!”

Ethan and Gabe entered as soon as the all-clear was given. Sorin remained on his knees, watching them approach. He looked directly at Ethan, recognizing the man from the security monitors.

“The woman is not here,” he said, eyes boring into Ethan’s, “but I know where she is.”




Chapter Eleven – The Lesser of Two Evils

Sorin knelt in the blood-spattered office, plastic zip-ties cutting into his wrists behind his back. Ethan stood directly in front of him while Gabe remained near the door. Lieutenant Commander Patel entered with two of his operators.

“Where is she?” Ethan’s voice was controlled, but Sorin could see the tension in his jaw.

Sorin looked up at him calmly, saying nothing. The seconds stretched into a minute.

“We don’t have time for games,” Ethan said.

“No,” Sorin agreed quietly. “You don’t.”

One of the operators stepped forward. “Sir, procedure requires we transport any detained foreign nationals back to—”

“Dismissed,” Patel said sharply. “All of you, clear the room.”

The operators filed out, leaving the four men alone with the bodies. Patel closed the door behind them.

The silence returned. Ethan’s hands clenched at his sides. Sorin watched him with interest. This was more than just business.

“She looked quite comfortable at dinner last night,” Sorin finally said, his voice conversational. “Beautiful woman. Expensive tastes.”

Ethan’s expression didn’t change, but Sorin caught the slight tightening around his eyes.

“Where?” Ethan repeated.

More silence. A full minute passed.

“Rafael has always been … attentive to his guests,” Sorin continued, studying Ethan’s face. “Especially the attractive ones.”

“Answer the question.”

“Which question?” Sorin asked. “Where she is, or why you care so much about one particular woman?”

Ethan’s jaw muscle twitched. That was answer enough.

“Ah,” Sorin said softly. “Your wife.”

The words hit like a physical blow. Ethan’s face went white then red. Gabe took a step forward.

“Venezuela,” Sorin said simply.

Ethan waited. Sorin said nothing more.

“That’s not enough.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Ethan grabbed the walkie-talkie on his belt. “I’m calling this in. You’re coming back to the ship for full interrogation.”

“If you think I’ll give you the information faster that way, go ahead.”

Ethan froze.

“While she waits in Rafael’s bed, or worse.”

Ethan’s fists clenched. “You son of a—”

“Every minute we spend arguing is another minute he has her,” Sorin interrupted. “Every minute you delay is another minute he could move her to another location that even I don’t know about.”

“Ethan, think about this,” Gabe said. “If we let him go and he disappears, we lose our only lead.”

“Then we might lose her,” Ethan replied, “if we take too long.”

Patel spoke up from near the door. “Sir, if I may … we lost three of the women held here in the crossfire tonight. With proper intelligence on a target’s layout, that number could have been zero.”

He looked at Sorin. “Do you have detailed knowledge of Rafael’s compound?”

“Every room, every guard post, every weak point,” Sorin replied with a sly smile.

Gabe looked at Ethan. “It’s risky, but the intel could make the difference. Your call.”

Ethan turned back to Sorin. “You’ll tell us everything we need.”

“Remove the zip-tie,” Sorin responded.

Ethan stared at him for a long moment. He nodded at Patel.

As the officer cut the bindings loose, Sorin said, “I’ll tell your officer everything you need to assault the compound. Then you’ll give me one of your walkie-talkies. I will exit this compound, and then share with you the exact location.”

“How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

“Because lying means you’ll hunt me to the ends of the earth.” Sorin rubbed his wrists to regain circulation. “And with both Mattias and Rafael out of the way, our organization is prime for new leadership.”

“I don’t like being a hit squad to help you consolidate power over a criminal cartel,” Ethan said.

“If it helps your decision,” Sorin added, “Mattias was a monster. I have no interest in trafficking women.”

Ethan looked at his watch again. The time pressure was crushing.

Gabe looked at Ethan. “It’s risky, but the intel could make the difference.”

“Rafael keeps irregular hours. But he’s most vulnerable in the early morning, just before dawn. You have perhaps twelve hours before he relocates.”

Ethan stared at him for a long moment, weighing impossible choices. Finally, he looked at Patel. “Can you work with his intelligence?”

Patel nodded slowly. “If it’s accurate, yes, sir.”

Gabe started to protest, but Ethan held up a hand. “Share the tactical data with Lieutenant Commander Patel,” he told Sorin.

As Sorin stood and moved toward Patel, Ethan stepped away with Gabe for a heated whispered conversation. Sorin began describing building layouts, using his hands to illustrate guard positions and sight lines. Patel listened intently, asking sharp questions that Sorin answered with professional precision.

After ten minutes, Patel looked at Sorin and nodded once—a soldier’s confirmation that the intelligence was actionable.

Ethan returned and handed Sorin a walkie-talkie. Sorin pocketed the radio and picked up his briefcase.

As Sorin reached the door, Ethan spoke. “How did my wife plant a transmitter on a man of your … skills?”

Sorin paused and looked back. “She distracted me with oral sex.” His voice was clinical, matter-of-fact. “Whomever trained her should be commended.”

“Get out,” Ethan said in a voice barely above a whisper.

Patel activated his comms. “All points, a man in a white, blood-stained suit will now be exiting the compound and leaving the perimeter. Do not impede or speak to him in any way.”

Sorin walked out without another word.

The three men stood in uncomfortable silence. Patel excused himself to coordinate with his team, leaving Ethan and Gabe alone.

They waited. Ten minutes. Fifteen.

Static crackled over Gabe’s walkie-talkie.

“Margarita Island. Fifteen kilometers southeast of Porlamar.”

The transmission ended.

*** 

Captain Freeman’s ready room felt cramped with four men crowded around his desk. Charts of the Venezuelan coast were spread across the surface, marked with red ink indicating known cartel territories. The coffee had gone cold an hour ago, but no one seemed to notice.

“Margarita Island puts them in Venezuelan territorial waters,” Freeman was saying, tracing a route with his finger. “We can get there in eight hours at flank speed. Full amphibious assault—Marines, air support, the works. Rafael’s compound won’t know what hit them.”

Ethan studied the charts, noting the defensive positions Freeman had marked. “What about Venezuelan naval response?”

“We’ll be in and out before they can mobilize anything significant. Standard extraction protocols.” Freeman’s confidence was evident. “This is exactly the kind of operation the Bataan was designed for.”

Lieutenant Commander Patel leaned forward. “Timeline?”

“Twelve hours to get in position, another six for final prep. We hit them at dawn.” Freeman looked around the table. “Gentlemen, this is going to work.”

For the first time since Natasha’s disappearance, Ethan felt genuinely optimistic. They had the resources, the firepower, and the element of surprise.

Then Freeman’s satellite phone rang, cutting through the tension.

He glanced at the caller ID, and his expression shifted to concern.

“Freeman here.” He listened for several seconds, his face growing more serious. “When?” He listened. “How long do we have?” He paused to listen again. “Understood.”

He hung up and looked around the room grimly. “Hurricane Ivan just strengthened to Category 4. It’s tracking directly for the Gulf Coast. We have orders to break off current operations and provide disaster relief immediately.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

“Captain”—Ethan’s voice was carefully controlled—“we can’t wait. The moment word gets out about what happened at Mattias’s compound, Rafael will scrub his operation and disappear. We may never get another shot at him.”

Freeman stood and walked to the window, staring out at the dark Caribbean waters. “I can give you the helicopter and whatever gear will fit in it. But the Bataan leaves for the Gulf in two hours, and I can’t promise when—or if—we’ll be back to extract you.”

“That’s all we need,” Ethan said immediately.

“Is it?” Freeman turned back to face him. “You’re talking about going into hostile territory with no backup, no air support, and no guaranteed extraction. That’s not a rescue mission—that’s a suicide mission.”

