Undercover Blonde Ch. 01

The dead woman on the TV screen had been beautiful once. Now her blonde hair was matted
with dried blood, her blue eyes vacant as the medical examiner cataloged the violence that had
ended her. Evelyn Sinclair leaned forward on the couch, watching with an intensity that would
disturb most people. The clock read 6:17 AM. The rest of the condo sat in pre-dawn darkness,
the only illumination coming from the television’s cool glow that painted Evie’s striking features
in a ghostly light.

“The victim shows evidence of defensive wounds on her forearms,” the medical examiner on the
screen explained, “indicating she fought her attacker before succumbing to multiple stab
wounds to the neck and torso.”

Evie’s ice-blue eyes narrowed, mentally cataloging details others might miss: the angle of the
wounds, the spray pattern of blood on nearby surfaces, the timeline reconstructed through
lividity and body temperature. She wasn’t watching with morbid fascination but with analytical
curiosity, her mind arranging and rearranging puzzle pieces as naturally as others might hum
along to a favorite song.

Behind her, the bedroom door opened with a soft creak. Joseph Sinclair emerged, his athletic
frame silhouetted in the doorway, hair tussled from sleep. He squinted against the television’s
glow, concern etched across his features as he spotted his wife curled on the couch instead of
beside him in bed.

“Jesus, Evie,” he muttered. “The stabby shows again?”

She didn’t turn, eyes still fixed on the screen. “The husband did it. They’re acting like it’s a
mystery, but he has a fresh cut on his right hand he keeps hiding from the camera. Plus, the
blood spatter on the kitchen ceiling means the killer was taller than her. He’s claiming it was an
intruder, but the dog didn’t bark, and they mentioned earlier it goes crazy whenever strangers
approach the house.”

Joe shuffled to the kitchen, flicking on the light above the sink. The sudden illumination made
Evie blink, momentarily breaking her connection to the murdered blonde. “Did you sleep at all?”
he asked, filling the coffee maker with water.

“Couple hours,” she answered, though they both knew it was probably less. Insomnia had been
her companion recently. The white noise of true crime documentaries had become her lullaby,
though they rarely delivered on their promise of sleep.

Joe measured coffee grounds. “You’ve got to be exhausted. Your shift starts at noon, right?”

“Mmm,” she hummed noncommittally, still tracking the detectives’ investigation of the crime
scene.

The coffee maker gurgled to life. Joe leaned against the counter, watching his wife instead of the
television. At twenty-four, Evie’s beauty remained startling, even in baggy pajamas and her
blonde hair piled messily atop her head. Sometimes he still couldn’t believe she had chosen
him, this extraordinary creature.

“One of these days,” he said, “I’m going to wake up to find you standing over me with a kitchen
knife, reciting statistics about husbands who never saw it coming.”



Evie finally turned from the screen, a smile breaking across her face. “Sleep with one eye open,
Joseph Sinclair.” The playful threat was their long-running joke, born during their first date when
he’d discovered her true crime obsession. “Besides, I’'d never be that obvious. You’d go missing
during a hiking trip, your body never to be recovered. The perfect crime.”

Joe poured coffee into two mugs, adding cream to hers. “That’s oddly comforting. At least I'd be
married to someone competent enough to get away with it.”

“Damn straight.” She accepted the mug he offered, their fingers brushing in the exchange.
“How’d you sleep?”

“Like the hypothetically murdered,” he answered, settling beside her on the couch. His weight
created a familiar depression in the cushions that naturally drew her toward him. “Collins is
riding my ass about the Westlake project. Apparently, my designs aren’t innovative enough for
their budget constraints, which is code for please violate the laws of physics and materials
science to save them money.”

Evie tucked her feet beneath his thigh, seeking his warmth. “Want me to kill him for you? | know
at least three ways to make it look accidental.”

“This is why | love you,” Joe said, taking a long sip of his coffee. “But | need the job more than |
need Collins dead. At least until we build up more savings.”

On screen, detectives were now interviewing the husband, whose performance of grief struck
Evie as rehearsed, each sob calculated for sympathy. “Look how he keeps checking the female
detective’s reaction,” she pointed out. “Classic manipulation. Wants to make sure she’s buying
it.”

Joe glanced at the TV, but his eyes quickly returned to his wife. “You know it’s creepy how good
you are at this, right? Like, clinically concerning.”

“Says the man who memorizes load-bearing calculations for fun.”

“That’s different. My obsession builds things. Yours just...” He gestured toward the bloody crime
scene photos now filling the screen. “Dwells on the worst of humanity.”

Evie’s expression grew momentarily distant. “Understanding the worst helps you recognize it
before it happens to you.” The words emerged with a weight that briefly altered the comfortable
morning routine into something heavier, dragging the ghost of her father’s murder into their living
room.

Joe squeezed her ankle gently, acknowledging the unspoken memory without forcing her to
elaborate. This was the rhythm they’d established over six years together, knowing when to push
and when to let things lie. “What’s on your schedule today?”

The question successfully lightened the moment, drawing a groan from Evie. “Mrs. Hoffman’s
coming in for her monthly ‘nothing fits me anymore’ tantrum, where I’'ll spend an hour
convincing her that it’s the designers who’ve changed their sizing, not her body.”

“The sacred lies of retail.”

“The very foundation of my career,” she agreed.



Joe stood, stretching. “I’m making eggs,” he announced. “You want some, or are you too busy
solving crimes from our couch?”

“l can multitask.” She uncurled from her position, following him to their small kitchen. The
condo wasn’t much, two bedrooms, one bath, just under a thousand square feet, but it was
theirs, or would be after twenty-seven more years of mortgage payments. Joe had painted the
walls himself, Evie had chosen the furniture, and together they’d created this space that
represented their shared life: comfortable, predictable, safe.

As Joe cracked eggs into a bowl, Evie leaned against the counter beside him, close enough that
their shoulders touched. He automatically shifted left as she reached for plates. She handed
him the salt before he asked for it.

“l had that dream again,” she said quietly, watching him whisk the eggs. “The one with my dad.”
Joe’s whisking slowed but didn’t stop. “The crime scene one?”

She nodded. “Except this time | could see the shooter’s face, but it kept changing. First it was
some random guy, then it was David, then...” She hesitated. “Then it was me.”

“That’s new,” Joe said carefully. He poured the eggs into the heated pan, where they sizzled
against the surface. “Any idea what that’s about?”

Evie shrugged. “Probably just my subconscious being weird. Or too many murder shows before
bed.”

Joe didn’t push, though his glance conveyed skepticism. He knew better than most how Evie’s
father’s murder had shaped the obsessive need to understand criminal psychology, the
hypervigilance that sometimes manifested as paranoia, the sense of responsibility for her
brother that bordered on parental. The dreams had been coming more frequently lately, a detail
he’d filed away alongside her increasing restlessness.

“Maybe it’s time for a vacation,” he suggested, stirring the eggs. “We could drive down to the
Keys for a weekend, get a little cottage on the water. No crime shows, no work calls, just us and
some overpriced seafood.”

It had been over a year since they’d taken time away together, both of them caught in their
separate daily grinds.

“That sounds nice,” Evie said. “Maybe next month when the season slows down at the
boutique.”

They both recognized the gentle deflection for what it was, another small disappointment added
to a growing collection neither acknowledged directly. Joe divided the eggs onto two plates,
adding toast he’d prepared while they talked.

Joe glanced at his watch. “l should get ready.” He stood, putting his empty plate in the sink.
“Early meeting today.”

“Want me to set out your navy suit? The one that makes you look like you know what you’re
talking about?” Evie offered, only half-teasing.

“Please. And maybe the blue tie with the subtle pattern? | need all the authority | can fake
today.”



While Joe showered, Evie selected his clothes, laying them on the bed with genuine care. Their
morning routine had the comfort of well-worn paths, each knowing their role in their shared
space. When Joe appeared from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, water droplets still running
down his hair, Evie allowed herself a moment of appreciation for the man she’d married.

“You’re staring, Evie,” he said, catching her gaze as he reached for his underwear.
She perched on the edge of the bed, watching him dress. “One of the perks of matrimony.”
“I’m thinking pasta for dinner? I’ll pick up ingredients on the way home.”

“Sounds perfect.” The easy agreement about such a mundane detail somehow encapsulated
their relationship: functional, affectionate, uncomplicated.

When Joe was fully dressed, Evie straightened his tie, using the adjustment as an excuse to pull
him closer for a kiss.

“I’'ll text when I’m heading home,” Joe said, forehead resting against hers for a moment before
pulling away. He grabbed his keys from the bowl by the door. “Try to actually sleep if you can,
instead of solving more murders.”

“No promises,” she called after him as the door closed.

Alone in the suddenly quiet condo, Evie returned to the couch, pulling her knees to her chest as
the true crime show reached its conclusion. The husband had been arrested, just as she’d
predicted. His performances of grief collapsed under the weight of physical evidence and
inconsistent statements.

“Amateur,” she murmured to the screen, a strange emptiness settling in her chest as the credits
rolled.

There were still hours to fill before her noon shift. She channel-surfed through daytime
programming, through talk shows, home renovation miracles performed in impossible
timeframes, reruns of sitcoms. Nothing held her attention. Eventually, she drifted into a restless
sleep on the couch, crime scene images bleeding into her dreams.

She woke with a jolt at 9:17, momentarily disoriented. Sunlight now streamed through the
blinds. Miami had fully awakened while she dozed, the sounds of traffic and occasional car horn
filtering through the walls of their condo.

Her phone buzzed from the coffee table. A text from David, her younger brother: Need to talk.
Important. Coffee at Margo’sin at 10?

Evie stared at the message. At twenty, her brother existed in a perpetual state of crisis, each one
requiring her intervention. The last “important” conversation had involved him needing bail
money after a bar fight. The one before that, he’d lost his job and needed rent covered.

More unusual than the request itself was the timing. David rarely surfaced before noon, his
nights typically spent working odd jobs or, more likely, drinking with friends who encouraged his
worst impulses. For him to be coherent and concerned enough to request a meeting at 10 AM
suggested genuine urgency.

She typed back: What’s going on?

The response came immediately: Can’t text it. Please Evie. It’s serious.



She sighed, running a hand through her hair. She still had time before her shift began, and
despite her exhaustion, curiosity prickled at the edges of her consciousness. David’s message
lacked his usual excuses and minimizations, the brevity suggesting something beyond his
typical self-created problems.

Fine. 30 minutes, she replied, already calculating how quickly she could shower and dress.

As she headed toward the bathroom, her gaze caught her reflection in the hallway mirror. For a
disorienting moment, she saw not herself but the dead blonde from the documentary, their
features momentarily superimposed. Evie blinked and the illusion vanished, leaving only her
own face staring back. She shook off the feeling and stepped into the shower, letting hot water
wash away the morning’s restlessness.

Margo’s Coffee occupied the ground floor of a renovated Art Deco building in Little Havana. Its
faded turquoise exterior stood defiantly against the encroaching gentrification that had already
claimed neighboring blocks. Evie arrived ten minutes early, a habit ingrained since childhood.
Her father had always said that punctuality was respect made visible. She claimed a corner
table with clear sightlines to both the entrance and the back exit, another unconscious
inheritance from a man fourteen years dead.

The café hummed with energy. It was a mixture of locals drinking Cuban coffee, tourists
consulting guidebooks, and remote workers hunched over laptops. Ceiling fans pushed humid
air in lazy circles, their rhythmic creaking providing counterpoint to the Latin jazz playing just
loudly enough to blur neighboring conversations. Evie waited, watching the door.

David arrived seven minutes late, which for him constituted remarkable punctuality. He pushed
through the door with the nervous energy that had characterized him since adolescence, his
lanky frame seeming to occupy more space than its physical dimensions warranted. At twenty,
he still carried himself with the awkward self-consciousness of a teenager, hands shoved deep
in his pockets, shoulders slightly hunched as if perpetually bracing for impact.

His eyes found Evie immediately. The family resemblance was unmistakable despite their
different builds, the same striking blue eyes, though David’s carried a wariness hers lacked. He
wore jeans with artful tears that Evie recognized as manufactured rather than earned, paired
with a vintage band t-shirt for a group that had disbanded before his birth. The carefully
cultivated appearance of casual indifference required more effort than the authenticity it
mimicked.

“Hey,” he said, dropping into the chair across from her. His knee bounced, vibrating their table.
“Thanks for coming.”

“You said it was important,” Evie replied, studying her brother’s face. The shadows beneath his
eyes had deepened since she’d last seen him three weeks ago. A faint yellowing bruise
decorated his left cheekbone, nearly healed but still visible. “What’s going on?”

David glanced around the café before leaning forward, lowering his voice. “l fucked up, Evie.”

She suppressed the sigh building in her chest. These conversations typically began the same
way, with David’s confession serving as prelude to a request for money or intervention. “How
much do you need this time?”



Hurt flashed across his features. “It’s not about money. Not directly, anyway. This is... different.”

Something in his tone gave her pause. Beneath his typical nervous energy lay a current of
genuine fear she hadn’t observed before. “Different how?”

David’s fingers drummed against the table’s surface. “Remember those guys | told you about?
The ones who own that club where | was doing some maintenance work?”

“The Maddox brothers,” Evie said, the names emerging from her mental catalog without effort.
Her expression hardened immediately. “l thought you quit working anywhere near them. | told
you specifically to stay away from them, David.”

“l know, | know,” he said, holding up his hands defensively. “But the money was good, and |
thought just doing maintenance work wouldn’t be a big deal.”

“After everything we discussed?” Evie hissed, leaning forward. “The courthouse bombing?” She
shook her head in disbelief. “We literally sat in my living room connecting dots about these guys
being involved in organized crime, and you still went back?”

David had the decency to look ashamed. “That’s actually why | needed to talk to you. | got
arrested three days ago for possession. Just weed, nothing serious, but...” He inhaled shakily.
“The cops handed me to these FBI agents. They started asking questions about the Maddox
brothers, and | panicked. Told them everything about our conversations.”

Evie felt the blood drain from her face. “What exactly did you tell them?”

“All of it. How you connected the courthouse bombing to the chemical compounds that one
Maddox brother was discussing when | overheard him in the back room. They seemed really
interested in how you figured it all out from such small pieces of information.”

Evie felt exposed, as if someone had peeled back her skin to examine the workings beneath.
What had seemed like harmless speculation between siblings had changed into potential
evidence against dangerous men. “Jesus, David. These aren’t shoplifters or petty dealers. If
they’re actually involved in bombings-”

“l know,” he interrupted, genuine remorse shadowing his features. “l didn’t think it through. | was
scared, and they were offering to drop the charges if | cooperated.”

The familiar mixture of frustration and protectiveness Evie felt toward her brother intensified.
Since their father’s death, David had been perpetually teetering on the edge of serious trouble,
with Evie repeatedly pulling him back from the brink. This time, however, he’d dragged them
both into something far deeper than his usual misadventures.

“Is that why you wanted to meet? To warn me?” she asked, mind already calculating potential
repercussions and countermeasures.

David shifted uncomfortably. “Partly. But also because...” He hesitated, then gestured subtly
toward a man sitting alone at a table near the back wall. “They want to talk to you.”

Evie casually turned her head, assessing the man. Mid-forties, physically fit beneath the
unremarkable suit, short haircut that prioritized function over style. He appeared absorbed in a
newspaper, but his eyes weren’t tracking across the text, instead remaining fixed at a point that
allowed peripheral vision of their table. Everything about him radiated controlled awareness,



from his positioning with back to wall and clear sightlines to exits, to the slight bulge at his ankle
suggesting a backup weapon.

“FBI?” she murmured, turning back to David.

He nodded. “His name’s Grant. Jason Grant. He said if you agreed to talk, they could make my
charges disappear completely. No record.”

The manipulation was transparent, using David’s vulnerability to access her. Evie felt a flash of
resentment at the pressure, even as she recognized its effectiveness. Her brother’s record
already contained juvenile charges and two misdemeanor convictions. A drug charge, even for
simple possession, could mean jail time given his history.