Patel cleared his throat. “Captain Freeman, if I may?” He waited for Freeman’s nod before continuing. “I doubt I’ll be much help passing out MREs and bottled water to hurricane victims. My skills are better suited to this type of operation.”

Freeman studied the younger officer’s face. “You understand what you’re volunteering for, Lieutenant Commander?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve read the mission brief. If Rafael Castellanos is everything the intelligence reports say he is, then stopping him is worth the risk.”

Freeman was quiet for a long moment before nodding slowly. “Very well. You have two hours to prep and load whatever you can carry. I’ll have the SeaHawk fueled and ready.” He looked directly at Ethan. “But I want your word that you won’t take unnecessary risks. Your wife needs you alive, not dead on some Venezuelan beach.”

“You have it,” Ethan replied, though they all knew how much that promise was worth when the shooting started.




Chapter Twelve – Playing House

Esperanza’s thighs trembled against Natasha’s shoulders as her tongue found that perfect rhythm—slow circles around her clit, then faster, then slow again. The masseuse’s hands fisted in the silk sheets of Rafael’s bed, her breathing ragged in the afternoon heat.

“Dios mío,” Esperanza gasped, her hips lifting involuntarily. “Right there … don’t stop …”

Natasha didn’t stop. She’d become expert at this over the past few days—learning the exact pressure Esperanza needed, the way her body responded to different touches. There was power in it, in making this beautiful woman fall apart with nothing but her mouth.

From the armchair in the corner, Rafael watched with dark, appreciative eyes. He’d been there when Esperanza had knocked on Natasha’s door an hour ago, ostensibly to deliver fresh towels. Had been there when the lingering looks finally transformed into tentative touches, then desperate kisses.

He watched, but he didn’t participate. Some unspoken rule kept him separate from his staff in these moments, though his hunger was obvious in the way his fingers gripped his whiskey glass, the way his breathing had grown shallow.

Natasha slid two fingers inside Esperanza while her tongue continued its work, feeling the woman’s walls flutter around her. She loved this—the wetness, the heat, the way Esperanza’s body opened for her so willingly. It was different from being with men, softer but no less intense. More about rhythm and patience than force.

“Más,” Esperanza whispered, her voice breaking. “More, please …”

Natasha added a third finger, stretching her gently, and Esperanza’s back arched off the bed. She was so responsive, so beautiful in her abandon. Natasha had never felt more powerful than in these moments, watching another woman surrender completely to her touch.

She changed the angle of her tongue, pressing more firmly against Esperanza’s clit while her fingers found that spot inside that made the masseuse cry out. The combination was devastating—Esperanza’s thighs clamped around Natasha’s head as her first orgasm crashed through her.

But Natasha wasn’t finished.

She kept her fingers moving, gentling her mouth but not stopping. Esperanza was sensitive now, oversensitive, but Natasha knew exactly how to work her through it. Light touches, feather-soft licks, building her back up slowly.

“I can’t,” Esperanza panted. “It’s too much—”

“Yes, you can,” Natasha murmured against her flesh. “One more for me.”

She curled her fingers just right, finding that spot again, and Esperanza’s protests dissolved into desperate moans. This time, when she came, it was even more intense—her whole body convulsing, her hands tangling in Natasha’s hair, holding her in place as wave after wave crashed through her.

When Esperanza finally stilled, boneless and shaking, Natasha crawled up her body, pressing soft kisses to her belly, her ribs, her throat. She loved the aftermath as much as the action—the way Esperanza’s skin glowed with perspiration, the dazed satisfaction in her dark eyes.

“Eres increíble,” Esperanza whispered, pulling Natasha down for a deep kiss. She could taste herself on Natasha’s lips, and the intimacy of it made her moan softly.

Their tongues danced together, slow and sensual, hands roaming each other’s bodies with gentle appreciation. Natasha felt herself growing wet again just from the softness of it, the way Esperanza’s hands cupped her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples.

“Your turn,” Esperanza murmured, but before she could move lower, Rafael’s voice cut through the haze of their intimacy.

“Beautiful,” he said quietly, setting down his glass and standing. “Both of you.”

They turned to look at him—Natasha still sprawled across Esperanza’s body, both of them flushed and breathing hard. The hunger in his eyes was unmistakable now, his control clearly fraying.

Esperanza started to sit up, probably to include Rafael in what came next, but he shook his head gently.

“Rest, querida. You’ve earned it.” His voice was warm but dismissive. “Natasha and I have … unfinished business.”

There was no mistaking the command in his tone. Esperanza gathered the sheet around herself and padded to the bathroom, leaving them alone. The sound of running water filled the silence.

Rafael approached the bed slowly, his eyes never leaving Natasha’s face. She remained where she was, kneeling between rumpled sheets, her lips still wet from Esperanza’s arousal, her own need building like a fire in her belly.

“You’ve become quite skilled at that,” he observed, reaching out to trace her lower lip with his thumb. “Generous. Giving.”

“I like making her feel good,” Natasha admitted, her voice husky.

“And what about what you need?” His hand slid into her hair, gripping gently. “What about your pleasure?”

Before she could answer, he was kissing her—deep, consuming, tasting Esperanza on her lips and groaning at the flavor. His hands roamed her body with familiar possession, reacquainting themselves with every curve.

When he broke the kiss, they were both breathing hard.

“On your back,” he commanded softly.

She obeyed, settling against the pillows, legs falling open in invitation. Rafael stood at the foot of the bed, slowly removing his clothes with the deliberate precision she remembered from Valencia. Every movement was calculated to build anticipation, to remind her that he controlled the pace.

When he was naked, he crawled up the bed like a predator stalking prey. His mouth found her throat, then her collarbone, then lower. He lavished attention on her breasts, sucking her nipples until they were hard peaks, until she was arching beneath him with desperate little sounds.

“Rafael,” she gasped. “Please—”

“Patience,” he murmured against her skin. “We have time.”

But even as he said it, something flickered across his expression—a shadow that was gone too quickly to interpret. As if time was something he couldn’t quite count on.

His mouth continued its journey south, pressing open-mouthed kisses to her ribs, her belly, the sensitive spot just below her navel. When he reached the apex of her thighs, he paused, looking up at her with those dark eyes that seemed to see straight through her.

“Tell me what you want,” he said.

“You,” she breathed. “I want you.”

“How?”

The question hung in the air, loaded with possibility. In the days since her arrival, Rafael had introduced her to pleasures she’d forgotten she craved, had awakened parts of herself that had been dormant too long. Now, with his mouth inches from where she needed him most, she felt bold enough to ask for what she really wanted.

“Your mouth first,” she said, her cheeks flushing with heat and desire. “Then … then I want you inside me. Hard. Like you can’t get enough.”

His smile was sharp, predatory. “Good girl.” Then his mouth was on her, and thought became impossible.

Rafael knew her body like a map he’d memorized—every sensitive spot, every pressure point that made her gasp and writhe. His tongue was relentless, alternating between broad strokes and focused attention on her clit until she was trembling on the edge of release.

Just as she was about to tip over, he pulled back. “Not yet,” he said, ignoring her whimper of protest. “I want you desperate for it.”

He slid two fingers inside her, curling them to hit that spot that made her see stars. His thumb found her clit, circling with maddening precision while his fingers worked her from within.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured appreciatively. “So ready for me.”

Natasha’s hips moved against his hand, chasing the friction she needed. She was close again, so close—

He stopped.

“Rafael,” she gasped, frustration bleeding into her voice. “Please—”

“Please what?”

“Don’t stop. Don’t—” Her words dissolved into a moan as he lowered his mouth to her again, but this time, the pressure was lighter, teasing. “God, you’re torturing me.”

“I’m training you,” he corrected, his voice muffled against her flesh. “Teaching you to wait. To take what I give you, when I give it to you.”