“You could have just told me this on the phone,” she said, suddenly understanding the
insistence on meeting in person.

“They wanted it this way. Said it was safer, in case anyone’s watching me.”

As if on cue, the man, Grant, folded his newspaper and approached their table. Up close, Evie
could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the only feature betraying the stress of his
profession. Everything else about him projected calm competence.

“Ms. Sinclair,” he said, voice pitched low enough to remain private in the busy café. “l appreciate
you meeting with us. Your brother has shared some interesting insights about you.”

“I

Evie maintained eye contact, refusing to be intimidated despite the authority he projected.
haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

Grant’s expression remained neutral. “Of course. I’'m simply suggesting a conversation that
might benefit everyone involved. Somewhere more private than this.” He glanced meaningfully
around the café.

“My shift starts in a few hours,” Evie said.

“This won’t take long,” Grant replied. “And if what your brother says about your observational
skills is accurate, it could be quite worthwhile for you.”

Evie thought of the mortgage payments stretching decades into the future, of Joe’s cautious
financial planning and their slowly growing savings. Whatever the FBI was offering, it likely
exceeded anything her retail position would provide.

“Fine,” she conceded, gathering her purse. “A conversation. That’s all I’'m agreeing to.”

Grant nodded. “My car’s out back. You can follow in yours if you prefer.” The offer to maintain her
autonomy was calculated to build trust, but Evie appreciated it nonetheless.

“I’ll drive separately,” she said firmly. “David can come with me.”
“As you wish. It’s a location in Coral Gables. I’ll text the address to your brother’s phone.”

Grant walked toward a nondescript sedan parked in the alley behind the café, its government
origins deceived only by the excessive cleanliness unusual for Miami vehicles.

Evie led David to her Honda Civic, parked two blocks away in a public lot. It had been Joe’s
choice when they were car shopping three years earlier. “It’s virtually indestructible,” he’d
insisted.



“I’m sorry,” David said as they walked, genuine regret coloring his words. “I didn’t know what
elseto do”

Evie unlocked the car with a click of her key fob. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.” The
reassurance was automatic. The role of protector was so deeply ingrained she couldn’t
abandon it even when furious with him.

As they settled into the car, David’s phone pinged with the address from Grant. Evie typed it into
her navigation system, noting it was indeed in Coral Gables, an upscale area where federal
agencies might plausibly maintain a temporary office.

Pulling into traffic, she spotted Grant’s sedan three cars ahead. “Tell me exactly what you told
them,” she said, eyes fixed on the road. “Every detail.”

As David recounted his conversations with the FBI agents, Evie’s mind raced through
implications and possibilities. The patterns she’d identified in the Maddox brothers’ activities
had been intellectual exercises, puzzles to solve during conversations with David. She’d never
intended to act on the information or share it beyond their private discussions. Now those same
observations had attracted federal attention, changing theoretical danger into potential reality.

Through the windshield, she watched the people of Miami scroll past, all moving through their
lives unaware of the criminal undercurrents flowing beneath the city’s glittering surface. Evie
had spent years observing these patterns from a safe distance, through the protective barrier of
television screens and theoretical speculation. Now she faced immersion in realities she’d only
studied from afar, and despite the danger implicit in Grant’s careful movements and David’s
nervous fidgeting, she felt something unexpected stirring beneath her apprehension: a
shameful, exhilarating current of anticipation.

The safe house was exactly what Evie expected: an unremarkable three-bedroom apartmentin
a mid-rise building populated by young professionals and early retirees. Nothing about the
exterior suggested government ownership. No excessive security, no telltale signs of
surveillance, just another anonymous residence in a city full of transients and transplants.

Grant led them through the building’s secure lobby using a key fob that appeared identical to
those carried by regular residents. The elevator ride to the third floor passed in silence. David
fidgeted beside her while Grant maintained his composed stillness.

“Three-oh-seven,” Grant said as the elevator doors opened, gesturing down a carpeted hallway
that smelled faintly of industrial cleaner and someone’s cooking odors.

Grant unlocked the apartment door and stepped aside, allowing Evie and David to enter first.
The interior confirmed her assumption: furniture that wouldn’t look out of place in a mid-tier
hotel suite, neutral colors, and an absolute absence of personality. The living room contained a
functional sofa and two armchairs arranged around a coffee table bearing water rings from
countless cups. The walls remained bare except for a large corkboard temporarily empty of its
usual photos and timelines.

A woman rose from one of the armchairs as they entered. Where Grant projected bland
competence, she radiated focused intensity. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail,
highlighting sharp cheekbones and eyes that assessed Evie with unnerving thoroughness. She



wore dark slacks and a fitted blazer despite the Miami heat, not a drop of sweat visible on her
composed features.

“Alexandra Rayes,” she introduced herself. “You can call me Lexi.”

Evie doubted anyone actually did. The diminutive seemed at odds with the woman’s carefully
constructed authority. “Evelyn Sinclair,” she replied, matching the formality. “Though I’'m
guessing you already have a file on me.”

The faintest smile touched the woman'’s lips. “We have a file on your brother. You’re currently a
footnote.”

“Soon upgraded to a chapter heading, apparently,” Evie said, remaining standing even as Grant
gestured toward the sofa.

Lexi’s gaze shifted to David. “Mr. Calloway, would you mind waiting in the kitchen? Agent Parker
would like to go over a few details with you.”

David glanced at Evie, seeking permission or reassurance. The look transported her instantly to
his childhood, the same uncertain eyes gazing up at her when their mother worked double
shifts, leaving ten-year-old Evie to explain to six-year-old David why dinner was cereal again or
why they couldn’t afford the field trip his class was taking.

“It’s fine,” she told him. “I’ll be right here.”

As David followed a previously unnoticed agent through a doorway to the kitchen, Grant closed
the apartment door and engaged multiple locks. The sound of each deadbolt sliding home
emphasized the shift from casual conversation to something with consequences.

“Please, sit,” Grant said.

Evie chose the armchair rather than the sofa, a small decision that maintained maximum
distance from both agents. Lexi resumed her seat across from her, while Grant remained
standing, positioning himself near the window.

“Your brother shared some interesting observations about the Maddox brothers’ operation,” Lexi
began, her posture perfect, hands resting lightly on her knees. “Specifically, connections you
made between fragments of information he provided and recent criminal activities.”

“We were just talking,” Evie said, the defensive response automatic. “Speculating. It wasn’t
serious.”

“And yet you accurately connected overheard conversations about chemical compounds to the
courthouse bombing,” Grant interjected from his position by the window.

Evie felt a chill despite the apartment’s comfortable temperature. Hearing her private analyses
recited back to her changed them from harmless theorizing into something that felt dangerously
like involvement.

“l watch a lot of true crime,” she said, attempting to minimize her contributions. “And | have
good pattern recognition. That doesn’t make me an expert.”

“No,” Lexi agreed, her dark eyes fixed on Evie with uncomfortable intensity. “It makes you
valuable. Especially given your other attributes.”



The assessment in Lexi’s gaze suddenly felt more personal, evaluating Evie’s physical
appearance with detachment. Evie had experienced such appraisals throughout her life, from
men measuring her as a sexual object, from women calculating her as competition, but Lexi’s
evaluation carried a different quality, like a carpenter assessing lumber for its potential uses.

“What exactly do you want from me?” Evie asked, discomfort sharpening her tone.

Grant moved from the window to perch on the sofa’s arm, creating a subtle triangulation that
placed Evie at its focal point. “We’ve been building a case against the Maddox brothers for
eighteen months. They’re careful, insulated. Traditional surveillance has yielded minimal
results. We need someone on the inside.”

“l already work at Club Elysium part-time,” Lexi said, the revelation surprising Evie. “But we need
another pair of eyes. Someone the brothers haven’t seen before, someone who can approach
this from a different angle while | maintain my current position.”

“You want me to work at their club?” Evie asked, her skepticism rising. “I’m a retail clerk. | sell
overpriced dresses to bored housewives.”

“We want you to work as a dancer,” Grant said bluntly. “Agent Rayes has established herself
there, but we need additional coverage. The Maddox brothers are cautious around her, perhaps
sensing something off despite her training. A fresh face might have better access.”

Evie stared at them, waiting for the punchline that never came. “You can’t be serious.”

“Let’s not waste time with euphemisms,” Lexi said, leaning forward. “You look like a
supermodel. You’re exactly the type they hire. Five-ten, blonde, athletic build, symmetrical
facial features that fall within the golden ratio.” Her clinical assessment made Evie blush despite
herself. “The club hires based on appearance first, personality second, and dancing ability a
distant third. You’d be hired on sight.”

“We can’t afford to put someone in who would fail,” Grant added. “The risk is too high. Agent
Rayes has identified you as having the physical attributes and observational skills necessary for
this role.”

Evie’s mind reeled at the surreal conversation. “Even if | could... which | can’t... my husband
would never-”

“You’d be given a completely new identity,” Grant interrupted. “New name, backstory,
documentation. You’d be a girl new to Miami, looking to make ends meet. Your stage name
would be ‘Destiny’, common enough to be forgettable, evocative enough to be marketable.”

“You’d keep all the money you make dancing,” Lexi added. “With your looks, you’d be one of the
top earners in just a few weeks. Two thousand on slow nights, potentially over ten thousand on
busy weekends or special events.” She paused, letting the figures sink in. “Plus the hundred
thousand completion bonus we’re offering.”

The numbers were staggering, more money than Evie made in months at the boutique, earned in
single nights. The practical part of her brain instantly calculated mortgage payments, savings
contributions, the financial breathing room such income would create. The thought both
attracted and repulsed her.

“And my brother’s charges?” Evie asked, though she already knew the answer.



“Dropped completely,” Grant confirmed. “No record, no consequences.”
“That’s blackmail,” Evie said, anger flaring.

Grant’s expression remained neutral. “We prefer to think of it as alignment of interests. Your
brother avoids jail time, you receive substantial compensation, and we gather intelligence that
could prevent future attacks like the courthouse bombing.”

“What about my life?” Evie demanded. “My job, my husband... Joe will never allow this.”

“Your husband doesn’t control your decisions,” Lexi observed with a raised eyebrow. “But |
understand your concern. This would require significant life changes for three months.”

“What would it look like?” Evie asked, hating that she was even engaging with their proposition
but unable to stop herself. “Day to day, | mean.”

Lexi leaned forward, seemingly pleased by the question. “You’d live in a different safe house,
one consistent with your cover identity. You’d work nights at the club, typically from eight PM to
four AM. During days, you’d maintain your cover, occasionally being seen around your
apartment building or in places your character would frequent. Agent Grant or | would meet with
you regularly for debriefings and to provide any necessary guidance.”

“You’d have minimal contact with your existing life,” Grant added. “Occasional calls from a
burner phone that would remain at the safe house, never carried to locations where you might
be observed. We would stay in regular contact with your loved ones, providing updates and
assurances.”

“So I’'d be completely isolated from everyone | know for three months,” Evie summarized, the
reality of the proposition sinking in.

“Think of what your father would say,” Grant said, his tone softening. “A police officer who gave
his life in service. This is an opportunity to continue that legacy, to prevent crimes rather than
merely solving them after victims have already suffered.”

The invocation of her father sent a bolt of anger through Evie. “Don’t you dare use him to
manipulate me,” she said, her voice deadly quiet. “You didn’t know him. You don’t get to
weaponize his memory.”

“l apologize. That was inappropriate. But the fact remains that you have a unique opportunity to
help us prevent significant harm. The Maddox brothers aren’t just criminals. They’re evolving
into domestic terrorists through their association with Malcolm Kessler.”

Evie stood, needing physical movement to process the overwhelming proposition. “This is
insane. You’re asking me to become a completely different person, to lie to everyone | love, to
take off my clothes for strangers, all with no training, no preparation.”

“We would provide accelerated training,” Lexi said calmly. “l would personally work with you on
both the dancing aspects and undercover protocols. You wouldn’t go in completely cold.”

“I need time to think,” Evie said, gathering her purse. “And to talk to my husband.”

“You have twenty-four hours,” Grant replied, rising. “After that, we’ll need to explore other
options. And Ms. Sinclair,” he hesitated, “discretion is paramount. The specifics of this
operation shouldn’t be discussed outside this room.”



The warning was clear: tell Joe about the offer, but not the details. The restriction felt like yet
another manipulation, limiting her ability to fully process the decision with the person whose life
would be equally impacted.

“l have work in an hour,” she said, checking her watch and finding an excuse to escape the
weight of their expectations.

“Of course,” Grant said, moving to unlock the door. “We’ll drive your brother home. Agent Rayes
will escort you to your car.”

The assignment of Lexi as her escort rather than Grant wasn’t lost on Evie. It was a calculated
decision to pair her with the female agent, perhaps hoping for some gender-based rapport to
develop during the brief interaction.

As they walked toward the elevator, Lexi maintained silence. The click of her heels on the
hallway’s tile was the only sound between them. Only when they reached the building’s lobby
did she speak.

“The men we’re targeting are responsible for at least seventeen deaths that we can connect to
them,” she said conversationally, as if discussing the weather. “Including two federal witnesses
and a judge’s sixteen-year-old daughter. The courthouse bombing was designed to destroy
evidence in a RICO case that took three years to build.”

Evie remained silent, recognizing the tactic: humanize the victims, emphasize the stakes,
convert a questionable proposition into a moral imperative.

“Your brother stumbled into something far more dangerous than he realizes,” Lexi continued as
they exited the building into Miami’s punishing midday heat. “Whether you help us or not, the
Maddox brothers represent a genuine threat to him if they ever connect him to federal interest in
their activities.”

They reached Evie’s Honda, a perfect reflection of the safe, predictable life she’d constructed.
Lexi handed her a business card with a single phone number on it.

“This line is secure,” she said. “When you’ve made your decision, call. Not before.”

Evie took the card, slipping it into her purse without comment. As she unlocked her car, Lexi
added a final observation.

“You’ve spent your life watching from the sidelines, Ms. Sinclair. Analyzing other people’s
actions, other people’s choices. Perhaps it’s time to step onto the field yourself.”

Before Evie could formulate a response, Lexi turned and walked back toward the building,
leaving her alone with the echo of words that probed too accurately.

After a short drive, Evie slipped through the employee entrance at Veronique’s boutique, quickly
changing into the required uniform: a black sheath dress with a subtle V-neck that the owner
insisted “communicated professionalism while acknowledging femininity,” whatever that
meant. As she moved onto the sales floor, her mind remained in that safe house, processing the
FBI’s proposition while her body went through the motions of retail work.



“Thank God you’re here,” Melissa whispered as Evie emerged. “Mrs. Hoffman arrived twenty
minutes early and she’s already rejected three dresses.”

Evie nodded absently, barely registering her coworker’s words. The contrast between her current
reality and the one the FBI proposed couldn’t have been more different, from selling five-
thousand-dollar dresses to affluent women to working undercover in a criminal enterprise. The
familiar retail tasks suddenly seemed unbearably trivial, her customer service smile a mask she
couldn’t bear to wear for another moment.

A clarity she hadn’t expected washed over her as she straightened a display of silk scarves. She
didn’t need twenty-four hours to decide. The answer had formed in her mind the moment Grant
had mentioned the operation, crystallizing further with each passing moment. The restlessness
that had plagued her for months, perhaps years, suddenly had focus, a direction, a purpose
beyond the safe predictability of her current existence.

“Is Veronique in her office?” Evie asked abruptly.
Melissa blinked in surprise. “Yes, but Mrs. Hoffman is waiting-"

“Tell her something came up,” Evie interrupted, already moving toward the back of the store.
“Family emergency.”

She rapped sharply on the office door, entering at Veronique’s crisp “Come in.” The boutique
owner glanced up from her computer, eyebrows rising at Evie’s unexpected appearance.

“I need to resign,” Evie said. “Effective immediately.”
“Excuse me?”

“I’m quitting,” Evie clarified, a strange lightness filling her chest as the words left her mouth.
“Something’s come up. An opportunity | can’t pass up.”

“This is highly unprofessional, Evelyn,” Veronique responded, recovering quickly. “Two weeks’
notice is standard. We have commitments to clients who specifically request you.”

“l understand, and | apologize for the inconvenience,” Evie said, surprised by her own calm. “But
this isn’t negotiable. Today is my last day.”

Twenty minutes later, she walked out of Veronique’s, ignoring the shocked stares of her
coworkers and the whispered speculation already beginning behind her back. As she stepped
into the parking lot, the humid Miami air suddenly felt like freedom rather than oppression.

In her car, Evie sat for a moment with her hand hovering over her purse where Lexi’s card waited
with that single phone number. The rational decision would be to call immediately, to secure the
arrangement before second thoughts could intrude. Instead, she started the engine and headed
home. She’d call in the morning, after one last night with Joe, one last night of being solely
Evelyn Sinclair before stepping into whatever transformation awaited her.

The grocery store near their condo provided everything she needed for a simple but special
dinner: a good cut of steak, potatoes, fresh vegetables, a bottle of wine better than they typically
allowed themselves. As she moved through the aisles, Evie mentally rehearsed what she would
tell Joe, and more importantly, what she wouldn’t tell him. The full truth about Club Elysium
would remain locked behind her lips, a detail she instinctively knew would derail any possibility
of his acceptance.



At home, Evie moved quickly, cutting potatoes and vegetables and sliding them into the oven,
then preparing the steak before leaving it covered on the counter. She’d cook it just before they
ate, wanting everything to be perfect for what would be their last meal together for three
months.

She showered afterward, the hot water washing away the scent of Veronique’s exclusive
perfume, symbolically cleansing herself of the life she was preparing to temporarily abandon.
She dried her hair and applied subtle makeup, then slipped into the black lace lingerie set Joe
had given her for their anniversary, an ensemble saved for special occasions that had become
increasingly rare as their marriage settled into routine.

Over the lingerie, she pulled on a simple sundress, casual enough for an ordinary evening at
home but flattering in ways she knew Joe appreciated. The familiar domestic preparations felt
suddenly precious, weighted with the knowledge of impending absence. She adjusted the
thermostat, dimmed the lights, poured herself a glass of wine, and waited.

Joe arrived home at a quarter after six. Stepping inside, his expression shifted from end-of-
workday exhaustion to surprise as he registered her presence.

“You’re home early,” he said. “I thought you worked until eight?”
“l quit,” Evie replied simply, rising from the couch to greet him with a kiss.

Joe pulled back slightly, confusion evident in his expression. “You quit? As in completely quit,
not just left early?”

“Completely quit,” she confirmed, moving back toward the kitchen to check on the roasting
vegetables. “I need to talk to you about something important.”

Joe followed her, loosening his tie. “That sounds ominous. What’s going on? Is it David? Is he in
trouble again?”

The accurate guess provided a starting point. “Yes,” she said, opening the oven to turn the
potatoes. “But it’s more complicated than usual.”

“When isn’tit?” Joe sighed, pouring himself a glass of the open wine. “What did he do this
time?”

Evie turned to face him, leaning against the counter. “He got arrested for possession. But that’s
not the realissue. The FBl approached me today. They want me to help them with an
investigation.”

Joe’s glass paused halfway to his lips. “The FBI? Help them how?”

“As an informant,” she said carefully, the partial truth feeling like complete deception. “They
think | have observational skills that could help them build a case. They’re offering to drop
David’s charges in exchange for my cooperation.”

“An informant,” Joe repeated slowly, setting his glass down. “What kind of investigation are we
talking about?”

“l can’t give you specifics,” Evie replied, the first of many evasions she anticipated in this
conversation. “But it involves gathering information on potential domestic terrorism.”



Joe’s expression changed, concern replacing confusion. “Terrorism? Jesus, Evie, that sounds
dangerous. What exactly would you be doing?”

“Observing. Reporting. Nothing directly dangerous,” she said, the reassurance hollow even to
her own ears. “But I'd need to be away for three months. Living under a different identity,
minimal contact with my regular life.”

“Three months?” Joe’s voice rose sharply. “That’s not some weekend operation, Evie. That’s a
quarter of a year. And what do you mean ‘minimal contact’? We wouldn’t see each other?”

Evie turned back to the oven, using the movement to avoid his direct gaze. “It would have to be
very limited... occasional phone calls, but no in-person meetings.”

“This is fucking insane,” Joe said, running a hand through his hair. “You’re not a trained agent.
You’re not a cop. You have no experience with any of this. And they want you to disappear for
three months into some kind of terrorism investigation?”

“They’re offering compensation,” Evie said, redirecting slightly. “A hundred thousand dollars
upon completion.”

The figure momentarily silenced Joe’s objections. He stared at her, mental calculations visible
in his expression as he processed the implications of such a sum.

“A hundred thousand,” he repeated, voice softer. “That would...”
“Pay off most of our mortgage,” Evie finished. “Or give us the down payment for a bigger place.”

“It doesn’t matter how much they’re offering,” Joe said, his tone hardening again. “It’s too
dangerous. And three months apart? We haven’t spent more than a weekend away from each
other since we got married. You can’t seriously be considering this.”

“l already accepted,” Evie admitted, the words escaping before she could moderate them. “Or
at least, | decided to. I’m calling them in the morning.”

Joe stared at her, disbelief and hurt washing across his features. “You decided without talking to
me first? Evie, we’re married. This affects both of us.”

“l know,” she acknowledged. “And I’m sorry. But David’s freedom is on the line, and honestly...”
She hesitated, then pushed forward with the truth she’d been avoiding. “l want to do this. Not
just for David, not just for the money. For me.”

“For you,” Joe echoed. “What the fuck does that even mean?”

Evie removed the vegetables from the oven while her mind raced to articulate feelings she’d
barely acknowledged to herself. “It means I’'m bored, Joe. It means | feel like I’'m sleepwalking
through my life, selling overpriced clothes to rich women and coming home to watch other
people do things that matter. It means | want to use my brain for something that actually has
consequences.”

“And our life together doesn’t matter? Doesn’t have consequences?” The hurt in his voice cut
through her defenses. “Jesus, Evie, if you’re unhappy, we can make changes. You can find a
different job, go back to school, whatever you want. But disappearing for three months into
some dangerous FBI operation isn’t the answer.”



“It’s not about being unhappy with you,” she clarified quickly, moving toward him. “It’s about
feeling like there’s a part of me that’s never been used, never been tested. Don’t you ever
wonder what you’re capable of beyond what you do every day?”

Joe stepped back from her approach, physical distance mirroring the emotional gulf opening
between them. “No, | don’t. I’'m pretty clear on who | am and what matters to me. And right now,
what matters is that my wife is telling me she’s abandoning our life together for three fucking
months to do something dangerous because she’s bored.”

The characterization stung with its accuracy. Put in those terms, her decision sounded selfish,
impulsive, almost adolescent in its disregard for consequences. Yet beneath the sting lay the
persistent certainty that this opportunity represented something essential, something she
couldn’t turn away from without permanent regret.

“I’'m not abandoning our life,” she insisted. “I’m taking a temporary detour that could benefit us
both financially and give me a chance to do something meaningful.”

“Meaningful,” Joe repeated. “Because what we’ve built together isn’t meaningful enough.”

Dinner progressed in tense silence, both of them picking at food neither had appetite for, the
carefully prepared meal wasted amid the emotional turbulence between them. The argument
resumed and receded in waves throughout the evening, Joe’s opposition unwavering despite
Evie’s various attempts at reassurance and explanation.

“You don’t even know what you’re getting into,” he said for perhaps the fifth time as they cleared
dishes neither had properly eaten. “These people could be dangerous. The whole situation
could be dangerous. And for what? So you can play detective like in those fucking shows you
watch?”

“It’s not playing,” Evie countered, frustration sharpening her tone. “The FBI thinks | can actually
help with something important. Something that could prevent people from getting hurt.”

“And what if you get hurt instead?” Joe demanded, setting a plate down with more force than
necessary. “What if something goes wrong and | get a call saying my wife is in the hospital, or
worse? Have you thought about that?”

“Of course | have,” she replied, though in truth, the possibility felt abstract, theoretical rather
than concrete. “But the risk is minimal. I’d be carefully monitored, protected.”

Joe shook his head, disbelief evident. “l don’t understand you right now. This isn’t like you, Evie.”

His words struck at the heart of her internal conflict, the recognition that her desire for this
assignment represented a part of herself she’d suppressed or ignored, a facet of her identity
incompatible with the careful, responsible person she’d constructed herself to be.

“Maybe it is like me,” she said quietly. “Maybe this is exactly like me, and I’ve just never had the
opportunity to find out.”

Joe studied her face for a long moment, something shifting in his expression as he registered the
quiet certainty in her words. “How badly do you want this?” he asked finally, the question
stripped of judgment or accusation, seeking only truth.



Evie met his gaze directly. “Badly enough that | quit my job today without a second thought.
Badly enough that I’ve been thinking about it every minute since they offered it. Badly enough
that even though | hate the idea of being away from you, | can’t imagine turning it down.”

The naked honesty hung between them, reshaping the argument. Joe’s shoulders sagged
slightly, anger giving way to a resignation that carried its own kind of pain.

“l don’t want you to go,” he said, voice emotional. “l think it’s dangerous and unnecessary and |
hate everything about it. But | also don’t want you to stay and resent me for stopping you.”

The concession wasn’t acceptance, not really, but it created space for possibility where before
there had been only opposition. Evie moved toward him, closing the physical distance that had
yawned between them throughout the evening.

“l would never resent you,” she said, reaching for his hand. “But | need to do this. | need to find
out what I’m capable of beyond the life we’ve built here.”

Joe didn’t pull away from her touch, though tension remained in his body. “Three months,” he
said, the words carrying the weight of all his fears and objections. “And then you come home.
You come back to us, to our life together.”

“l promise,” Evie said, meaning it completely in that moment, unable to imagine any outcome
where she wouldn’t return to the safety and love he represented. “This doesn’t change how | feel
about you. About us.”

He nodded, though doubt lingered in his eyes. “When do you leave?”

“Tomorrow morning,” she admitted, watching his expression tighten at the immediacy. “It needs
to happen quickly.”

“So this is our last night together,” he said. “For three months.”

Evie nodded, suddenly hyperaware of the lingerie beneath her casual dress, the plans she’d
made to make their evening special before their argument had derailed her intentions. “l wanted
it to be special,” she said softly. “Before everything went sideways with our fight.”

Something shifted in Joe’s expression, desire momentarily displacing hurt and concern. Despite
his anger, despite his opposition to her decision, the physical connection between them
remained undiminished, perhaps even heightened by the impending separation.

“It still can be,” he said.

Without further discussion, they moved toward the bedroom, the argument not forgotten but
temporarily set aside in favor of more primal communication. Their last night together deserved
to be marked by connection rather than conflict, by the physical expression of bonds that would
be tested but hopefully not broken by the months ahead.

The door closed behind them, sealing them into the intimate space of their bedroom. The
argument was not forgotten but temporarily suspended as more urgent needs took precedence.
Joe stood a few feet away, his expression a complex mixture of desire and residual hurt, the
distance between them both physical and emotional.

Evie reached for the thin straps of her sundress, sliding them slowly down her shoulders. It
pooled at her feet to reveal the black lace lingerie beneath.



“Fuck,” Joe breathed, his anger visibly melting at the sight of her. The elaborate bra pushed her

breasts together, creating a deep valley of cleavage. The matching thong revealed more than it

concealed, connected to sheer thigh-high stockings by thin garters that emphasized the length
of her legs.

Joe crossed the space between them in two quick strides, his hands finding her waist. He then
lowered his mouth to hers.

The kiss began gently, almost tentatively, as if testing whether their connection remained intact
beneath the strain of their argument. Evie leaned into him, her lips parting in invitation, and the
hesitancy evaporated. Joe’s tongue swept into her mouth, claiming her with intensity. His hands
slid from her waist to cup her ass, pulling her tightly against him until she could feel his
hardening cock through his trousers.

Evie’s fingers fumbled with his tie, loosening it before attacking the buttons of his shirt. She
wanted skin, needed the contact of his body against hers with sudden desperation. Joe helped,
shrugging out of his shirt and undershirt, revealing the chest she knew intimately, not the
sculpted perfection of a fitness model, but solid and warm.

Their mouths remained connected as they undressed him, the kiss deepening. Evie tasted the
wine on his tongue, felt the day’s stubble scraping against her chin.

“I need you to fuck me,” she whispered against his lips, the crude directness unlike her usual
bedroom manner. “I need to feel you.”

Joe’s cock visibly strained against his trousers as she pushed them down along with his
underwear. His erection sprang free, fully hard, the sight of it sending a rush of heat between her
thighs. Evie wrapped her fingers around his length, stroking once, twice, feeling him in her grip.

“Fuck, Evie,” he groaned. With sudden determination, he guided her backward until her legs hit
the edge of their bed. “Get on the bed.”

Joe rarely took control this directly. Their lovemaking was typically more balanced in its give and
take. Tonight, something in him needed to claim her, to mark her as his before she stepped into
her temporary new identity. The realization sent another wave of heat through her core.

Evie crawled onto the bed, the movement deliberately provocative as she positioned herself in
the center of the mattress. Joe followed, his naked body moving over hers. His mouth found hers
again, the kiss deep and consuming while his hands explored her body.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmured against her lips. “Sometimes | still can’t believe
you’re mine.”

The declaration twisted something in Evie’s chest, pleasure mingling with guilt. She pushed the
complexity aside, focusing instead on the physical sensations of Joe’s hands cupping her
breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples.

“I’'m yours,” she whispered back, the truth of the statement undiminished by the complications
of their situation. “Always.”

Joe shifted lower, mouth trailing from her lips to her jaw, then down the column of her throat.
When he reached her breasts above the lace, he paused to look up at her.

“l want to see you. All of you.”



Evie arched her back, offering herself for his attention. Joe unhooked her bra, drawing it away
from her body. When his mouth closed around one nipple, Evie moaned, her hands threading
into his hair to hold him against her.

Joe showered attention on her breasts, gently sucking and flicking her nipples with his tongue,
occasionally grazing the sensitive peaks with his teeth. Meanwhile, his hand slid lower, tracing
the edge of her thong before pressing against the damp lace covering her pussy.

“You’re already wet for me,” he murmured. His fingers pushed the lace aside, sliding through her
slick folds to circle her clit.

Evie bucked against his hand, her need building rapidly. “Please,” she gasped, spreading her
thighs wider in invitation. “Don’t tease me tonight, baby.”

Joe’s eyes locked with hers, something fierce and possessive flashing. He hooked his fingers
into the sides of her thong, pulling it down her legs without removing the garters or stockings.
The cool air hit her exposed pussy for only a moment before he positioned himself between her
thighs, guiding his cock to her entrance.

“Look at me,” he commanded softly. “| want to see your face when | push inside you.”

Evie held his gaze as he pressed forward, the head of his cock stretching her as he entered in
one slow, deliberate thrust. The sensation of fullness, of completion, drew a moan from deep in
her chest. Joe stilled when he was fully seated within her, their bodies joined as intimately as
physically possible, his expression almost pained with the intensity of his pleasure.

“l love you,” he said, the words carrying the weight of everything between them, desire and fear,
possession and impending separation. “Whatever happens, remember that. | love you.”

“| love you too,” Evie whispered back, her hands coming up to frame his face. “That won’t
change. | promise.”

Their mouths met again in a kiss that burned with emotion, tongues tangling as Joe began to
move within her. He withdrew almost completely before driving back in, establishing a rhythm
that was neither gentle nor rough but deliberate, each thrust a statement of connection.

Evie wrapped her legs around his waist, the stockings sliding against his skin as she pulled him
deeper. The angle shifted, allowing him to hit that spot inside her that sent electric currents
racing along her nerve endings. She broke the kiss on a gasp, head falling back against the
pillows as pleasure built steadily.