The words sent a fresh wave of arousal through her. This dynamic—the control he wielded, the way she surrendered to it—had been missing from her life for so long.

With Ethan, sex was gentle, considerate, equal. This was something else entirely. This was about power and submission, about being claimed and owned in the most primal way.

And every second he spends consumed by this, she thought as her body responded helplessly to his touch, is another second he’s not thinking about anything else. The irony wasn’t lost on her—Rafael believed he was training her, molding her, but she was the one keeping him exactly where she wanted him.

Distracted. Obsessed. Vulnerable.

Ethan will find Sorin. He will make Sorin tell him where I am.

Until then, she needed to keep Rafael off balance.

Rafael’s tongue found her clit again, and this time he didn’t stop. He worked her with single-minded determination, his fingers pumping inside her while his mouth drove her toward the edge. When she finally came, it was with a cry that seemed to echo from somewhere deep inside her soul.

But he still wasn’t finished.

As she lay gasping, trying to recover, Rafael positioned himself between her thighs. The head of his cock pressed against her entrance, hot and demanding.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

She did, meeting his dark gaze as he pushed inside her slowly, inch by inch, until he was buried to the hilt. The stretch was exquisite—she was sensitive from her orgasm, and every ridge and vein of his length felt magnified.

“How does it feel?” he asked, holding perfectly still.

“Full,” she managed. “Perfect.”

He smiled. Then he began to move.

The rhythm he set was slow at first, deep strokes that made her gasp with each thrust. But gradually, it built—faster, harder, more demanding. He gripped her hips with bruising force, holding her exactly where he wanted her as he claimed her body with ruthless precision.

“This is what you needed,” he growled, his control starting to fray. “This is what you’ve been missing.”

She couldn’t argue because it was true. Every thrust sent shockwaves of pleasure through her, every angle seemed designed to hit spots that made her vision blur. She felt alive in a way she’d forgotten was possible—electric, desired, completely consumed by sensation.

When her second orgasm hit, it was even more intense than the first. She cried out his name, her nails raking down his back as her body convulsed around him. The sensation of her clenching around his cock finally broke his control.

Rafael came with a harsh groan, burying himself deep as he spilled inside her. For a moment, they stayed locked together, breathing hard, hearts racing in tandem.

Then, slowly, reality began to creep back in.

Rafael pulled out gently, settling beside her on the sweat-dampened sheets. His arm came around her waist, pulling her against his chest in a gesture that felt both possessive and tender.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured against her hair.

Natasha closed her eyes, letting herself sink into the moment. Whatever else was happening—whatever games were being played, whatever dangers lurked beyond these walls—this felt real. The connection between them, the way their bodies fit together, the aftermath of shared pleasure.

From the bathroom came the sound of the shower running. Esperanza, washing away the evidence of their encounter before returning to her duties. The reminder of the careful boundaries Rafael maintained even in moments like this.

But here, in his bed, with his arm around her and his scent in her lungs, Natasha allowed herself to sink completely into the satisfaction. The afternoon sun slanted through the windows, casting everything in golden light. She felt beautifully used, completely sated, and more alive than she had in years.

Rafael’s fingers traced lazy patterns on her skin, and she could feel his breathing gradually slow as contentment settled over them both. Whatever came next could wait. For now, there was only this—heat, and satisfaction, and the dangerous pleasure of surrender.

She had no idea that Rafael’s private phone had been ringing for an hour to tell him that they had to move.




Chapter Thirteen – Wet Work

The sauna’s cedar walls glistened with moisture, the air thick enough to taste. Natasha sat on the upper bench, letting the heat penetrate her skin, eyes closed as she tried to center herself. The familiar eucalyptus scent was soothing, the steam a cocoon of warmth and quiet.

She’d been here for twenty minutes, maybe longer. Time moved differently in the sauna—minutes stretched into something timeless, meditation-like. It was one of the few places in the compound where she could be truly alone with her thoughts.

Ethan is coming. The knowledge sat warm in her chest, as comforting as the heat surrounding her. The transmitter had to have worked. Somewhere out there, her husband was tracking the signal, assembling a team, making plans. She just had to wait. Keep Rafael distracted. Keep playing the part of the willing captive until—

The door opened with a soft whoosh, releasing a cloud of superheated air into the cooler air beyond.

“There you are,” Elise said, stepping inside and closing the door behind her. Even in the sweltering heat, she managed to look composed, though her usual elegant dress had been replaced by practical dark clothing. “I ’ave been looking everywhere for you.”

Something in her tone made Natasha’s stomach clench. Elise’s voice was pleasant enough, but there was a watchfulness in her green eyes that hadn’t been there before.

“Just finishing up,” Natasha said, managing a small smile. “You aren’t dressed for sauna time.”

Elise let out a brief laugh, but there was no humor in her eyes. “Time, sauna or not, is no longer something we ’ave. We are leaving—now.”

“Leaving?” Natasha tried to sound surprised. “Why? What’s happened?”

“Mattias’s compound, it was attacked last night.” Elise’s eyes never left Natasha’s face. “American special forces. Very professional operation. Very … zoro’.”

The words sent ice through Natasha’s veins despite the sauna’s heat. They knew about the raid. But how much did they know about her role in it?

“That’s terrible,” she managed. “Is everyone—”

“Mattias, ’e is dead. Most of ’is people, as well.” Elise’s tone was conversational, but her gaze was sharp as a blade. “And Sorin … ’e is missing. Per’aps taken by ze Americans.”

Natasha felt her heart leap with dangerous hope even as she forced her expression into one of concern. The transmitter had worked. Sorin had been captured. Which meant Ethan was coming.

But it also meant …

“Rafael, ’e is concerned zat we may be next,” Elise continued. “If Sorin talks under interrogation … well, ’e knows too much about our operations. So we are relocating immediately. Ze ’elicopter, it is waiting.”

Natasha’s mind raced. If they left now, Ethan would arrive to find an empty compound. All her careful planning, the transmitter on Sorin, the calculated seductions to keep Rafael distracted—it would all be for nothing.

“Can’t we wait?” she asked, unable to hide the desperation creeping into her voice. “It is not like Rafael to run …”

Elise’s eyebrows rose slightly, and she let out a soft laugh. “Ah, but in our line of work, we ’ave to run more often than we think. I believe you ’ave an English expression—discretion is ze better part of valor, non?”

Natasha felt sweat beading on her forehead that had nothing to do with the heat. “Of course. You’re right. I just … this place has become home to me. Esperanza and I have grown close, and—”

“Ah … now I see. Do not worry; we will get you a new masseuse.” Elise’s tone was dismissive but understanding. “Problem solved, non?”

But Natasha’s distress didn’t ease. If anything, she looked more panicked.

Elise’s eyes sharpened, her predatory instincts fully engaging. Something was wrong here.

“You are still upset,” Elise observed quietly. “Even though I ’ave solved your problem. Why is zis?”

“I’m just … it’s a lot of change at once,” Natasha said weakly.

“Change,” Elise repeated the word thoughtfully. “Rafael, ’e is enamored with you … so per’aps ’e will not be bothered by ze coincidences ’ere. But zey do stick out to me.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Natasha said, her voice tight.

“First, an American woman arrives at Rafael’s compound. Zen, American forces attack ’is business partner with surgical precision. Now Sorin, ’e is missing, probably captured by zose same Americans.” Elise’s voice remained conversational, but her eyes never left Natasha’s face. “Quite a series of events, non?”

“I have nothing to do with any of it,” Natasha said desperately.

“And yet … you do not want to leave. When your safety, it is supposedly at risk, when we ’ave every reason to flee …” Elise stood slowly, her movements precise and controlled. “Per’aps you are ’oping your countrymen are on zer way ’ere now?”