Joe braced himself on his forearms, his body covering hers completely as he continued the pace
of his thrusts. His mouth found her neck, trailing open-mouthed kisses along the sensitive skin
there before moving to capture her lips again. They breathed each other’s air, swallowed each
other’s moans, the connection of their mouths as essential as the joining of their bodies.

“Faster,” Evie urged against his lips, her internal muscles clenching around his cock as tension
coiled tighter within her. “Please, Joe. | need more.”

He complied immediately, his hips driving forward with increased urgency. The sound of skin
slapping against skin filled the room, punctuated by their mingled moans and the wet sounds of
their connection. Evie felt herself climbing rapidly toward release, each thrust pushing her
higher until she hovered at the edge of something spectacular.



“That’s it,” Joe encouraged, his voice strained with the effort of maintaining control. “Let go for
me, baby. | want to feel you cum on my cock.”

His crude words, so unlike his usual bedroom talk, pushed her over the edge. Evie’s orgasm had
her pussy clenching rhythmically around him as pleasure exploded from her core. She cried out
his name, nails digging into his shoulders as her back arched off the bed.

Joe’s control snapped at the feel of her pulsing around him. His thrusts became erratic,
desperate, his breathing harsh against her ear. “Fuck, Evie, I’'m going to cum,” he groaned.

“Yes,” she urged, still riding the aftershocks of her own orgasm. “Cum inside me. | want to feel
it.”

With a final thrust, Joe buried himself to the hilt and froze, his cock pulsing as he emptied
himself inside her. Evie committed the image of his face in the throes of orgasm to memory, to
carry with her through the coming separation.

As the intensity subsided, Joe collapsed partially onto her, careful to brace most of his weight on
his arms. Their bodies remained joined, both reluctant to break the connection that temporarily
bridged the divide between them. Evie’s hands traced lazy patterns on his back, feeling the
sweat cooling on his skin as their breathing gradually returned to normal.

“I’m going to miss this,” Joe murmured against her neck, the admission carrying a universe of
meaning beyond the physical.

“Me too,” Evie replied, her throat tight with emotions she couldn’t fully articulate. “More than
you know.”

Eventually, they disentangled, the practical realities of cleanup briefly separating them. When
they returned to bed, Joe gathered her against his chest, her back to his front, arms wrapped
securely around her as if he could physically prevent her departure through the strength of his
embrace.

“Three months,” he whispered into her hair, the words both question and resignation.

“Three months,” Evie confirmed, lacing her fingers through his where they rested against her
stomach. “And then I’ll be home.”

They fell asleep gradually, emotional and physical exhaustion finally overcoming the anxiety of
impending separation.

Hours later, Evie woke to the feel of Joe’s arousal pressing against her lower back, his breathing
changed from the deep patterns of sleep to the shallower rhythm of awakening desire. The
digital clock on the nightstand read 2:19 AM. The room was bathed in the faint glow of moonlight
filtering through partially closed blinds.

She shifted deliberately against him. Joe’s arms tightened around her in response, one hand
sliding up to cup her breast, fingers finding her nipple and rolling it to hardness.

“l was dreaming about you,” he murmured against her ear. “About this.”

Evie turned in his embrace, seeking his mouth in the darkness. Their lips met with renewed
hunger, as if the hours of sleep had only intensified their desire rather than satisfying it.

“I need you again,” she whispered when they broke for air. “One more time before morning.”



Joe rolled onto his back, hands guiding her to straddle him. Evie leaned down to recapture his
mouth. The kiss deepened immediately, tongues tangling urgently while his hands explored her
body, cupping her breasts, tracing her waist, gripping her ass.

Evie reached between them to grasp his cock, already fully hard against her thigh. She stroked
him slowly, feeling him in her grip as their mouths remained connected. When she positioned
him at her entrance and began to sink down, they both gasped at the exquisite sensation.

“Fuck,” Joe breathed as she took him completely, her pussy stretching around his thickness.
“You feel so fucking good, Evie. So perfect.”

She braced her hands on his chest, rising until just the head of his cock remained inside her
before sinking back down in a deliberate, torturous rhythm. Joe’s hands found her hips, guiding
but not controlling her movements, allowing her to set the pace.

“That’s it,” Joe encouraged, his fingers digging into the flesh of her hips. “Ride me, baby. Show
me how much you want this.”

The encouragement sent another rush of heat through her core. Evie rolled her hips, making
them both moan, before returning to the up-and-down rhythm that drove his cock deep inside
her.

ul

“Touch yourself,” he urged, one hand leaving her hip to guide her fingers between her thighs.
want to watch you cum on my cock.”

Evie obeyed, her fingers finding her clit and circling it as she continued to ride him. The dual
stimulation quickly built her toward another climax, tension coiling tighter with each bounce of
her ass against his thighs.

“Joe,” she gasped, her rhythm faltering as pleasure mounted. “I’m close. So close.”

“Look at me,” he commanded, echoing his words from earlier. “l want to see your face when you

»

cum.

Evie’s eyes locked with his as her orgasm crashed through her, her pussy clenching around his
cock in rhythmic pulses as waves of pleasure radiated outward from her core. The intensity of it
stole her breath, her body trembling above his as she fought to maintain eye contact through the
overwhelming sensation.

Joe began thrusting upward to meet her downward movements. The new angle and increased
force drove her higher, extending her orgasm as he chased his own release.

“Fuck, Evie, I’'m cumming,” he groaned, his body tensing beneath hers as his cock pulsed inside
her, filling her for the second time that night.

Evie collapsed onto his chest, both of them breathing heavily as aftershocks of pleasure rippled
through their connected bodies. Joe’s arms wrapped around her, holding her close as they
gradually returned to earth, neither willing to separate despite the sweat cooling between them.

“l love you,” she whispered against his neck, the words carrying all she couldn’t articulate about
fear and separation and the promise of return.

“l love you too,” he replied, his hands stroking her back with gentle possessiveness. “Come back
to me, Evie. Whatever happens out there, whatever you find, come back to me.”



Evie couldn’timagine any scenario where she wouldn’t return. The life they’d built together
might be temporarily interrupted, but it remained her foundation, her home.

“l will,” she promised, sealing the vow with a kiss. “Always.”

Eventually they separated, adjusting to more comfortable sleeping positions while maintaining
physical contact. Her head lay on his chest, his arm around her shoulders, their legs tangled
beneath the sheets.

Tomorrow would bring transformation and separation, the beginning of her journey into an
unfamiliar identity. Tonight, she was simply Evie Sinclair, wrapped in the arms of the man who
had been her constant for six years, storing up memories to sustain her through whatever lay
ahead.

The first rays of dawn filtered through the blinds in the kitchen where Evie worked quietly. She’d
risen early, her body electric with anticipation despite the exhaustion from the night before. She
could still feel the ghost of Joe’s touch on her skin.

Now, she whisked eggs, diced vegetables for an omelet, and set bacon sizzling in the pan. The
smells of breakfast filled the apartment, familiar and comforting, but the atmosphere still felt
heavy. Like the calm before a storm.

She didn’t expect Joe to wake so early. Normally, his alarm wouldn’t go off for another forty
minutes. But as she plated their breakfast and set the table, she heard the shuffle of bare feet
behind her. When she turned, he was standing in the doorway, a mess of tousled hair and tired
eyes. He was already fully dressed in his work clothes, khakis paired with a light blue button-
down shirt. He hadn’t shaved yet, and the faint stubble made him look even more exhausted.

“You’re up early,” she said softly, pouring him a cup of coffee.

“l figured I’d get a head start,” Joe replied. He stepped closer, accepting the mug from her
hands. “Spend a little more time with you before you... leave.”

“Breakfast is ready,” she said, trying to keep her tone light.

By the time they sat down together, the mood was already thick. They ate slowly, filling the
silence with mundane little exchanges. Joe mentioned a project at work but there was no
escaping the elephant in the room.

Joe finally broke the pretense as he set his fork down, his voice cutting softly through the quiet.
“| still don’t want you to go.”

Evie paused mid-chew, setting her own fork down to meet his steady gaze. “Joe, we talked about
this. Last night. | thought we were okay now.”

“I’'m not okay,” he admitted bluntly, his hand tightening into a fist against the table. “You sprung
this on me, Evie. You gave me no time to think about it. How am | supposed to be fine with you
leaving for months to do something dangerous?”

She took a breath, steadying herself. “l didn’t exactly have time to think about it either,” she
countered, her tone calm but firm. “They gave me twenty-four hours. What was | supposed to



do? Say no to helping David? Say no to...” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “Say no
to something that feels like it could finally mean something?”

Joe’s jaw tightened, his eyes dropping to the half-eaten omelet on his plate. “But you didn’t ask
me, Evie,” he said quietly, his voice heavy with hurt. “You told me. You decided. And now I’m
supposed to just live with it?”

Evie stared across the table at him. He’d always been the steady one, the calm, thoughtful
anchor when her world felt chaotic. But now he looked untethered, a man caught between fear
and frustration, watching his wife slip further away into something he didn’t understand.

“l didn’t want to hurt you,” she said, soft enough to be an apology but firm enough to hold her
ground. “This isn’t about us. I’m not doing this to leave you. You know that, right?”

Joe sat back in his chair, running a hand down his face. He let out a long breath through his
nose, and for a moment, it looked like he didn’t have the energy to fight anymore. “I know,” he
muttered, almost resigned. “But it sure as hell feels like you’re walking away.”

“I’m not walking away,” Evie insisted, leaning across the table. “I’m coming back, Joe. This is
temporary. Three months. That’s all. And then we’ll pick up right where we left off.”

Joe didn’t answer. He just reached for his coffee, the tension between them simmering
unresolved.

When he finally stood to leave, Evie followed him to the door. He adjusted his bag over one
shoulder and hesitated, his hand on the knob. For a moment, it looked like he wanted to say
something. Instead, he turned back to her, cupped her face, and pressed a prolonged kiss to her
forehead. There was something bittersweet in the gesture, like letting go without saying
goodbye.

“Text me if you can. Whenever you can.”

“l will.” Evie smiled faintly, fighting the tears that threatened to well up. “I love you.”

Joe nodded, his lips twitching upward in a weak imitation of his usual smile. “l love you too.”
And then he was gone.

The apartment felt unbearably silent after Joe left. Evie stood by the front door for a moment.
She let out a trembling breath, steeling herself against the sudden urge to cry. She’d made her
decision. There was no going back now.

She retrieved Lexi’s card from her purse and stared at the phone number printed in neat, sterile
text. Her heart pounded as she dialed, the line connecting after only a single ring.

“Rayes,” Lexi’s voice came through sharp and professional.
“It’s Evie,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I’'m in.”

“Good,” Lexi replied without hesitation. “We’ll send a car to your location. I’ll arrive at 9 AM
sharp. Bring nothing except comfortable clothes.”

“Comfortable clothes. Got it.” Evie glanced at the clock. It was just after 8 AM. “What about my
phone?”



“Leave it behind. And make sure it’s secure. You won’t need it where you’re going.”
There was a brief pause before Lexi added, softer now, “You’re making the right choice.”
Evie nodded, even though Lexi couldn’t see it. “Thank you.”

The line went dead.

For the next hour, Evie busied herself cleaning the apartment. She wiped down counters, fluffed
the couch cushions, and put fresh sheets on the bed. It wasn’t much, but it gave her a sense of
control over something, anything, before she had to leave. When everything was in order, she
placed her phone in the top drawer of their bedside table and scribbled down a short
handwritten note for Joe:

“Joe,

I’m so sorry for springing this on you. | know you’re scared. | am too. But | promise I’'ll come back
to you. Three months, and then we’ll be together again. Take care of yourself while I’'m gone,
okay? | love you more than anything. I’'ll be thinking of you every single day.

Your loving wife Evie”

She folded the note carefully, weighing down the corners with his watch so he wouldn’t miss it.
Then, with a final glance around the apartment, she slipped into the pair of soft jeans and a

plain blue t-shirt she’d laid out earlier. Her reflection in the hall mirror looked back at her, plain
and unassuming, the last glimpse of Evelyn Sinclair before she became someone else entirely.

At precisely 9 AM, a knock sounded at the door. Evie opened it to find a man in a suit standing in
the hallway.

“Ready?” he asked.
Evie nodded. “Yeah. I'm ready.”

Without another word, she followed him down the stairs, the door to her home closing softly
behind her. The car, gleaming under the bright Miami sun, was waiting. She hesitated for a
fraction of a second before opening the back door and sliding in.

As the car pulled away from the curb, Evie stared out the window, watching the city blur past.
Her chest felt tight, but beneath the fear and uncertainty, a quiet ember of excitement glowed.
This was the moment she’d been waiting for, even if she hadn’t realized it until now. A beginning.
A transformation. And there was no turning back.



Undercover Blonde Ch. 02

The unmarked sedan sliced through early morning traffic, blending into the flow of commuters.
Behind tinted windows, Miami scrolled past in bleached-out pastels and palm trees bendingin
the coastal breeze. Just another Tuesday in paradise, except for the woman in the back seat
being driven toward her own dissolution.

Evie’s hands lay unnaturally still in her lap in a deliberate effort to control her trembling nerves.
She watched familiar landmarks recede, mentally cataloging the pieces of her life she was
temporarily abandoning. The city looked different somehow, as if she were already viewing it
through someone else’s eyes.

The driver hadn’t spoken a word since they’d left her building. Occasionally his eyes would flick
to the rearview mirror, but his expression was unreadable.

They turned into Coral Gables where the landscape shifted to affluence. The buildings here
stood taller, cleaner, with glass windows reflecting clouds and sky. The driver slowed, eventually
pulling into the underground parking garage of a twelve-story apartment complex.

He stepped out first, opening Evie’s door. “This way, Ms. Sinclair,” he said.

Evie followed him to an elevator that required a key fob for access. They rode to the eighth floor
in silence, broken only by the mechanical sound of the door opening. The hallway they entered
into was carpeted in a muted beige that absorbed the sound of their footsteps.

Apartment 812. The driver knocked twice, then stepped aside, his job complete.

The door opened to reveal Agent Grant dressed in the same unremarkable suit he’d worn the
day before as if he existed in a perpetual state of professional readiness.

“Come in,” he said, standing aside. “We’ve been expecting you.”

Evie stepped through the threshold into what would be her home for the next three months. The
apartment was spacious by Miami standards, with an open concept living area that flowed into
a kitchen. Sunlight streamed through the windows, illuminating a space that had been carefully
constructed to tell a story about its fictional inhabitant.

Lexi Rayes stood by the kitchen island somehow managing to look both relaxed and coiled with
potential energy. Her dark hair was pulled back in its usual ponytail, and she wore slim-fitting
black pants with a white button-down.

“Welcome home,” Lexi said, the words carrying a weight that made Evie’s heartbeat stutter. “Or
at least, welcome to Vanessa Blake’s home.”

“It’s... nice,” Evie managed, unable to formulate a more coherent response as she took in her
surroundings. The furniture was attractive but inexpensive, found in IKEA catalogs. Potted
succulents stood on various surfaces. A collection of framed art prints hung on one wall,
selected to suggest someone with aspirations toward sophistication without the resources to
achieve it.

“Before we begin,” Grant said, closing the door behind her, “we’ll need your keys and wedding
ring.”



Evie’s fingers instinctively found the gold band that had adorned her finger for the past four
years. “My ring?”

“You can’t be Vanessa Blake and wear Evelyn Sinclair’s wedding ring,” Lexi explained, her tone
matter of fact.

Evie hesitated, a lump forming in her throat. She hadn’t considered this particular sacrifice,
hadn’t even thought to remove the ring before leaving. But now she found herself oddly grateful
for the oversight. She hadn’t left it at home where Joe would have found it, a physical symbol of
their separation that would have devastated him in ways she couldn’t bear to imagine.

“Consider it a temporary loan,” Grant said, his voice gentler than Lexi’s as he extended his palm.
“You’ll get it back just as good as you left it.”

With a deep breath, Evie twisted the ring off her finger, feeling the strange lightness where its
familiar weight had been. She placed it in Grant’s hand alongside her keys, watching as they
disappeared into an envelope he labeled with her name.

Lexi tapped her fingers on the counter. “You left your phone behind, right?”

Evie hesitated briefly, her brows furrowing, working to mask her irritation at the impossibly tight
restrictions. “Yes. | didn’t bring it.”

“Good,” Lexi said, sliding a set of keys across the kitchen island. “Apartment, mailbox, car, and
building fob. The Honda Civic in parking spot 97 is yours. Same model as your personal vehicle
for easy transition.”

Evie picked up the keys. “So, just like that, I’'m someone else now?”

“You’re still you,” Grant replied. “You’ve just stepped into a different life temporarily. Speaking of
which, let’s introduce you to Vanessa.”

Lexi opened a folder that had been sitting on the counter and spread several documents across
the surface. “Vanessa Marie Blake,” she began, her tone shifting to something like a briefing.
“Twenty-four years old, born in Tampa, Florida. Recently relocated to Miami after ending a
relationship with a controlling boyfriend, Trevor. Currently seeking employment while working
part-time retail. Limited savings but determined to build a new life.”

Evie’s eyes moved from document to document, her analytical mind already cataloging details.
“You kept my age the same.”

“We tried to keep as much consistent with your real life as possible,” Grant explained. “It
reduces the risk of slipping up. The key deviations are your name, your relationship status, and
your immediate history.”

“According to our background,” Lexi continued, “Vanessa met a woman at a bar last week who
works as a dancer and mentioned the money to be made at clubs. Vanessa, desperate for
financial stability and a fresh start, decided to explore the possibility.”

Evie’s eyes were drawn to a small stack of additional documents: a social security card, a credit
card, a gym membership, and a rental agreement. Someone had gone to extraordinary lengths
to create a paper trail for a woman who didn’t exist.



“These are your banking credentials,” Grant said, pushing a card toward her with a username
and password written down on a sticky note. “There’s $5,200 in the checking account and $800
in savings. Enough to be believable, but not enough to be comfortable. Vanessa would be
motivated by financial pressure.”

Lexi handed Evie a smartphone already removed from its packaging. “This is yours now. We’ve
set it up with the apps and accounts Vanessa would use. Banking, social media, rideshare, food
delivery.”

Evie took the phone, scrolling through its contents with growing discomfort. Someone had
crafted a digital life for Vanessa with social media posts showing glimpses of Tampa life. The
attention to detail was both impressive and unnerving.

Evie paused when she spotted a couple dating apps.
“Dating apps?” she questioned, looking up at Lexi.

“Essential,” Lexi replied. “Vanessa’s on dating apps. She’s reclaiming her independence after
Trevor. Simple as that.”

She opened one of the dating apps, finding a profile already populated with photos of herself
and a bio that read: “New to Miami. Looking for good conversation and maybe someone to show
me around!”

There she was, her face, her body, but presented in a way she’d never have chosen for herself.
One photo showed her in a bikini at the beach, a shot Joe had taken on their weekend getaway
to Key West last summer. The memory had been repurposed, stripped of its context and
meaning, now serving as bait for strange men to evaluate and desire her.

“These photos...” she began, her voice faltering slightly. “Where did you get these?”

“Social media, mostly,” Lexi replied. “We enhanced some for quality and removed any
identifiable backgrounds. To the casual observer, they’re just attractive photos of a young
woman.”

“They’re my photos,” Evie said quietly, unease building in her chest. The invasion felt deeply
personal. The architects of Vanessa Blake had reached into her private life and claimed pieces
of it without permission.

Then came the real shock. Her inbox displayed a red notification bubble: 432 new messages.

“What the...” she muttered, her voice trailing off as she swiped through the seemingly endless
parade of faces. Men of all ages and backgrounds had matched with Vanessa’s profile, their
interest evident in the flood of messages waiting to be read.

“Gorgeous smile. Drinks this weekend?”

“You’re way too hot to be single. Let me take you out.”

“I’'ll show you parts of Miami you’ve never seen. Just say when.”
“I’lIl pay for Key West again if that’s what it takes.”

“I

... I don’t even know where to start with all of this,” Evie admitted.



“You don’t have to engage with them” Lexi replied. “But having an active profile adds
authenticity to Vanessa’s story. It’s a tool, like everything else.”

Lexi then picked up the rental agreement next and slid it across the counter. “Vanessa signed
this lease two weeks ago. Rent is $1,800 a month, due at the beginning of each month. You’ll
need to make this payment manually through the provided banking app.”

Evie scanned the agreement, noting the landlord’s name and contact information, all of which
appeared legitimate. “I’m paying rent to a real person?”

Grant nodded. “Authenticity matters. As far as the landlord knows, Vanessa is a young woman
starting fresh in Miami. It’s essential that every aspect of your life withstands scrutiny.”

Lexi tapped the gym membership card. “Your monthly gym payment is set to auto-charge your
credit card, along with other essentials like your phone bill.”

“I’m guessing groceries and everything else will be on me?” Evie asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Correct,” Grant confirmed. “You’ll need to budget carefully to maintain the illusion. Vanessa’s
choices should reflect her financial reality and priorities.”

Evie’s fingers brushed over the paperwork. “So, every purchase made, every appointment set...
it has to be something Vanessa would do.”

Grant nodded. “Exactly. Every mundane detail reinforces your cover. When a landlord sees a
rent payment come in on time, when a gym scans your membership card, it builds a profile
that’s consistent and believable.”

Evie exhaled slowly, her stomach twisting as she realized the scope of the deception. Even
simple routines, things she’d taken for granted in her old life, would now be deliberate, planned,
performative.

“Let’s take a tour,” Lexi suggested, gesturing toward the hallway. “You should familiarize yourself
with your new home.”

They moved through the apartment systematically. The living room featured a flat-screen TV on
a stand, a comfortable but inexpensive sofa, and a coffee table stacked with fashion magazines
and a self-help book titled “Reclaiming Your Power After Emotional Abuse.”

The kitchen was stocked with basic supplies and a few bottles of wine. A corkboard hung
nearby, pinned with takeout menus, a yoga class schedule, and a postcard from Tampa. The
fridge was sparsely populated with eggs, yogurt, and vegetables.

“Visualize being Vanessa in each space,” Lexi instructed as they moved into the bathroom.
“Think about how she’d use the room, what she’d change, what matters to her.”

A makeup bag sat on the counter, filled with a mix of drugstore and mid-range products. The
shower held expensive shampoo alongside cheap conditioner, as if Vanessa splurged
selectively. The medicine cabinet contained anxiety medication and birth control pills, both
prescribed to Vanessa Blake.

“The birth controlis important,” Lexi noted. “It reinforces the image of a sexually active single
woman taking responsibility for her health.



Evie felt her face flush. The clinical discussion of her supposed sex life further highlighted the
invasive nature of this assignment.

The bedroom contained a queen size bed with a stylish but affordable duvet cover, a dresser,
and a pair of nightstands. The closet revealed a collection of clothes that aligned with Vanessa’s
persona. There was casual wear, a few business casual options presumably for the retail job,
and going out attire that was trendy but not extravagant.

“Most of these should fit you,” Lexi said. “If not, we can arrange alterations or additional
shopping.”

On a shelf in the corner, somewhat separated from the rest, sat three items that made Evie’s
stomach drop: a dress, a tiny thong, and a pair of heels.

“Your audition outfit,” Lexi explained, following Evie’s gaze. “You can buy more gear later, but for
now, these represent Vanessa’s first tentative step into this world.”

Evie’s fingers trembled slightly as she examined the outfit more closely. The electric blue dress,
if it could be called that, was a tight tube style designed to stop just below her ass. The thong
was a scrap of matching blue fabric held together by thin straps. The heels, glossy black
stilettos, looked deceptively simple compared to the rest of the ensemble.

“The heels are only four inches,” Lexi pointed out. “We figured you’d be used to that height from
your retail work. No need to put you in six-inch platforms.”

The thought of wearing the outfit, of standing before strangers in such a state of undress sent a
wave of nausea through her. It was one thing to agree to this in theory but seeing the actual
clothes she’d be wearing and removing made it viscerally real.

“l can’t...” she whispered, her voice suddenly fragile. “l can’t... get naked. Dance for them. Let
them touch me.” Her breathing quickened, chest tightening as the reality of what she’d agreed to
crashed over her. “l just left Joe this morning. We were going to that new restaurant for dinner
next week. | can’t...”

She turned away from the clothes. “Please... | made a huge mistake.”

Grant and Lexi exchanged a glance, a silent communication passing between them that
suggested they’d anticipated this moment.

“Sit down, Evie,” Grant said gently, gesturing to the edge of the bed. “Take a deep breath.”
She obeyed, sinking onto the mattress as her knees threatened to buckle.

“What you’re feeling is normal,” Lexi said, her usual sharpness softening. “Every undercover
operative experiences this moment of panic.”

“I’'m not everyone,” Evie snapped, anger flaring through her panic. “I’m married. I’ve only ever
been with Joe. | can’t- this is... it’s too much.”

“We understand this is a significant step,” Grant said. “But remember, you’re not Evie Sinclair.
You’re Vanessa Blake.”

“But itis me!” Evie protested, her voice rising. “It’s my body that will be naked. How can you say
it’'s not me?”



Lexi stepped forward. “Think of it as a costume. Or rather, the absence of a costume. It’s part of
the role you’re playing, not a reflection of your personal choices.”

Evie shook her head vehemently. “A costume? A role? No, sorry, | can’t do this. It’s just too real.”

“There’s something you’re misunderstanding about the operation,” Grant said, his voice steady.
“The goalisn’t for you to become another dancer on the main floor.”

Lexi nodded. “The objective is to get you working exclusively in the VIP section. That’s where the
realintelligence gathering happens.”

“The VIP section?” Evie asked, momentarily distracted from her panic.

“That’s where the Maddox brothers conduct business,” Lexi explained. “The regular floor is just
noise and distraction.”

Grant’s expression softened. “We selected you specifically because of your observational skills,
Evie. The way you piece together information, the connections you make that others miss.
Those are the abilities we need, not your capacity to dance and perform on a pole.”

Evie felt her breathing slow slightly as she processed this reframing of her role. “So the goal is...”

“To become a woman they trust. To be present during those sensitive conversations,” Grant
confirmed. “To be the seemingly harmless presence they underestimate and therefore speak
freely around. Your mind is the operative tool here, not your body.”

“No one’s going to expect the blonde newbie to be the smartest person in the room.” Lexi
added.

“So | still have to dance, but...”
“But that’s just the cover,” Grant finished. “The means to a much more important end.”
Evie wiped at her eyes, struggling to regain composure. “But what about the private dances...”

“Club Elysium has strict rules. No touching unless you allow it,” Lexi said. “Yes, men will look at
you. They’ll desire you. But you’ll have more control than you think.”

Evie shook her head, tears threatening. “You don’t understand. It’s not only the physical part.
I’'ve... I’'ve never lived by myself before either. | went from my mom’s house to living with Joe. |
don’t know how to be alone.”

A hint of understanding flickering across Lexi’s face. “That’s also part of Vanessa’s story. She’s
never lived alone either. This is her first time truly striking out on her own after leaving her
controlling ex.”

Grant nodded. “Think of it as an opportunity for growth, Evie.”

Evie wiped at her eyes, considering their words. “But what if | can’t handle it? The loneliness, |
mean. And what if | fail? What if they see right through me?”

“That’s why we’re here,” Grant reassured her. “You’re not truly alone in this. We’ll be supporting
you every step of the way. And remember, this is temporary. You’re building skills and strength
you’ll carry with you long after this assignment ends.”



“And they won’t see through you,” Lexi continued. “The Maddox brothers aren’t looking for
professional dancers with years of experience. They want beautiful women who attract
customers and keep them spending money. Your nervousness will read as authenticity. And
your appearance alone guarantees you’ll be hired.”

“Remember why you’re doing this,” Grant said quietly. “Your brother’s freedom. The chance to
prevent future violence. The chance to use the skills you’ve demonstrated that make you
uniquely qualified.”

Evie took a deep breath, forcing herself to regain composure. The enormity of what she’d agreed
to still weighed heavily on her, but beneath the fear, a tiny spark of determination flickered to
life. “l guess | never thought about it that way...”

“Exactly,” Grant smiled. “Focus on the growth, on discovering new facets of yourself. It won’t be
easy, but it will be valuable.”

“Okay,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “I think... | think | can do this. Or at least, | have
to try...”

Lexi and Grant exchanged a quick glance, a silent communication passing between them.

“Good,” Lexi said, her tone carrying a hint of approval. “That’s the attitude you’ll need.” Then, as
if flipping a switch, she resumed her professional demeanor. “We’re training you before sending
you in. You’ll learn the basics of dancing and fitness, familiarize yourself with recording devices
and other tools, and study the criminal profiles of key targets.”

“Criminal profiles?” Evie echoed.

“You’ll get access to confidential documents about the targets,” Grant confirmed. “The Maddox
brothers, their associates, and Malcolm Kessler.”

Despite her anxiety, a wave of excitement moved through Evie at the prospect of accessing real
criminal files. This aspect of the assignment aligned with her lifelong fascination, her true crime
obsession finally finding practical application.

“What about my family?” Evie asked as they returned to the living room. It was the question that
had been gnawing at her since arrival.

“Who, besides your husband needs to know about this?”
“My brother, David. My mom too, and probably my best friend, Carla.”

Grant nodded. “I’'ll contact them personally to explain the general parameters of your
assignment. I’ll make sure they receive updates about your well-being.”

“And I’'ll be able to call them occasionally, right?” Evie asked. “You mentioned yesterday that I’d
have access to a burner phone for that.”

Lexi and Grant exchanged another look, this one more weighted.

“We’ve had to adjust that protocol,” Grant said carefully. “For maximum security, we’re limiting
outside contact to one final call tonight. After that, communications blackout for the duration.”

“What?” Evie’s voice rose sharply. “That’s not what you told me yesterday. You said I’'d have
‘minimal contact’, not zero contact for three months!”



“The risk assessment changed,” Lexi said flatly. “Vanessa Blake wouldn’t be regularly calling a
husband or family she doesn’t have. Every contact increases exposure potential.”

“That’s bullshit,” Evie snapped, anger displacing her earlier vulnerability. “You manipulated me.
You got me to agree under one set of conditions, then changed them after | committed.”

“We’re trying to keep you alive,” Lexi countered, her voice hardening. “This isn’t a game.”

“Then | deserve to at least say goodbye properly,” Evie interrupted. “Not some rushed call on my
first night here.”

Grant stepped forward, hand raised placatingly. “You’ll have time to speak with each of them
tonight. But Lexi is right about the risks. The fewer connections between Evelyn Sinclair and
Vanessa Blake, the safer you’ll be.”

Evie wanted to argue further, but the futility was clear in their expressions. This wasn’ta
negotiation; it was an information download. Instead, she turned toward the window, arms
crossed tightly across her chest.

Grant glanced at Lexi, who nodded slightly, as if they’d reached a silent agreement. Then Grant
spoke again, his voice calm but more insistent this time. “Before we leave you to settle in,
there’s something else we need you to do. It’s time for Vanessa Blake to make her move.”

Evie furrowed her brow, turning toward him. “What do you mean?”

Lexi’s tone was all business now. “You need to call Club Elysium. Schedule your audition. We’ll
guide you through it, but it has to happen now.”

Evie’s heart raced. The idea of actively reaching out to a place like Club Elysium, taking the first
tangible step toward stepping into this new role, felt overwhelming, as though making the call
would set everything in motion in a way she couldn’t take back. “Right now?”

“Right now,” Lexi emphasized, her gaze locking onto Evie’s with the kind of stare that made
refusal impossible. “The sooner you’re on their radar, the better. It’ll give us a time frame for your
preparation. Our intel says they usually hold auditions in the late morning. You’ll want a slot for
Saturday or Sunday.”

“l...” Evie faltered, glancing toward the kitchen counter where her new phone sat. “What do |
even say?”