“That has nothing to do with me—”

“Does it not?” Elise’s green eyes glittered in the dim light. “You arrive at Rafael’s compound. Days later, ’is business partner is eliminated by your government’s forces. Very interesting timing, non?”

Natasha shot to her feet, suddenly feeling claustrophobic in the small space. “You’re being paranoid. I’m a civilian. I don’t know anything about military operations.”

“Per’aps. Or per’aps you know exactly what you are doing.” Elise took a step closer. “We will go to Rafael now. I am not letting you out of my sight.”

Time slowed down. Her plan had worked. Rescue could arrive at any moment. She just needed to hide.

The sauna felt like a trap now, the cedar walls closing in around her. Natasha was acutely aware of her disadvantage—sitting there in nothing but a towel while Elise stood fully clothed, clearly prepared for whatever came next. She had no idea what kind of training the French woman might have, but everything about her posture suggested she knew how to handle herself.

Think. Think.

Natasha reached for the wooden bucket beside the heating stones, ostensibly to add more water. The steam hissed as she poured, instantly thickening the air between them.

“You are only making zis more difficult for yourself,” Elise said, but her voice had grown slightly muffled by the dense steam.

Natasha poured again. And again. The sauna filled with such thick vapor that they could barely see each other across the small space.

“Stop zat,” Elise commanded, but she sounded less certain now, squinting through the white haze.

“I’m not going with you,” Natasha repeated, gripping the wooden bucket tighter. “I won’t—”

She swung the bucket as hard as she could through the steam. The solid wood caught Elise on the side of her head with a dull thunk.

Elise staggered, crying out in pain and surprise.

Natasha didn’t wait to see the damage. She lunged for the door, desperate to escape before Elise could recover. Her bare feet slipped on the wet cedar as she stumbled toward the exit.

Just as her hand closed around the door handle, Elise’s fingers caught the edge of her towel. The terry cloth ripped away completely, leaving Natasha completely naked.

“You little bitch,” Elise snarled, blood streaming down the side of her face. “You think you can—”

Natasha yanked the door open and bolted into the spa’s main room, her skin immediately cooling as she left the oppressive heat behind. But Elise was right behind her, stumbling but determined, one hand pressed to her bleeding temple.

“’Elp!” Elise shouted toward the compound. “Security! She’s trying to—”

Natasha spun around and shoved her as hard as she could, cutting off the cry for help. Already off-balance from the head wound, Elise stumbled backward toward the pool.

She hit the water with a splash, landing hard in the shallow end.

For a moment, Natasha thought it was over. But Elise surfaced, sputtering and cursing in French. She was in the water, and Natasha could run. Find somewhere to hide until—

Elise’s hand shot out and grabbed Natasha’s ankle.

“Non!” she gasped, water streaming from her hair. “You will not escape!”

Natasha tried to pull free, but Elise’s grip was iron-strong despite her injury. She yanked hard, sending Natasha tumbling into the pool beside her.

The water was warm but not as warm as the sauna, and the shock of it made Natasha gasp. She tried to swim away, but Elise wrapped both arms around her waist from behind, dragging her back.

“You stupid girl,” Elise panted in her ear, her accent thicker now with pain and rage. “You ’ave no idea what you ’ave done. Ze people who will die because—”

Natasha drove her elbow back as hard as she could, catching Elise in the ribs. The French woman’s grip loosened for just a moment—long enough for Natasha to twist around and face her.

They grappled in the shallow water, both women hampered by the resistance of the pool. Elise was clearly trained for combat, her movements efficient even while injured. But the head wound was affecting her balance, and Natasha had desperation on her side.

Elise made a grab for Natasha’s throat, and Natasha caught her wrists, pushing back. For a moment, they were locked together, straining against each other, water lapping around their shoulders.

Then Elise slipped.

Her feet went out from under her on the smooth pool bottom, and she went under. Natasha felt Elise’s hands release her as the woman tried to regain her footing.

And in that instant, Natasha made a choice that would haunt her forever.

Instead of stepping back, instead of letting Elise surface, she threw all her weight forward. Her hands found Elise’s throat underwater, her knees pinning the other woman’s shoulders to the pool bottom.

Elise’s eyes went wide with shock and rage. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, releasing a stream of bubbles that rose to the surface between them. Her hands clawed at Natasha’s wrists, trying to break the chokehold, but the water made everything clumsy and slow.

Let her up, Natasha’s mind screamed. Let her up, this is insane, you’re not a killer—

But she didn’t let go.

Because if she did, Elise would tell Rafael everything. The compound would be evacuated before Ethan arrived. All her careful planning, all her sacrifice, would be for nothing.

She would never see her husband again.

Elise’s struggles grew more frantic. Her fingernails raked bloody scratches down Natasha’s forearms as she fought for her life. Bubbles streamed from her nose and mouth in a steady flow, her face turning red, then purple.

Please stop fighting, Natasha thought desperately, even as she pressed down harder. Please just stop—

Elise’s eyes found hers through the clear water. There was fury there, and desperation, and finally, understanding. She knew she was going to die. Knew that this suburban housewife had become something dangerous enough to kill her.

The scratching at Natasha’s arms grew weaker. The stream of bubbles slowed then stopped. Elise’s body went limp beneath her, but Natasha didn’t let go. Couldn’t let go. Not yet.

She held her under for another thirty seconds, then a minute more, making sure. Making absolutely certain that Elise would never threaten her chance at rescue again.

When she finally released her grip and stood up, water streaming from her naked body, Elise floated face-down in the shallow end. No movement. No breath. No life.

Natasha stared at what she’d done, her entire body shaking. The water around Elise was tinted pink with blood from her head wound, and there were angry red marks around her throat where Natasha’s fingers had pressed.

I killed her. I actually killed someone.

The thought should have horrified her. Instead, all she felt was a strange, cold satisfaction. Elise was dead. She couldn’t warn Rafael. Couldn’t ruin everything.

“Señora?”

Natasha spun around to find Esperanza standing in the spa doorway, her dark eyes wide with shock as she took in the scene. Natasha, naked and dripping. Elise’s body floating in the pool. Blood in the water.

“Esperanza,” Natasha whispered, her voice hoarse from the effort of drowning another human being. “She was going to … I couldn’t let her …”

Esperanza stepped inside and closed the door behind her with deliberate calm. She surveyed the scene with the practiced eye of someone who had seen violence before, and then she moved to the edge of the pool. She looked down at Elise’s floating form then back at Natasha.

“She is dead,” Esperanza said quietly. It wasn’t a question.

The words hung in the air between them.

Natasha stared at Esperanza, understanding dawning slowly.

“You know,” Natasha said. It wasn’t a question.

“I know you are not here by choice,” Esperanza replied simply. “I have always known.”

“Then why—”

“Because I have family. A daughter in Porlamar. Rafael knows where she goes to school, where my mother lives.” Esperanza’s voice was steady, matter-of-fact. “But now … if the Americans are coming …” She looked at Natasha directly, her dark eyes serious. “Is your husband among them?”

Natasha nodded, not trusting her voice.

“Then we must hurry.”




Chapter Fourteen – Rock Bottom

“We must move quickly,” Esperanza said, pulling a folded spa uniform from a cabinet near the massage tables. The white tunic and matching pants were standard issue for all the spa staff. “Put this on.”

Natasha’s hands shook as she pulled on the clothes, still dripping from the pool. The uniform was slightly too large, but it would have to do. Her hair was soaked, her skin still flushed from the heat and adrenaline, but at least she was covered.

“The compound,” Esperanza continued, checking the hallway before gesturing for Natasha to follow, “it has become—how do you say?—a madhouse. Everyone is destroying evidence, packing what they can carry. Some are just stealing.”

They moved carefully through the spa’s rear exit, avoiding the main corridors. Already, Natasha could hear the chaos Esperanza had described—shouting voices, the sound of breaking glass, the acrid smell of burning paper drifting through the air.