Grant’s tone was patient but firm. “Keep it simple. Introduce yourself as Vanessa Blake. Say
you’re new to Miami and you’re seeking employment as a dancer.”

Evie nodded mutely, heart still pounding as she picked up the phone. “What’s their number?”

Lexi slid a small card across the island with a handwritten phone number scrawled on it. “Here.
Don’t think too much, Evie. Just dial and let Vanessa do the talking.”

Her breath felt shallow as she pressed the numbers. This was it. The first step. The line rang
twice before a woman’s voice answered.

“Club Elysium. How can | help you?” the woman said, her tone direct but polite, as if she
handled these calls a hundred times a day.



Evie glanced at Lexi and Grant, who both gave her encouraging nods. She swallowed hard,
forcing confidence into her voice. “Hi, my name’s Vanessa Blake. I’'m new to Miami, and | was
hoping to schedule an audition to become a dancer at your club.”

There was a brief pause, followed by the sound of a keyboard clicking. “Have you worked at a
club before?” the woman asked.

“No,” Evie replied. “l don’t have any experience, but I’ve heard amazing things about your club,
and I’d really love the opportunity to prove myself.”

The woman on the line hummed thoughtfully. “How does Saturday at 11 AM sound?”

Evie’s hand tightened around the phone, her heart thudding in her chest. “That works perfectly,”
she said.

“Great,” the woman replied. “When you arrive, ask for Tanya. She’s our floor manager, and she’ll
be handling the auditions that day. Bring your ID and whatever you feel comfortable dancing in:
heels, two-piece, maybe something form fitting.”

“Gotit,” Evie replied, gripping the phone tightly as her free hand clenched the counter for
support. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

“Of course. We’ll see you Saturday, Vanessa,” the woman said before hanging up.

Evie lowered the phone, her palm clammy. For a moment, she stared at the screen, her mind
racing. The name Vanessa felt foreign on her tongue, but hearing someone else use it,
acknowledge it, solidified the surreal quality of what she’d just done.

“Nicely done,” Grant said, offering her an approving nod. “You handled that exactly how you
needed to.”

Lexi leaned forward. “Tanya’s no-nonsense, but she’s also recruiting constantly. She’ll be
judging you on your presence more than your audition routine.”

Evie set the phone down, exhaling shakily. “So it’s real now. Saturday at 11.”

Grant checked his watch. “Now that’s out of the way, take some time to familiarize yourself with
Vanessa’s documentation and her apartment. We’ll be back at noon with lunch.”

They moved toward the door, Grant pausing before exiting.

“Evie,” he said, waiting until she turned to look at him. “You can do this. We wouldn’t have
selected you if we didn’t believe that.”

The door closed behind them, leaving Evie alone in the staged apartment of a woman who didn’t
exist. The silence pressed in, broken only by the distant muffled sounds of traffic eight stories
below.

She moved through the space, opening drawers, checking closets, examining the constructed
life more thoroughly. In the kitchen, she found a bottle of tequila and shot glasses. In the
bedroom, a drawer contained lingerie she would never have chosen for herself.

Evie’s hand froze as she opened the nightstand drawer. Nestled among a sleep mask and some
loose change lay a sleek, purple dildo. Her cheeks flushed hot as she stared at it. This was
Vanessa’s toy, she reminded herself, not hers. But the thought provided little comfort. They’d



constructed a complete life for Vanessa Blake, right down to how she pleasured herself. Evie’s
mind reeled, imagining the discussions that must have led to this purchase. Did they debate
size? Color? Did they consider how this object might make her feel when she inevitably
discovered it? She closed the drawer quickly, but the image lingered, a reminder of how far she’d
have to go to truly become Vanessa.

Eventually, Evie settled on the couch with the folder containing Vanessa’s documentation. She
read through each page repeatedly, committing key details to memory: birth date, former
addresses in Tampa, work history. She repeated them like a mantra, trying to overwrite her own
history with this fabricated one.

The knock at the door came precisely at noon, startling Evie from her contemplation of Vanessa
Blake’s fabricated life. She rose from the couch and opened the door to reveal Grant and Lexi,
each carrying paper bags emanating the aroma of deli sandwiches.

“Lunchtime,” Grant announced.

Evie’s stomach growled, a reminder that despite the emotional turmoil of the morning, her body
still had basic needs. She reached for a turkey club and unwrapped it.

“So,” Lexi began as they settled at the small dining table, her tone all business, “let’s break
down the plan from now until Saturday. We don’t have time to waste.”

Evie nodded, taking a bite of her sandwich. The food tasted like cardboard, but she forced
herself to chew and swallow.

“Your days will be highly structured,” Lexi continued. “Starting tomorrow and until Friday, you’ll
wake up at noon. From 1 PM to 3 PM, you’ll focus on dance training and physical conditioning.
You’ll shower and eat at the facility, and then from 4 PM to 8 PM, you’ll review criminal profiles,
study case documents, and familiarize yourself with our recording devices. Grant will oversee
that portion.”

“And after 8 PM?” Evie asked, her voice uncertain.

“That depends on the day,” Lexi replied. “Today, for example, you’ll get your first taste of the club
environment. We’ll take you to a club tonight, not to perform, but to observe. You’ll spend the
night watching and familiarizing yourself with the kind of space you’ll soon be working in.”

“Tomorrow and Thursday,” Grant added, “you’ll follow the same daytime schedule, but the
evenings will focus on further case study rather than field exercises. Friday night, however, is the
big one. You’ll go back to the club, but this time, you’ll be performing during an amateur night.”

Evie froze. “Performing? On Friday? After only a few days of practice? That’s impossible.”
Lexi didn’t flinch at the protest. “It’s not impossible.”

Evie shook her head, panic rising in her chest. “This is too much, too fast. People train for
months, years, for this. I’ll look like a complete idiot.”

Grant leaned forward. “You don’t need to look perfect, Evie. In fact, you shouldn’t look perfect.
This isn’t about dazzling anyone with professional level dancing. They’re expecting a nervous,
gorgeous newcomer stepping into the industry, testing the waters.”



Evie blinked rapidly. “But what if | blow it? What if | can’t even get through it without making a
fool of myself?”

Lexi’s gaze narrowed. “Then you learn. You adjust. You adapt. That’s the nature of undercover
work. We’re giving you as much preparation as we can, but at some point, you have to jump in.
We’re not asking you to headline Club Elysium. We’re doing an amateur night where your
inexperience won’t stand out.”

Evie fell silent and took a few deep breaths. “Fine,” she said finally. “What do | need to do?”

“Today’s all physical. For now, change into something comfortable for dancing,” Lexi instructed.
She paused, her eyes narrowing slightly. “And don’t forget to bring your audition outfit.”

Evie’s stomach lurched at the mention of the revealing outfit. “Already? But | thought-”
“No time like the present,” Lexi cut her off. “Better to start getting comfortable with it now.”

In the bedroom, Evie changed into yoga pants and a tank top, both items Vanessa’s closet had
conveniently provided. Her hands trembled slightly as she retrieved the dress and matching
thong from their place in the closet. She stared at the outfit for a long moment, her heart racing.
This was really happening. Soon, she’d be wearing this, and less, in front of strangers.

She carefully folded the garments and placed them in a small gym bag, along with the glossy
black stilettos. Each item felt like it weighed a ton.

When she emerged, Grant gestured for her to lead the way. “Alright, let’s go,” he said. “Your car’s
in spot 97. We’ll show you where the garbage room is on the way out.”

The drive to the facility was mercifully short. Evie’s mind raced with everything that lay ahead.
They pulled into an industrial park, stopping before a plain warehouse.

“Home sweet home,” Lexi said as they entered.

The interior was a glaring contrast to the building’s exterior. One section was outfitted as a gym,
with weights, treadmills, and open floor space. Another area held several dance poles installed
on raised platforms. A separate room off to the side appeared to be set up for meetings, with a
large table surrounded by chairs. Evie’s eyes were drawn to a corner room where camera
equipment and various electronic devices were arranged on shelves.

“Recording equipment,” Grant explained, following her gaze. “You’ll learn how to use all of it.”

Lexi clapped her hands together. “Alright, let’s get started. We need to assess your current
physical condition.”

The next hour was a grueling series of exercises designed to test Evie’s strength, flexibility, and
endurance. Lexi put her through a battery of stretches, watching with a critical eye as Evie
reached for her toes, twisted her torso, and attempted to touch her palms to the floor behind
her heels.

“Not bad,” Lexi remarked, making notes on a clipboard. “Your flexibility is above average,
probably thanks to your ballet background. Now let’s see about your cardio.”

Evie found herself on a treadmill, the speed gradually increasing as Lexi monitored her heart
rate and breathing. By the time Lexi called for her to stop, Evie’s lungs were burning.



“Decent stamina,” Lexi noted. “You’ll need it. Now for strength training.”

What followed was a series of exercises that left Evie’s muscles trembling: squats, lunges,
planks, and push-ups. Lexi was relentless, pushing Evie to her limits.

“Alright,” Lexi said finally, allowing Evie time to catch her breath. “Not a bad starting point. You’re
in better shape than most of our recruits. Now for the fun part.”

Fun? That word felt ominous in this context.

“We’re going to work on the routine for your audition,” Lexi announced as if stating the time of
day. “But first, you need to change into your outfit. Come with me.”

Lexi strode toward the hallway without waiting for a response, leaving Evie no choice but to
follow. The locker room was surprisingly spacious. Rows of polished metal lockers shone under
fluorescent lights, and a long bench stretched through the center of the room.

Lexi turned toward Evie. “Put your outfit on,” she ordered.

Evie obeyed, pulling the electric blue dress, matching thong, and stilettos from her bag. Her
hands trembled slightly as she stared at the revealing ensemble.

Lexi, unbothered by Evie’s hesitation, moved to a locker. Retrieving a similar outfit in red, she
began stripping without fanfare. The formal air she constantly projected remained unbroken,
even as she unbuttoned her white shirt and shrugged out of it, revealing a lacy black bra
beneath. It was a surreal shift, watching this stoic, commanding woman disrobe, her
professional demeanor undiminished even as she stepped out of her tailored pants.

Evie couldn’t stop herself from watching, her eyes flickering nervously between her own outfit
and Lexi’s. Lexi had always exuded control, but in this moment, the force of her confidence felt
almost oppressive. Her body, toned and sculpted, seemed completely at ease with exposure.
This wasn’t vulnerability. It was yet another weapon in her arsenal.

Lexi caught Evie’s lingering gaze and arched one dark brow. “Problem?”

Evie flushed, hastily looking down at her own clothes. “No, | just... I've never worn anything like
this before.”

“You’ll acclimate,” Lexi replied simply, stepping into the slinky red dress. She adjusted the fabric
carefully, smoothing it over her hips before slipping on the heels. If there was any awkwardness
in her movements, it didn’t show. Lexi’s presence felt unshakable.

Evie sucked in a breath and began changing as well. She peeled off her training gear, folding it
neatly on the bench as if the act might grant her some semblance of control. She then reached
for the thong and slid the tiny fabric up her long legs. The dress followed and at last, she slipped
on the black stilettos.

They left the locker room together, heels clicking in unison against the tiled floor. Back in the
training area, Lexi led Evie to the poles. Evie’s heart raced, but this time it wasn’t from exertion.

“Let’s begin,” Lexi said. “You don’t necessarily need to use this, but you should be comfortable
holding it, maybe doing a simple spin. Watch.”

Lexi grasped the pole and demonstrated a basic spin, her body moving with fluidly. “Now you
try.”



Evie approached the pole hesitantly. The metal was cool against her palm as she gripped it,
attempting to mimic Lexi’s movement. Her first try was awkward, her body rigid with tension.

“Relax,” Lexi instructed. “Let your body flow. It’s not about strength, it’s about control.”

As Evie practiced, Lexi moved to a sound system, filling the room with pulsing music. “We need
to simulate the club atmosphere,” she explained. “Now, let me show you a basic routine.”

What followed was unlike anything Evie had ever seen. Lexi’s body transformed as she began to
move, every gesture oozing sensuality. She swayed her hips, ran her hands along her body, and
made eye contact with an imaginary audience that left Evie feeling both uncomfortable and
oddly captivated.

“The key is to move slowly,” Lexi explained as she danced. “Milk the clock. You’re not here to
show off dance skills. You’re here to be sexy, to tease.”

As Lexi continued her demonstration, her hands moved to the straps of her dress. With
agonizing slowness, she began to peel it off. Evie’s eyes widened as more and more skin was
revealed.

“You’ll need to do this too,” Lexi said as she stepped out of the dress, now clad only in her thong.
“Watch carefully.”

Evie couldn’t look away as Lexi continued to dance, her nearly naked body moving confidently.
When Lexi finally hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her thong, Evie’s breath caughtin her
throat.

“Remember,” Lexi said as she slowly slid the garment down her legs, “it’s all about the tease.
Make them wait for it.”

And then Lexi was completely naked, still moving to the music as if this were the most natural
thing in the world. Evie’s face burned with embarrassment.

“Your turn,” Lexi said, stepping off the small stage.

Evie’s legs felt like lead as she took Lexi’s place, but she began to move, trying to mimic what
she’d seen.

“Good,” Lexi encouraged. “Now, start with the dress.”

With trembling fingers, Evie reached for the straps of her dress. She hesitated, her eyes darting
to Lexi.

“It’s okay,” Lexi said softly. “You can do this. Remember, you’re Vanessa now. Vanessa isn’t
afraid to own her sexuality.”

Swallowing hard, Evie began to peel off the dress. As more of her skin was exposed to the air,
she felt a strange mix of vulnerability and exhilaration. When she finally stepped out of the
dress, standing there in just the tiny thong, her heart was pounding so hard she was sure Lexi
must be able to hear it.

“Keep going,” Lexi instructed. “All the way.”

Evie closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her
thong. With one fluid motion, she pulled it down and stepped out of it.



“Open your eyes, Evie,” Lexi said gently. “Look at yourself. You’re beautiful. Powerful. Embrace
it.”

Evie’s eyes fluttered open. She caught sight of herself in the mirrored wall, naked and flushed.
To her surprise, she didn’t look as awkward or uncomfortable as she felt. Her ballet training was
evident in her posture, in the graceful lines of her body.

“What you’re missing is confidence,” Lexi observed. “Your body knows what to do. Your mind is
what’s holding you back. You need to embrace your sexuality. Own it.”

As Evie continued to move, guided by Lexi’s instructions, she found herself slowly relaxing. The
initial shock of nudity began to fade, replaced by a growing awareness of her body’s potential for
sensuality.

“That’s it,” Lexi encouraged. “You’re getting it. Now, look at me. Imagine I’m a customer. How
would Vanessa look at me? How would she move?”

Evie met Lexi’s gaze, surprised by the intensity she found there. She allowed her movements to
become more deliberate, more teasing. A small smile played at the corners of her mouth as she
saw Lexi’s eyes widen slightly.

“Perfect,” Lexi breathed. “That’s exactly it. Hold onto that feeling. That’s what you need to bring
to the stage.”

The training continued relentlessly as Evie repeated movements under Lexi’s watchful eye. Her
muscles ached, sweat glistening on her skin as she pushed through fatigue.

“Again,” Lexi commanded, her voice firm but not unkind. “From the top.”

As Evie began the routine once more, the door to the facility opened. She froze mid-movement,
instinctively covering herself as Grant entered, followed by three men she didn’t recognize.

“Don’t stop,” Lexi said sharply. “This is part of your training. Men will be watching you. You can’t
let it throw you off.”

Evie’s heart raced, her cheeks burning as she forced herself to continue. The men’s eyes roamed
over her naked body, their expressions a mix of appreciation and assessment.

“Pretend they’re not here. Show me what you’ve learned.” Lexi murmured.

Drawing a shaky breath, Evie let her movements become more fluid, more sensual. As she
danced, she became aware of a shift in the energy of the room. The men’s gazes felt less
clinical, more captivated.

When the music faded, Evie stood there, breathless and exposed. For the first time since Joe,
other men had seen her completely naked. The realization sent a confusing mix of shame and
exhilaration through her.

“Excellent work,” Grant said, his voice cutting through the tension.
As the men filed out, Lexi squeezed Evie’s shoulder. “You did well. Let’s keep going.”

The training continued for several more grueling hours, Evie’s exhaustion mounting with each
repetition. By the time Lexi called for a stop, Evie thought she might cry, not from emotion, but



from sheer physical exhaustion. Her breath came in heavy gasps, her limbs trembling from
overuse.

Lexi tossed her a towel, her expression neutral but not unkind. “Good progress today,” she said
simply. “You’re starting to understand how to hold yourself. It’s not about being the best dancer
in the room. It’s about being the most captivating.”

Evie sank onto the floor. “When can | call Joe?” she asked, her voice hoarse from exertion and
dehydration. Her throat felt as raw as her calves.

Lexi actually smiled. “Once we get back to your apartment. You’ve earned it.”

Grant appeared as they were preparing to leave. “I’ll ride with Evie,” he said. “Lexi, meet us
there?”

Lexi nodded, already pulling her bag over her shoulder. “See you soon,” she replied, her heels
clicking against the tile as she left.

The drive back to the apartment was quiet, Evie’s mind racing with everything that had
happened. Her body felt foreign to her, simultaneously exhausted and thrumming with a new
awareness.

“You did well today,” Grant said finally, breaking the quiet.

Evie turned her head toward him, too tired to formulate a proper response. “It didn’t feel like |
was doing well. It felt like... humiliation.”

Grant glanced at her briefly. “Humiliation fades. Progress doesn’t. Don’t expect to feel like an
expert overnight. That’s not how this works.”

Once they stepped inside the apartment, Grant retrieved a phone from his jacket pocket and
held it out to her. “Use this,” he said. “It’s secure. Take as much time as you need.”

Evie retreated to her bedroom, closing the door behind her. She stared at the phone in her hand,
suddenly unsure of what to say. With a deep breath, she dialed Joe’s number, her heart
pounding as she waited for him to answer.

Joe slid his key into the lock and paused with his hand on the doorknob. A flicker of hope kindled
in his chest. Maybe it had all been some elaborate joke. Maybe he’d open the door to find Evie
waiting, ready to laugh at his gullibility and pull him into a warm embrace.

The apartment was silent as he stepped inside. No Evie. No laughter. Just the fading afternoon
light filtering through the blinds, casting long shadows across the living room floor.

“Evie?” he called out. No response.

His eyes landed on a folded piece of paper on the coffee table, his name written in Evie’s
handwriting. He picked it up and began to read:

“Joe,

I’m so sorry for springing this on you. | know you’re scared. | am too. But | promise I’ll come back
to you. Three months, and then we’ll be together again. Take care of yourself while I’'m gone,
okay? | love you more than anything. I’'ll be thinking of you every single day.



Your loving wife Evie”

Joe read the note three times, his finger tracing over the words as if he could somehow feel
Evie’s presence through the paper. He sank onto the couch, the note clutched in his hand,
feeling suddenly adrift in the apartment that had always been their shared space.

With a heavy sigh, he pushed himself up and shuffled to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he
found the leftovers from last night’s dinner, the meal Evie had prepared as a farewell gesture,
though neither of them had had much appetite for it.

He reheated the food, barely tasting it as he ate standing at the kitchen counter. His eyes kept
drifting to Evie’s empty chair at the dining table, the sight of it sending a fresh wave of loneliness
through him.

The plate and fork from his meal sat abandoned in the sink, but Joe couldn’t summon the energy
to wash them. Instead, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and returned to the couch. He flicked
on the TV, more for background noise than any real interest in watching. As he channel surfed,
his mind kept replaying the events of the past twenty-four hours. Had there been signs he’d
missed? Could he have said something different, done something to make her stay?

“It’s not about being unhappy with you,” Evie had said. But wasn’tit? If she had been truly
content, would she have jumped at this opportunity to leave?

Joe took a long swig of his beer, the bitter taste matching his mood. His eyes fell on a framed
photo on the end table of him and Evie on their honeymoon, both sun kissed and grinning at the
camera. They looked so young, so carefree. When had things changed?

Joe pulled out his phone. He opened his photo gallery, scrolling through countless images of his
life with Evie. Here they were at their favorite restaurant, Evie’s eyes crinkling with laughter at
some forgotten joke. There was a candid shot of her reading on the beach, hair tousled by the
wind, completely absorbed in her book. Another showed them dressed up for a friend’s
wedding, Evie stunning in a deep blue dress, looking at him with such love it made his chest
ache to see it now.

Each photo was a reminder of the life they’d built together, the countless small moments that
had woven into the fabric of their relationship. And now, in the space of a day, that fabric had
been torn.

Joe’s thumb hovered over the video icon. Did he dare? With a mixture of masochism and
longing, he tapped it, selecting a clip from their last anniversary.

Evie’s face filled the screen, her blue eyes bright with mischief. “Joe, put the camera down and
come dance with me!”

“I’'m documenting this,” his own voice came from off-screen, tinged with amusement. “Years
from now, we’ll want to remember how gorgeous you looked tonight.”

Evie rolled her eyes, but her smile was radiant. “Fine, but if you’re filming, at least get my good
side.” She struck an exaggerated pose, then dissolved into giggles.

The video ended, leaving Joe staring at a black screen that reflected his own lost expression. He
set the phone down, rubbing his eyes. God, he missed her. It had been less than a day, and
already the apartment felt empty.



He thought about calling David, Evie’s brother. Surely he must know something about what was
going on. But the idea of having to explain the situation, to voice aloud the fact that his wife had
left for some secret government operation, felt too overwhelming.

Joe’s eyes fell on the small liquor cabinet in the corner. The responsible part of his brain told him
that drowning his sorrows wasn’t the answer. But the thought of facing the long, quiet evening
ahead felt unbearable.

He was just reaching for the bottle of whiskey when his phone buzzed on the coffee table. Joe
froze, his heart suddenly racing. The number was unfamiliar, but something told him...

“Hello?” he answered.

“Joe?” Evie’s voice came through, and just the sound of it made his knees weak with relief.
“Evie,” he breathed, sinking onto the couch. “God, it’s good to hear your voice.”

There was a moment of silence. “I miss you so much already.”

“Then come home,” Joe said, unable to keep the pleading note out of his voice. “Whatever this
is, it’s not worth it.”

Evie’s sigh crackled through the line. “It’s not that simple, Joe. ... I’ve already started training.
There’s no backing out now.”

“Training?” Joe repeated, a cold feeling settling in his stomach. “Evie, what exactly are you
doing? This sounds dangerous.”

“l can’t give you details,” she said, and he could hear the frustration in her voice. “l wish | could
explain everything, make you understand. But | need you to trust me. What I’'m doing... it’s
important.”

Joe ran a hand through his hair, tugging at it in frustration. “More important than us? Than our
marriage?”

“No,” Evie said firmly. “Nothing is more important than us. But this is something | need to do. For
myself. | need to know I’m capable of more than just selling dresses and playing house.”

The words stung, even though Joe knew she hadn’t meant them as an attack. “Is that how you
see our life together? Playing house?”

“No, Joe, that’s not what | meant,” Evie said quickly. “I love our life. | love you. But I’ve always felt
like there was something more | should be doing, some potential | wasn’t living up to. This is my
chance to find out what I’'m really capable of.”

Joe was quiet for a long moment, processing her words. Part of him wanted to argue, to remind
her of all the plans they’d made together. But another part, the part that had fallen in love with
Evie’s fierce intelligence and determination, understood.

“I’'m scared for you,” he admitted softly. “l don’t know what you’re involved in, but it sounds
dangerous. The thought of you getting hurt...”

“I’ll be careful,” Evie promised. “l have good people looking out for me. But Joe, | need to tell you
something, and | need you to not freak out, okay?”

Joe’s heart raced and he grip tightened on the phone. “What is it?”



Evie took a deep breath. “This call... it’s the only one I’'ll be able to make. For security reasons, |
won’t be able to contact you again until the assignment is over.”

“What?” Joe’s voice rose. “Evie, no. That’s not okay. Three months with no contact? How am |
supposed to know if you’re safe, if you’re...”

“l know,” Evie interrupted, her own voice wavering. “| know it’s not fair. But it’s necessary. |
promise you, if anything happens, if I’'m in any real danger, they’ll let you know. But apart from
that, we won’t be able to talk.”

Joe felt like the floor was tilting beneath him. The thought of three months of silence, of not
knowing where Evie was or what she was doing, was almost unbearable.

“l don’t like this,” he said, his voice low and intense. “Any of it. But especially this. How do | know
you’ll even come back? That whoever you become during this... this mission or whatever it is,
will still want this life?”

“Joe,” Evie’s voice softened, filled with a tenderness that made his chest ache. “Listen to me. |
love you. That’s not going to change. No matter what happens, no matter what | do or learn or
become, you are my home, my anchor. I’'ll always come back to you.”

Despite himself, Joe felt tears pricking at his eyes. “Promise me,” he whispered.

“l promise,” Evie said solemnly. “Three months. That’s all. And then I’'ll be home, and we can
start the next chapter of our life together.”

They were both quiet for a moment.

“Take care of yourself while I’'m gone, okay?” Evie said finally. “Don’t forget to water the plants in
the bedroom. And please, for the love of God, don’t survive on takeout for three months. There’s
some frozen meals in the back of the freezer.”

Joe couldn’t help but chuckle, even as he wiped at his eyes. “Yes, dear. Any other instructions?”

“Just one,” Evie said, her voice turning serious again. “Remember that | love you. Every day. Even
when you can’t hear it from me, know that I’m thinking it.”

“l love you too,” Joe replied, pouring every ounce of feeling he could into the words. “Stay safe,
Evie. Come back to me.”

“l will,” she promised. “Goodbye, Joe.”

The line went dead, leaving Joe sitting in the quiet apartment, the phone still pressed to his ear.
He let out a long, shaky breath, lowering the phone and staring at the dark screen.

The conversation replayed in his mind. Despite the pain of knowing he wouldn’t hear from her
again for three months, despite the lingering fear and uncertainty, Joe felt... better. Hearing
Evie’s voice, her unwavering declaration of love, had soothed something raw and aching inside
him.

He stood up, suddenly feeling the need to do something, anything. His eyes fell on the dirty
dishes in the sink. With newfound energy, he rolled up his sleeves and set to work, scrubbing
each plate and glass as if it were a declaration of faith in Evie’s return.



As he worked, he found himself making mental plans. He’d keep the apartment in perfect order,
ready for her homecoming. He’d focus on his work, push for that promotion they’d talked about.
He’d take care of himself, eat well, exercise. He wanted Evie to come home to find him strong,
capable, ready to support her in whatever she needed after her mysterious assignment.

Three months, he thought as he dried the last dish. It was a long time, but not insurmountable.
And at the end of it, Evie would come home. She had promised.

The mirror reflected someone else, someone unfamiliar. Evelyn Sinclair stared at her own face,
freshly made up, every flaw erased, every angle sharpened. The blood-red lipstick felt obscene,
a bold scream of confidence she didn’t feel. Smoky eyeshadow made her blue eyes seem
darker, more mysterious, while a hint of shimmer on her cheekbones emphasized the sculpted
planes of her face. She adjusted a strand of her hair, tucking it behind her ear before letting it fall
loose again. She didn’t know why she bothered. She’d been tinkering with her appearance for
the last thirty minutes, as though perfecting every detail might silence the storm in her chest.

Her thoughts lingered on the calls she’d made. Joe’s voice had cracked when he told her he
loved her, brittle with the strain of their forced separation. David had been chirpy and sarcastic,
the only way he knew to disguise his guilt. “You’ll be fine, sis. Hell, they should’ve hired you
years ago. You’re probably smarter than all their agents combined.” But beneath his humor was
the tremble of a younger brother who knew he’d dragged her into something dangerous. He’d
paused before hanging up, his voice suddenly small. “Just... be safe. | couldn’t live with myself if
anything happened to you because of me.”

Carla, her best friend, had been harder to convince. “Three months? Without any contact? Evie,
that doesn’t sound legal, let alone safe.” Her skepticism had been palpable, even through the
phone. “Promise me you’re not doing anything stupid. | know you, Evie. You get these ideas
sometimes...” Evie had reassured her as best she could.

Her mother’s words had been the hardest to bear. “You’ve always been strong, Evelyn. You
just... forget it sometimes.”

The knock at the door startled her, breaking through her spiraling thoughts. She took one last
look at the woman in the mirror before crossing the room to answer it.

Lexi sweptin, her presence filling the space instantly, all sharp lines, sleek fabric, and
unapologetic sexuality. Tonight’s version of Lexi wore a black dress, her shoulders bare and her
dark ponytail sliced cleanly down her back.

She gave Evie a once over that was both assessing and amused. “Not bad,” she said, stepping
inside without waiting for an invitation. “But not great either.”

Evie blinked, caught off guard. “What’s wrong with it?”

“You dressed like someone who doesn’t expect to be noticed,” Lexi replied, scanning Vanessa’s
closet. She pulled out a red dress, its fabric shimmering faintly. “This, however, says, ‘Look at
me, and don’t you dare stop.” Arms up.”

“What?”

“Arms up,” Lexi repeated, already unzipping Evie’s dress before she could object. “You’re not
Evelyn Sinclair anymore. You’re Vanessa Blake. Vanessa doesn’t do half measures.”



Evie half raised her arms, both protest and obedience mingling in the gesture. Lexi stripped her
out of one dress and slid the new one over her head. The red dress hugged her hips and stopped
just below mid thigh. It was shorter, tighter, and far less forgiving than anything she’d ever
chosen for herself.

Lexi stepped back, nodding in satisfaction.
Evie glanced at her reflection, her throat tightening.

Lexi stepped up behind her. “See?” she murmured, meeting Evie’s eyes in the mirror. “Now,
heels. And hurry. Grant’s waiting downstairs.”

Grant’s smirk was the first thing Evie saw when the two women stepped out of the elevator. He
leaned casually against the car.

“You two look like trouble,” he said, his tone easy. His eyes lingered briefly on Evie before
snapping back to Lexi.

“That’s the point,” Lexi replied smoothly.

The club was loud. Too loud. Music throbbed like a second heartbeat, the bass rumbling
through the floors and into Evie’s chest. A dancer swayed on the stage, her movements fluid and
hypnotic, while waitresses in fishnet stockings and high heels navigated the tables. Men leaned
back in chairs, their gazes shamelessly devouring the women in front of them.

Grant led them to a booth near the stage. The leather seats had seen better days, scuffed and
cracked from years of use. Evie slid in beside Lexi, the seat sticky against her skin. A waitress
appeared almost immediately, her smile professional and her body language inviting.

“What can | get you?” she asked.

“A bourbon for me,” Grant said without hesitation. She glanced at Lexi, who ordered a vodka
soda. Then her gaze shifted to Evie. “And for you?”

Evie hesitated. “Just water.”
Lexi snorted. “Make it a gin and tonic.”

As the drinks arrived, Grant leaned forward, his tone turning instructional. “Clubs like these are
ecosystems,” he began, gesturing subtly toward the stage. “You’ve got the dancers, obviously.
They’re the main attraction. But then there are the waitresses and bartenders, all working
together to keep the money flowing.”

“And the security?” Evie asked.

“Discrete but ever present,” Lexi answered, sipping her drink. “Clubs use a combination of floor
staff and cameras. The key is to make customers feel like they can let loose without actually
losing control.”

Evie’s gaze flickered to the nearest bouncer, a burly man with arms like tree trunks. His
expression was neutral, but his eyes scanned the crowd. She imagined him stepping in the
moment a customer crossed a line.



Grant swirled his bourbon lazily, gesturing subtly to the shadowy, roped-off area at the far end of
the club. “VIP areas are the backbone of clubs like this. That’s where the real money trades
hands, where the customers feel important enough to drop thousands for being catered to by
their favorite girls. It’s also where conversations happen that wouldn’t on the main floor.”