“What did Elise tell you?” Esperanza asked urgently as they hurried down the hallway.

“That we were leaving,” Natasha replied.

Esperanza’s expression sharpened. “Ah, sí. The helicopter, it is at the front gate, outside the walls. That means we go the opposite direction.” She gestured toward the rear of the compound. “If we can stay hidden long enough, he will have to leave without you to avoid capture.”

The logic was sound, but Natasha felt exposed despite the uniform. Every shadow could hide one of Rafael’s security team. Every sound could signal discovery.

They rounded a corner and nearly collided with two men in black tactical gear—Rafael’s personal security. Natasha’s heart lurched, but Esperanza grabbed her arm and steered her toward a supply closet.

“Disculpe,” Esperanza said calmly, “necesitamos productos de limpieza para el spa. Alguien rompió una botella de aceite de masaje.”

The guards barely glanced at them, too focused on whatever urgent mission they were pursuing. They hurried past without a second look.

“The uniform works,” Esperanza murmured once they were out of earshot. “We are invisible to them now.”

They continued deeper into the compound, moving against the flow of evacuating staff. Through the windows, Natasha could see smoke rising from burning documents in the courtyard. Men loaded hard drives and equipment into trucks with military efficiency.

A crash echoed from somewhere ahead, followed by rapid Spanish cursing—someone destroying equipment with more enthusiasm than skill. They pressed against the wall as three of Rafael’s men jogged past, weapons drawn, heading toward the next area to be cleared.

“This way,” Esperanza whispered, leading her down a service corridor Natasha had never seen before. The sounds of chaos grew louder as they approached what seemed to be the main living areas of the compound.

Suddenly, a figure burst from a doorway directly in front of them, arms loaded with fabric. It was Maria, the housekeeper, struggling to carry what appeared to be half of Natasha’s wardrobe.

“Ay, Dios,” Maria gasped when she saw them, nearly dropping the armload of designer dresses. The Valentino gown Rafael had given her for their first dinner spilled across the floor, followed by the silk blouses and expensive lingerie. “Esperanza! You scared me!”

Esperanza quickly gestured for them to keep moving, not wanting to linger in the open corridor. As they hurried past, Maria called after them in a loud whisper then poked her head back around the corner.

“I hope your husband finds you!” she said to Natasha with genuine warmth before disappearing again, trailing expensive fabric behind her like a bizarre parade float. The sight was so absurd that Natasha almost laughed.

“Even Maria knows,” she said quietly.

“We all knew,” Esperanza replied. “But we also knew better than to interfere. Rafael … he has ways of ensuring loyalty. I have a son in Porlamar, and Rafael knows where he goes to school."”

They continued through the compound, passing more evidence of the rapid evacuation. Computer monitors lay smashed in hallways. File cabinets stood open and empty. In one room, a man was systematically destroying hard drives with a hammer.

The kitchen, when they finally reached it, was eerily quiet. The staff had either fled or been reassigned to more urgent tasks. Esperanza led her past the industrial stoves and prep stations, toward the back of the room, where a heavy steel door marked “STORAGE” waited.

“In here,” Esperanza said, producing a key from her pocket. “This is where we hide until it is safe.”

But instead of a storage room, the door opened onto a staircase leading down into darkness. The smell of salt water drifted up from below, along with the distant sound of lapping waves.

“What is this place?” Natasha asked.

“Señor Rafael, he is a careful man. He always has more than one way out.” Esperanza started down the stairs, her voice echoing slightly in the enclosed space. “The compound was built over a natural lagoon. Private access to the ocean. Very discreet.”

The stairs ended at a partially flooded cave carved from natural rock. The water was crystal clear, deep enough for boats but shallow enough to wade through if necessary. At the far end, Natasha could see daylight filtering in through what must be the ocean entrance.

Three speedboats bobbed at a makeshift dock, sleek and powerful-looking vessels that could probably outrun anything the Coast Guard had in these waters.

“We wait here,” Esperanza said, settling onto a dry section of rock near the boats. “The water hides our heat signature if they use thermal imaging. And if your husband comes”—she gestured toward the ocean entrance—“he will want you alive, sí? So we will be safe.”

Natasha sank down beside her, the reality of their situation finally hitting her. They were hiding in Rafael’s escape route, waiting for a rescue that might never come, while above them, the compound burned. And somewhere in the chaos, Elise’s body floated in a spa pool, evidence of what Natasha was now capable of.

“How long do you think—”

Esperanza held up a hand for silence.

Footsteps on the stairs above. Multiple sets, moving quickly.

They froze, listening to the sound of voices echoing down the stairwell. Angry voices. Urgent voices.

Spanish words Natasha couldn’t quite make out, but the tone was unmistakable: someone was upset about something.

Esperanza’s hand found hers, squeezing gently.

They waited, barely breathing, as the voices grew closer.

Something nagged at the back of Natasha’s mind. As she held Esperanza’s hand, she felt the woman’s calm assurance.

Since when does a masseuse talk about thermal imaging?




Chapter Fifteen – Ice Cream Social

From above, the compound looked like a disturbed ant hill. Smoke rose from burning documents in the courtyard. Staff members moved with urgent purpose, loading trucks and destroying evidence. The helicopter sat on its pad outside the main gate, rotors slowly spinning, pilots waiting for their passengers.

And somewhere inside those walls, Rafael waited for Elise and Natasha.

Four hundred meters away, in the back of a hijacked ice cream truck that still played a tinkling melody every few minutes, three men sweated in the oppressive Caribbean heat. Multiple laptop screens cast blue light on their faces as drone footage streamed in real-time. The sweet scent of melting ice cream mixed with the acrid smell of electronic equipment running too hot.

“There,” Samuel said, pointing to one of the thermal imaging displays. “Movement near the front entrance. That’s got to be him.”

Ethan leaned closer, studying the heat signature on the screen. The figure was tall, moving with purpose, clearly in command of the chaos around him.

“How long do we wait?” Gabe asked, wiping sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. “Every minute we delay gives him more time to get her on that helicopter.”

“Patel’s in position,” Ethan said, his voice tight with controlled tension. “We could take out the helicopter now, trap him here. But if he’s got Natasha as a hostage …”

“Then we lose our only shot at him,” Gabe finished. “If that helicopter gets airborne with both of them aboard, we’ll never see either of them again.”

Samuel looked between them, his face pale with stress and heat. “So, what’s the call?”

Ethan stared at the screens, studying the compound layout and the helicopter sitting on its pad. The pilots were ready, rotors spinning, but no passengers had appeared.

“Something’s wrong,” Ethan said. “That helicopter’s been ready for twenty minutes. If Rafael was planning to leave, he’d be there by now.”

“Maybe he’s still gathering intel? Destroying evidence?” Gabe suggested.

“Or maybe something’s gone wrong with his evacuation plan.” Ethan’s jaw tightened. “Which could mean Natasha’s still alive. Still fighting.”

They continued scanning the thermal imaging displays, searching for any sign of Rafael himself. Staff members moved throughout the compound, but none with the commanding presence they’d expect from the man in charge.

He reached for the radio. “Patel, you copy?”

“In position.”

“Execute. Deliver the package.”

Rifle cracking echoed across the compound even at four hundred meters. Through the drone cameras, they watched the helicopter pilots slump in their seats. Another shot punched a hole in the fuel tank, followed by several more. Aviation fuel began streaming across the tarmac in an expanding pool.

“Helicopter is down,” Patel’s voice crackled through the radio. “No one’s flying out of here.”

“Samuel,” Ethan said sharply, “deploy the drones. I want every armed guard eliminated.”

“Copy that.” Samuel’s fingers flew across his keyboard. On one screen, four small quadcopters launched from concealed positions around the compound. They moved like angry wasps, fast and precise.

The first two drones found their targets quickly—guards posted at strategic points around the perimeter. The charges were small but lethal, designed to eliminate threats efficiently. Both guards dropped immediately.

“Third drone has visual on primary target,” Samuel reported. “Rafael, front entrance, moving toward the helicopter.”

Ethan leaned forward, watching the screen as the drone closed in on its target. Rafael looked up at the last second, his face a mask of rage and recognition.

“That’s him,” Ethan breathed. “Take him out.”

The drone dove like a kamikaze pilot, its camera feed showing Rafael’s face growing larger and larger on the screen until—

Black.

“No contact,” Samuel said, his voice flat. “Someone shot it down.”

On another camera angle, they could see a guard with a shotgun lowering his weapon. Rafael was already moving, looking toward the disabled helicopter, understanding immediately that his escape route had been cut off.

He and the guard ran back toward the compound entrance, disappearing inside.

“Remaining security?” Ethan asked.

“Two guards down from the drones,” Patel’s voice came through the radio. “I’ve eliminated three more from my position. According to Sorin’s intel, there should be fewer than five left inside.”

Ethan looked at Gabe. “Any word from our friend?”

“No. Colombian Federal Police were unable to let her know we were on our way, but she was alive and undiscovered as of her last check-in two days ago.”

Ethan stared down at the compound. Rafael was still alive, still dangerous, and there was no sign of Natasha. For all he knew, she was already dead.

“Samuel,” he said quietly, “bring up the agent’s image again.”

A photograph appeared on one of the screens—a woman in a crisp police uniform giving a formal salute. Professional. Competent. Their only ally inside those walls.

“What are you doing?” Gabe asked.

He looked at the JPEG they had received just hours before to see her name again. “Trying to memorize Agent Esperanza Martinez’s face so I don’t shoot her when I go in there.” Ethan continued staring at the photo, burning every detail into his memory.

“You promised Captain Freeman you wouldn’t do anything stupid.”

Ethan looked up, meeting his partner’s eyes. “He knew I was lying.”

He reached for the keys to the ice cream truck. “You can get out if you want to. Both of you. But I’m taking this truck into that compound.”

Samuel looked confused, glancing between them. “What’s he talking about?”

“Get out, Samuel,” Gabe said, already moving toward the front of the truck. “We’ll need you to be our eyes from out here.”

“But I don’t understand—”

“Just do it,” Ethan snapped, sliding behind the wheel.

Samuel scrambled out of the back of the truck, grabbing his laptop and radio equipment. “Stay in contact!” he called as he set up his mobile command post behind the cover of a large rock.

The engine turned over with a wheeze, the refrigeration unit adding its mechanical protest to the din.

Gabe climbed into the passenger seat, checking his weapon. “This is insane, you know that?”

“Probably.” Ethan put the truck in gear and looked toward the compound. The gates stood wide open in the chaos of evacuation—no one had thought to secure them. “But I’m not leaving without her.”

He floored the accelerator. The ice cream truck lurched forward, its cheerful melody playing as it barreled toward the compound at forty miles per hour. The gates flashed past, then the courtyard, staff members diving out of the way as the vehicle charged toward the main entrance.

The truck hit the front doors with a tremendous crash, safety glass exploding inward as the vehicle smashed through the entrance and into the main lobby. The cheerful ice cream melody finally stopped, replaced by the hiss of escaping coolant and the creak of settling metal.

In the sudden silence, Ethan kicked open the driver’s door and stepped into Rafael’s compound with his weapon drawn.




Chapter Sixteen – The Colombian Connection

They waited for what felt like hours, though Natasha knew it was probably only minutes. The footsteps above had passed without discovering them, but the tension remained thick in the humid air.

Finally, unable to bear the silence any longer, Natasha spoke.

“What’s your daughter’s name?”

“Gabriela,” Esperanza answered without hesitation.

Natasha nodded then waited a beat. “What’s your son’s name?”

Esperanza shifted uncomfortably on the rock. “Carlos.”

“Earlier, you said you had a daughter,” Natasha said quietly. “Then you said you had a son. Which is it?”

Esperanza was quiet for a long moment. “I … It is complicated. My family situation …”

“Do you always know the architectural history of the places you work?” Natasha pressed. “Private lagoons, boat access, emergency exits?”

“I pay attention to my surroundings,” Esperanza said carefully.

“Did they teach you about thermal imaging in massage school?”

The question hung in the air between them. Esperanza’s posture shifted almost imperceptibly—straighter, more alert. When she spoke again, her voice was different. Less deferential. More confident. Her English, Natasha noticed, had also improved dramatically.

“No. That was the academy. Colombian Federal Police paid for massage school afterward.”

Despite everything, Natasha almost smiled. “Glad you didn’t have to take out student loans.”

Esperanza laughed—a genuine sound, free of the careful subservience she’d maintained for weeks. “Men, well, people in general, say stupid things when you touch their body the right way. Amazing what information they’ll reveal during pillow talk.”

The logic was sound, but Natasha felt a strange ache in her chest. The situation had been completely fucked up, but she’d genuinely enjoyed her experiences with Esperanza. Learning that it had all been professional … it stung more than it should have.

Esperanza’s expression remained neutral, professional. “You were performing, too, weren’t you? To keep Rafael distracted, off balance. I was just doing the same thing, for different reasons.”

Natasha considered this, recognizing the truth in it. How many people had she slept with in the past few weeks? Rafael, Sorin, Esperanza, that threesome with Elise … and before that, Ethan, who she was now learning had been hiding his own secrets for years. Who knew how many of them had been lying to her, using her, playing some angle she didn’t understand?

The thought should have been depressing, yet it felt almost liberating. If everyone was performing, if everyone had ulterior motives, then at least she wasn’t the only one playing games.

“So, what happens now?” Natasha asked.

Before Esperanza could answer, the sound of footsteps echoed down the stairway again. But these were different—heavier, more purposeful. Not staff members fleeing the compound.

Esperanza immediately shifted back into her subservient posture, her voice returning to its carefully accented deference. “Señora, we should hide behind the boats—”

Two figures appeared at the bottom of the stairs: Rafael and one of his guards, both armed, both looking grim. Rafael’s usually immaculate appearance was disheveled, his shirt torn, a cut bleeding on his cheek.

“Esperanza!” he called out, his voice carrying relief that sounded almost genuine. “Thank God you’re safe. When I couldn’t find either of you …”

“Señor Rafael,” Esperanza said, standing and wringing her hands nervously. “We were so scared! There was so much shouting, and people running, and Señora Clarke, she was frightened, so we just kept running until we ended up down here.”

Rafael’s eyes swept the lagoon, taking in the boats, their hiding spot, the strategic value of their location. His gaze lingered on Natasha’s face, and she realized with horror that there was still blood on her cheek from her fight with Elise.

“Where is Elise?” he asked quietly.

Natasha’s mouth went dry. “I … I don’t know. We got separated in all the chaos.”

“Separated,” Rafael repeated, his dark eyes studying her face with uncomfortable intensity. “How interesting.”

The guard beside him shifted nervously, clearly picking up on the tension but not understanding its source.

“Sir,” the guard said in Spanish, “we need to move. The Americans—”

“Sí, I know,” Rafael cut him off, but his eyes never left Natasha’s face. “Tell me, querida, how did you get that blood on your cheek?”

Before Natasha could answer, Esperanza moved.

She struck like a viper—one fluid motion that carried her from subservient servant to lethal operative in the span of a heartbeat. Her foot caught the guard across the face with devastating precision, followed immediately by an elbow to his throat. He dropped like a stone, unconscious before he hit the ground.

Esperanza dove for the guard’s shotgun, but Rafael was already moving. He’d recognized the threat the moment she’d struck, his own training kicking in with deadly efficiency.

The fight was brutal and brief. Esperanza was skilled, but Rafael was faster and stronger. His first kick caught her in the head, snapping it back and dropping her to one knee. The second kick connected with her torso with a sound like breaking kindling, ribs fracturing.

Esperanza collapsed to the rocky ground, gasping, blood trickling from her mouth.

Rafael turned to Natasha, breathing hard, his usually perfect composure finally cracked. In his eyes, she saw the moment of recognition—the full understanding of how completely he’d been played.

“You were never mine,” he said quietly, wonderingly. “Not for a single moment. It was all an act.”

Natasha said nothing. What was there to say?

Rafael looked around the lagoon—at the unconscious guard, at Esperanza’s broken form, at the boats that represented his last chance at escape. Then back at Natasha.

“You killed her, didn’t you? Elise. That’s her blood on your face.”

Still, Natasha remained silent.

Rafael’s laugh was bitter, almost admiring. “My God. What have you become?”

In the distance, the sound of gunfire echoed through the compound above them. Shouts in English. The systematic clearing of rooms.

Ethan was here.

Rafael heard it, too. His expression shifted from wounded recognition to cold calculation. He looked at the boats, at Natasha, at his rapidly diminishing options.

When he smiled, it was the expression of a man who had nothing left to lose.




Chapter Seventeen – Final Round

The gunfire above had stopped. In the sudden silence, footsteps echoed down the stone stairway—careful, measured, professional.

“Rafael!” Ethan’s voice carried clearly through the lagoon. “I know you’re down there.”

Rafael’s smile turned predatory. He drew his sidearm smoothly, stepping behind Natasha and wrapping his free arm around her throat. The barrel of the gun pressed cold against her temple.

“Come down, Ethan,” Rafael called back. “But come slowly. Your wife and I are having a conversation.”

Ethan appeared at the bottom of the stairs, weapon raised but unable to get a clean shot. Behind him, Gabe emerged, sweeping left while Ethan moved right. Both men took in the scene quickly—Rafael using Natasha as a human shield, Esperanza’s broken form on the rocks, the unconscious guard.

“Let her go,” Ethan said, his voice deadly calm. “This is between you and me.”

Rafael laughed, the sound echoing off the cave walls. “Is it? Because, from where I stand, it seems to be about her. It’s always been about her, hasn’t it?”

The gun barrel pressed harder against Natasha’s skull. She could feel Rafael’s breath on her neck, smell his familiar cologne mixed with sweat and desperation.

“You want to know something amusing?” Rafael continued, his voice conversational despite the weapon at her head. “I actually thought I could win her back. I thought if I just reminded her of who she really was, what she was capable of …” He trailed off, recognition flickering in his dark eyes. “But she was never choosing me, was she? She was always planning to come back to you.”

Ethan’s weapon remained trained on Rafael’s partially exposed head. “She’s smarter than both of us.”

“Perhaps. But not smart enough to avoid this situation.” Rafael shifted, angling toward the boats. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to take one of these boats, and your lovely wife is coming with me. Once I’m safely away from shore, I’ll let her swim back to you.”

“That’s not happening.”

“It is, unless you want to watch me put a bullet through her brain.” Rafael’s arm tightened around Natasha’s throat. “You have three seconds to lower your weapon.”

“Ethan,” Natasha said quietly, “don’t—”

“Quiet,” Rafael hissed.

That’s when more gunshots rang out—not from the stairway, but from the ocean entrance of the lagoon. The speedboats’ fuel tanks erupted in sprays of gasoline, the precious liquid spreading across the water in rainbow slicks.

Lieutenant Commander Patel emerged from the water like some kind of sea creature, diving gear dripping, rifle trained on Rafael’s position. His voice carried the crisp authority of a man who’d done this before.

“Drop the weapon—now.”

Rafael was trapped—Ethan and Gabe from one side, Patel from the other, his escape route destroyed. But he still had Natasha, and they all knew it.

“Fascinating,” Rafael said, seeming almost amused by the tactical situation. “A proper crossfire. But I still hold the best card.”

His grip on Natasha shifted slightly as he tried to keep both Ethan and Patel in his peripheral vision. It was the opening she’d been waiting for.

Natasha’s hand shot down between Rafael’s legs, her fingers closing around his genitals with vicious precision. She twisted as hard as she could while simultaneously driving her elbow back into his solar plexus.

Rafael yelled, a sound of pure agony that echoed through the lagoon. His gun hand jerked away from her head as he doubled over in pain.

Natasha dropped to her knees, rolling away from him.

The shots came from multiple directions—Ethan’s controlled double-tap to the chest, followed immediately by Patel’s precise headshot. Rafael’s body jerked backward and crumpled to the rocky ground, blood pooling beneath him in the dim light.

For a moment, nobody moved. The only sounds were dripping water and the distant echo of gunfire fading into silence.

Then Ethan was there, pulling Natasha to her feet, checking her for injuries with frantic efficiency.

“Are you hurt? Did he—”

“I’m okay,” she managed, though she was shaking now that the adrenaline was fading. “I’m okay.”

Ethan’s arms came around Natasha, and for the first time in weeks, she felt truly safe. The emotions she’d been holding back for so long finally broke free, and she began to cry—deep, wrenching sobs that seemed to come from somewhere primal.

“I did things with other men,” she whispered against his chest. “I had to.”

“I know,” he said simply, his voice steady and sure. “You did everything right to survive. You did nothing wrong.”

“I killed a woman,” she confessed, the words torn from her throat. “I drowned her with my bare hands.”

Ethan went still for a moment. She felt his surprise, the way he processed this information. But when he spoke, his voice was still steady, still accepting.

“You did what you had to do. You survived.”

Gabe had moved to Esperanza’s side, checking her pulse, examining her injuries with professional competence. “Agent Martinez?” he called softly.

Esperanza’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused but aware. “¿Quién es?” she mumbled, trying to focus on Gabe’s face.

“You’re safe,” Gabe said softly. “You’re concussed, probably some broken ribs, but I think you’ll make it.”

Esperanza nodded weakly then closed her eyes again.

Patel emerged fully from the water behind them, dripping wet in full diving gear, looking like some kind of tactical merman. Despite everything, the sight was almost absurd enough to make Natasha laugh.

“What happens now?” Natasha asked.

Ethan looked down at Rafael’s body, then at Esperanza being tended to by Gabe, then back at her. “Now we get out of here. And hope the Bataan is in comms’ range.”

As they helped Esperanza to her feet and prepared to leave the lagoon behind, Natasha realized that she wasn’t the same woman who’d been taken from that D.C. restaurant weeks ago. That woman had been living a carefully controlled life, hiding from her own desires and capabilities.

This woman, the one who’d seduced information from dangerous men, who’d killed to protect her chance at rescue, who’d grabbed her captor’s balls and given her husband a clean shot, was someone new entirely.

And she was ready to find out what she could become.




Epilogue – Team Building

Six Months Later – Hong Kong

The Mandarin Oriental’s bar hummed with the quiet sophistication of international money. Natasha sat alone at the far end, nursing a martini, her black cocktail dress catching the light just enough to draw attention without seeming deliberate.

She’d been watching David Lin for twenty minutes—mid-forties, expensive suit, wedding ring that he kept unconsciously twisting. A defense contractor with access to classified satellite imaging that three governments would kill for. And right now, he was looking at her with the kind of hunger that made her job almost too easy.

“Another?” the bartender asked, gesturing to her nearly empty glass.

“Please,” she said, her voice carrying just enough American accent to mark her as foreign, exotic. Approachable.

Through her earpiece, she heard Samuel’s voice, barely a whisper. “Target’s paying his tab. Moving your direction in ten seconds.”

She adjusted her posture slightly—shoulders back, lips parted just enough to suggest availability. When Lin appeared beside her, she looked up with carefully calculated surprise.

“Excuse me,” he said in accented English, “but I couldn’t help noticing you’re drinking alone.”

Natasha’s smile was warm but not too eager. “Is that a crime in Hong Kong?”

“Only if you’re as beautiful as you are.” The line was terrible, but his delivery had confidence. “David Lin.”

“Sarah,” she replied, using the identity they’d crafted for this mission. “Sarah Mitchell.”

*** 

Two hours later, she was pressed against the wall of his suite on the forty-second floor, Lin’s mouth on her throat, his hands fumbling with the zipper of her dress. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, Hong Kong sprawled in neon brilliance, but Natasha’s attention was focused on the tiny camera Samuel had positioned on the building across the street.

She knew Ethan was watching. The thought sent heat coursing through her that had nothing to do with the mission.

“You’re incredible,” Lin breathed against her skin, finally managing to work her dress down to her waist. His hands cupped her breasts with amateur enthusiasm, and she arched into his touch with a moan that was only partially performed.

“Bedroom,” she whispered, letting him lead her deeper into the suite.

The king-sized bed dominated the room, and Lin wasted no time pushing her back onto the expensive linens. She let him think he was in control, let him position her how he wanted, even as she maneuvered them both into perfect view of the camera.

When he buried his face between her thighs, she gasped his name and gripped his hair, every response calculated for maximum effect on both her target and her distant audience.

Lin worked her with desperate enthusiasm, and she found herself genuinely approaching climax despite the professional nature of the encounter.

“Oh God, David,” she moaned, letting her thighs tremble around his head. “Don’t stop.”

When she came—and she did come, her body responding to the skill of his tongue and the knowledge that Ethan was watching her perform—Lin looked up at her with the satisfied expression of a man who thought he’d impressed her.

“Your turn,” she purred, pushing him back onto the bed.

She took her time undressing him, kissing every inch of exposed skin, building his arousal until he was practically begging for her mouth. When she finally took him between her lips, he groaned loud enough that she was certain the surveillance team could hear him.

“Jesus,” he gasped as she worked him with practiced precision. “Where did you learn to do that?”

She pulled back just enough to smile up at him. “A girl has her secrets.”

Her mouth returned to him, tongue swirling around the head of his cock while her hand worked the base. She could feel him trembling beneath her, could hear his breathing become ragged as she alternated between deep, throat-stretching strokes and teasing licks that made him buck his hips desperately.

“Please,” he whispered, his hands tangling in her hair. “I need—”

She knew exactly what he needed. What they all needed when she used her mouth like this.

Complete surrender.

She took him deep, her throat relaxing to accommodate his length while her hand cupped his balls, rolling them gently. The sounds he made were desperate, primal, exactly the kind of vulnerability she could exploit later.

When she felt him getting close, she pulled back, leaving him gasping and aching.

“Not yet,” she purred, crawling up his body. “I want to feel you inside me first.”

She straddled him, positioning herself over his cock, then sank down slowly, inch by inch, watching his face as she took all of him. His eyes rolled back, a groan escaping his lips that was pure animal satisfaction.

“You feel incredible,” he managed, gripping her hips as she began to move.

She rode him with calculated intensity, her body undulating in ways she’d learned drove men wild. Her breasts bounced with each movement, and she made sure to arch her back, giving the cameras the perfect angle while Lin lost himself in the sensation.

“Touch me,” she demanded, guiding his hand between her legs. “I want to come with you inside me.”

His thumb found her clit, circling with amateur enthusiasm, but she guided him to the right pressure, the right rhythm. The combination of his cock filling her and his fingers working her most sensitive spot had her climbing toward genuine release.

“That’s it,” she gasped, her movements becoming more urgent. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

Twenty minutes later, with Lin gasping beneath her as she rode him through her own powerful orgasm, Natasha caught sight of her own reflection in the mirrored ceiling. Hair wild, skin flushed, body moving with predatory grace, she looked like exactly what she’d become.

Not a victim, not a captive.

A weapon.

Lin climaxed with a shout that probably woke the neighboring rooms, and Natasha followed moments later, her orgasm genuine and powerful.

As they lay tangled in sweat-dampened sheets, Lin’s breathing gradually slowing, she began the real work.

“That was amazing,” she murmured against his chest, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his skin. “I feel like I can tell you anything.”

“Anything,” he agreed drowsily.

“Even that I’m not really a tourist?” She let her voice carry just enough vulnerability to suggest confession. “I work for a tech company. We’re trying to get contracts with satellite imaging firms.”

Lin’s breathing changed slightly—not alarm, but interest. “What kind of contracts?”

Perfect.

Four Floors Below, in the Hotel’s Business Center

Ethan sat in darkness, watching the feeds from Samuel’s cameras and drones. On one screen, he could see Natasha’s naked form curled against Lin’s chest, her fingers drawing circles on his skin as she extracted information with surgical precision. On another, thermal imaging showed their elevated heart rates gradually returning to normal.

His own arousal was undeniable—had been building since he’d watched her work Lin with her mouth, her eyes occasionally flicking toward the camera as if she could see him through the lens. The knowledge that she was performing partly for him, using her sexuality as both weapon and gift, was intoxicating.

His phone buzzed with a text from Gabe back in Washington: How’s our girl doing?

Ethan typed back: Like she was born for this.

And she was. The suburban housewife who’d been taken from that D.C. restaurant was gone, replaced by someone infinitely more dangerous and beautiful. Someone who could seduce state secrets from hardened men while genuinely enjoying the work.

Someone who came home to him afterward and used that same practiced skill to drive him out of his mind with pleasure.

On screen, Natasha was already getting Lin to talk about his company’s latest satellite contracts. Within an hour, she’d have everything they needed. Within two hours, she’d be back in Ethan’s arms, still glowing with the satisfaction of a job well done.

He’d never been more proud of anyone in his life.

The Next Morning

“The intel is solid.” Gabe’s voice crackled through the secure connection as the team debriefed in their safe house overlooking Victoria Harbor. “Lin gave us everything—satellite schedules, security protocols, even the access codes for their Hong Kong servers.”

Natasha sat curled in an armchair, still in the silk robe she’d worn back from the hotel, looking thoroughly satisfied with herself. Esperanza cleaned her weapons at the kitchen table, Patel studied building schematics for their next target, and Samuel organized the technical intelligence they’d gathered.

It looked, Ethan thought, exactly like what it was: a family of professionals who happened to specialize in the most intimate form of warfare.

“What’s next?” Natasha asked, and Ethan caught the eager note in her voice. She was addicted now—to the danger, the power, the intoxicating combination of sex and espionage.

“Singapore,” Gabe replied. “Arms dealer with connections to three terrorist organizations. Interested?”

Natasha’s smile was as sharp as a blade. “When do we leave?”

As the team dispersed to their various preparations, Ethan found himself alone with his wife. She looked up at him from the armchair, her robe falling open just enough to remind him of what he’d watched her do the night before.

“Did you enjoy the show?” she asked quietly.

“You know I did.”

“Good.” She stood, moving toward him with the same predatory grace she’d used on Lin. “Because now it’s your turn.”

She pushed him back onto the couch and straddled his lap, already working at his belt with fingers that had extracted state secrets and brought him to the edge of madness in equal measure.

Outside, Hong Kong glittered in the morning sun, full of targets, and opportunities, and secrets waiting to be stolen. But inside their safe house, there was only this—the dangerous woman he’d married and the new life they were building together, one mission at a time.

Natasha’s mouth found his, and Ethan lost himself in the kiss, in the knowledge that she was his in every way that mattered. That whatever they’d built together in that Caribbean lagoon was stronger than any mission, any target, any secret they might steal.

She pulled back just enough to whisper against his lips, “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he replied. “Both versions of you.”

Her laugh was low, and pleased, and dangerous. “Then you’re going to love Singapore.”

Don't worry! Natasha and friends WILL return!
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