Lexi nodded. “For most dancers, VIP means higher tips. But for Elysium, it’s something else
entirely. That’s where the Maddox brothers keep tabs on their clients. High rollers, connections,
associates. They’re careful who they let in, and even more careful about what’s said.”

Evie’s gaze roamed to the dancer on stage. “What’s it like for the dancers?” she asked.

Lexi leaned forward. “It’s a hustle. A constant balancing act. You’re selling a fantasy, but you
can’t lose yourself in it. Every customer thinks they’re special, thinks tonight’s all about them.
But the dancers are working the room, assessing who’s worth their time, who’s just window
shopping, and who might cross a line.” She gestured toward a dancer who was chatting with a
man near the edge of the stage, her posture angled to subtly block him from leaning too close.
“See that? She’s controlling the conversation, keeping enough distance to stay professional
while making him feel like he’s in her world. It’s all psychology.”

Grant added, “Every dancer gets good at knowing who’s about to pull out a hundred-dollar bill
and who'’s bluffing with singles. But it goes deeper. It’s reading body language, tone of voice,
even the way someone looks at you.”

The dancer on stage glided across the platform with a confidence that bordered on arrogance.
Her movements weren’t rushed or desperate. No, she danced like she had all the time in the
world.

The men around the stage were riveted, their faces slack with lust, entranced by the rhythm of
her body. Bills appeared in their hands as if by magic, fluttering onto the stage in tribute. Not
once did she glance down at the money. Her gaze swept over the crowd like a queen surveying
her court, a mixture of disdain and amusement that made the men crave her attention even
more.

Evie couldn’t look away. There was something magnetic about the dancer’s presence. It went
beyond the obvious sexual appeal. It was the control, the mastery of herself and her
environment. Evie realized with a sinking feeling that she could spend hours practicing routines
and perfecting movements, but she might never achieve whatever it was this woman exuded so
effortlessly.

“See her?” Lexi pointed out. “That’s not just dancing. That’s a performance. Confidence, power,
allure, they’re buying the persona. The moves are just the delivery system.”

Evie turned to Lexi. “How do you even begin to reach that level?”

“You don’t have to,” Lexi replied simply. “You’re not there to dominate the stage. You’re there to
blend in and gather intel.”

Evie nodded, her eyes drawn back to the dancer. The woman had paused now, leaning back on
her heel, basking in the attention. For a moment, Evie wondered what it must feel like to exist in
that space, to wield such effortless control over a room full of strangers.

The dancer moved on to a slower song now, her motions no less captivating. “Do you think... she
ever gets tired? The dancer, | mean.” Evie asked.



Lexi followed Evie’s gaze back to the stage. “Tired physically, sure. But tired of this?” She
gestured toward the room, clearly meaning this world. “Not if she’s here by choice. For some
women, this place isn’t a grind. It’s freedom.”

Evie squinted at Lexi, uncertain if she was joking. “Freedom? From what?”

Lexi smirked. “From everything. Bills, boring jobs, insecure men. Here, she makes the rules.
She’s the one getting paid to be desired. Out there, she’s probably invisible. In here? She’s a
queen.”

“That sounds like a pitch you’ve practiced,” Evie said.

“That’s because it works,” Lexi shot back, her tone light but her eyes sharp. “You don’t have to
believe it yet. But you will.”

Evie let the words sink in, though parts of her bristled at the simplicity of Lexi’s logic. She could
acknowledge the power the dancers wielded in their domain, yes. But freedom? She couldn’t
bring herself to buy into that, not yet. This wasn’t freedom. It was a transaction, wasn’t it?

“Careful,” Grant cut in as though he sensed Evie’s spiraling thoughts. “If you keep overthinking it,
your brain’s going to short-circuit.”

Evie glanced at him across the table. His posture was relaxed, leaning back comfortably, and for
a moment, she envied his ease. “I’m not overthinking,” she said defensively.

“Yes, you are.” Grant’s eyes narrowed slightly, his hand resting on his bourbon glass without
lifting it. “| can see it all over your face. You’re trying to fit this into a box, make it logical.
Newsflash: this world isn’t logical. It works because it’'s messy. Don’t try to tame it. Adjust to it.”

Evie inhaled a deep, measured breath, letting the music fill her ears until it softened the sharp
edges of her thoughts. She wondered how much their words were meant to convince her and
how much to control her.

Lexi gestured toward an oversized poster on the far wall, glossy and bright, advertising an
upcoming “Neon Nights” theme party. “Special events are where the big money happens.
Birthdays, bachelor parties, corporate celebrations. The club amps up the energy, throws in a
little exclusivity, and suddenly the floor’s flooded with idiots ready to blow their paychecks for
attention they’ll barely remember.”

Grant shrugged. “Elysium does those events better than most. They want the right people
walking in and spending.”

Lexi leaned closer, her drink dangling lazily in her hand, her sharp eyes scanning the stage
before flicking back to Evie. “You’ve been staring at the stage long enough. Time to get a closer
look.”

Evie turned her head, catching the faint challenge in Lexi’s tone. “What do you mean?”

“She means pick someone,” Grant said. He gestured toward the stage with a small nod. “If
you’re going to understand what makes this world tick, you need to see it up close. Pick a
dancer. Ask for a private dance.”

Evie raised an eyebrow at them. “You’re both very eager to throw me in the deep end.”



“And you’re good at dodging when it gets real,” Lexi countered, finishing her drink and sliding the
glass aside. “But let’s not play the wide-eyed rookie anymore. You’ve been watching. You’ve
been analyzing. Now it’s time to engage.”

“Private room,” Grant clarified. “Twenty minutes. Watch how she moves, listen to what she says.
This is how you figure out what you’re stepping into.”

The dancer on stage leaned against the pole now, her body resting lightly on one extended leg.
Her gaze swept the room again, barely pausing on any one face.

Lexi smirked faintly, as if she’d read Evie’s thoughts. “There. You’ve already decided who. Now
go.’!

Evie’s pulse quickened. Grant just motioned toward the stage with a nod.

Evie pushed herself up from the booth, her knees feeling shaky as she crossed the room toward
the stage. The pounding bass seemed to grow louder with every step, reverberating through her
body until she felt like she was walking underwater. She waited until the dancer glanced in her
direction, her movements slowing slightly as she locked eyes with Evie.

When the song ended, the dancer stepped away from the pole and approached the edge of the
stage. She crouched down gracefully, her long legs folding beneath her as she leaned close
enough for Evie to see the faint shimmer of sweat on her collarbone.

“Hey there, gorgeous,” the dancer purred. “What can | do for you?”

Evie swallowed hard, reminding herself to speak. “l was wondering if | could get a private
dance... twenty minutes?”

The dancer smiled. “Twenty minutes, huh? You sure you can handle me?”
Evie forced a nervous laugh, her cheeks burning. “l think so.”
“Follow me.”

The private room was a world apart from the chaotic energy of the main floor. The walls were
upholstered in deep red fabric. The lighting was soft, casting everything in a warmth that felt
intimate. A plush loveseat sat in the center of the space, its surface slightly worn from years of
use. Evie lowered herself onto it, her hands gripping the edge.

The dancer entered behind her, closing the door with a soft click. Her movements were
unhurried, her heels clicking faintly against the floor as she crossed the room. She didn’t sit
immediately, instead stood in front of Evie.

“So, first time?” the dancer said, her smile sly but playful.
“Is it that obvious?” Evie replied.

The dancer chuckled. “Gorgeous girls like you don’t usually come in here looking nervous.
You’re either new or you’re trouble. Maybe both.”

Evie flushed, her hands fidgeting against the fabric of the loveseat. “l guess I’m new.”

“Well, lucky for you,” the dancer said, leaning forward just enough for her lips to brush near
Evie’s ear, “I’'m good with new.”



Her voice sent a shiver down Evie’s spine. She straightened slightly, reminding herself that this
was about observation, not participation. “Actually, I... was hoping to ask you some questions.”

The dancer raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Questions? Oh, honey, you’re not just here for the
dance, are you?”

“I’m thinking of working at a club,” Evie admitted cautiously. “l wanted to get a sense of what it’s
like.”

The dancer’s expression changed, her playfulness tempered by a flicker of curiosity. Without
warning, she moved to straddle Evie’s lap, draping an arm casually around her shoulders. The
sudden proximity sent a jolt through Evie’s body, but the dancer seemed perfectly at ease.

“Thinking about joining the dark side, huh?” the dancer purred, her face now inches from Evie’s.
“You’ve got the look for it.”

Evie tried not to let the compliment or the dancer’s closeness distract her. “Do you have any
advice? For someone starting out?”

“Confidence,” the dancer answered immediately. “Doesn’t matter if you’re scared shitless. Own
it. Fake it if you have to. They’re here for the illusion. Sell them the dream, and they’ll hand you
their wallets.”

Evie nodded, absorbing the words as best she could while the dancer’s proximity continued to
unnerve her. “What else? Is there anything | should watch out for?”

The dancer looked up as if recalling a memory. “Watch out for the ones who think they own you.
You’ll spot them fast, the entitled ones, the ones who touch without permission. You set the
rules here, not them. Remember that.”

She shifted slightly, adjusting her position on Evie’s lap. Evie froze, her breath catching in her
throat as the dancer’s hands slid up her arms. “But enough talking,” the dancer murmured, her
hips beginning to roll in slow, hypnotic circles against Evie’s thighs. “Let me show you how this
really works.”

For the next twenty minutes, the dancer’s body became a lesson in control and sensuous
energy. Evie’s mind felt split between observing her movements and feeling the magnetic pull of
her presence. It was disorienting, overwhelming, but, against her better judgment, intoxicating.

The dancer paused, her lips curling into a smile as she leaned down, her face hovering just
inches from Evie’s. “Relax, gorgeous,” she whispered, her breath warm against Evie’s cheek.
“You’re allowed to enjoy it.”

Evie’s hands tightened against the edge of the loveseat. “I’m not... sure what to do.”

The dancer chuckled softly. “You don’t have to do anything.” She leaned back, arching her body
in a way that made her chest rise beautifully, the curve of her breasts emphasized by the teasing
straps of her top. Her fingers grazed the back of Evie’s neck, nails trailing lightly over skin. “You
can touch me, you know.”

Evie swallowed hard, hesitating, her hands still locked in place. The dancer’s gaze softened,
though her teasing edge remained. She took one of Evie’s hands and guided it up slowly, placing
it against the bare skin of her waist. “See? Nothing to be nervous about. You’ve got soft hands. |
like that.”



“l don’t usually-” Evie started, her voice faint.

The dancer silenced Evie with a gentle press of two fingers against her lips. “Oh, | can tell,” she
said playfully, her tone dripping with amusement. “But that’s what makes this so much fun.”

Evie froze again as the dancer leaned back, her body arching gracefully before her hands
reached up to untie the thin straps of her top. Letting the fabric slide away, she revealed herself
without hesitation.

The dancer’s eyes locked onto Evie’s. “Touch me,” she murmured. She took Evie’s hands again,
guiding them up until they rested on her bare breasts. The softness beneath her palms sent a
jolt through Evie’s entire body, the unfamiliarity of the moment clashing with its undeniable
allure.

“See what | mean?” the dancer continued, her voice teasing yet intimate. “You’re a natural. You
justdon’t know it yet.”

Evie’s fingers barely moved, her brain shouting protests. “I-this isn’t-” she stammered, but the
dancer only laughed softly.

“You’re so damn sexy when you’re flustered,” the dancer said, leaning in closer until their faces
were separated by a breath. Her lips moved near Evie’s ear, brushing against it as she
whispered, “If you weren’t so tense, I’d take you right here. Peel that dress off you and show you
what it really means to let go.”

Evie’s breath caught. The words were unexpected, unfiltered, and pierced straight through the
haze of confusion she’d been trapped in. The dancer leaned back just enough to study her
expression, her teasing smirk turning softer, almost reassuring. “Relax,” she murmured, her
hands sliding over Evie’s shoulders to settle just below her collarbone. “You’re allowed to feel
good. | promise, gorgeous, it doesn’t make you bad. It just makes you alive.”

The dancer shifted again, her body pressing firmly against Evie’s as her hands slid down to her
waist, her hips moving in slow, hypnotic circles. The heat was unbearable now, every nerve in
Evie’s body firing at once, her skin buzzing like static.

ul

“You’re even hotter up close,” the dancer murmured. “I’d love to take my time with you, really
show you how good this can feel.” Her hands brushed Evie’s thighs now, her nails dragging
lightly. “But something tells me you’re not quite ready for that... yet.”

The words weren’t just teasing; they carried an almost prophetic certainty that made Evie shiver.
The dancer’s fingers lingered briefly on Evie’s jaw before she leaned back fully, her movements
slowing as the music began to fade. “You’ll get there,” she said, her tone playful but edged with
something that felt like truth. “And when you do... God help whoever’s lucky enough to be on the
other end of that.”

Evie barely registered the end of the session. Her body felt like it had been rewired, her thoughts
scrambled and chaotic. When the dancer finally stood, pulling her top back into place, she
smiled down at Evie one last time. “You’ll do fine,” she said confidently. “But don’t let them see
you sweat, honey. That’s the only rule that matters.”

When Evie finally stepped back out onto the main floor, Lexi and Grant were waiting near the
entrance, their expressions unreadable. Evie tried to straighten her spine, tried to present a
calm, composed version of herself, but the flush on her cheeks betrayed her.



“Well?” Lexi asked. “Learn anything?”
Evie hesitated, her pulse still racing. “A little too much.”

Lexi laughed and motioned for the exit. “Welcome to the job.”

Friday loomed like a storm cloud, heavy and oppressive, its arrival both inevitable and
suffocating. Sunrise felt like a countdown to an execution, each hour ticking away until Evie
would step onto a stage not as herself, but as Vanessa Blake, a persona she had been wearing
with growing discomfort.

The week had been a crucible, shaping her through sweat and fatigue. Lexi had drilled her
without mercy, her sharp commands cutting through Evie’s doubts. “Stop thinking about what
you look like. Feel the music. Make them see you as untouchable, even when they’re two feet
away.” The truth behind Lexi’s words burrowed deep, forcing Evie to confront an aspect of
herself she had nearly forgotten, a girl who once danced with abandon, who knew the language
of movement, before life had stolen her rhythm and replaced it with practicalities.

Still, every session left her drained, her muscles trembling as she collapsed onto the floor at the
end of each day. Lexi didn’t coddle her, didn’t soften the edges of the task ahead, but
sometimes she would offer a quiet reassurance, an uncharacteristic “Good. That’s progress.” It
wasn’t much, but those moments felt like oxygen, keeping Evie from suffocating under her own
self-doubt.

Grant’s lessons were no less demanding, though his approach was quieter, more cerebral. He
guided her through the Maddox brothers’ profiles and connections with Malcolm Kessler,
challenging her to see beyond the surface of surveillance footage and financial records. “What
do you notice about the timing of these transactions?” he’d ask, his tone neutral but probing.
When Evie hesitated, he’d push further: “Don’t look for what’s obvious. Look for what’s missing.
That tells you just as much, if not more.”

At first, the files overwhelmed her, the sheer weight of information, the web of criminal
alliances, the hidden motives crouching behind every interaction. But as the hours passed, her
mind began to click into place, piecing together fragments of data and spotting connections
that weren’timmediately apparent. There was a strange satisfaction in the puzzle, a reminder of
the observational skills she had honed through years of true crime obsessing. It wasn’t just a
game anymore. It was real. And lives depended on the answers she found.

Among Grant’s lessons was an introduction to the tools that would be Vanessa Blake’s covert
arsenal. “Your goal isn’t confrontation. It’s collection,” he explained as he laid out the innocuous
looking items. “Every detail matters, and every interaction is an opportunity. The people you’ll
encounter are cautious, but we’ve given you ways to be equally cautious.”

Grant had introduced her to a variety of hidden recording devices, each one deceptively simple
in design. Among them was a silver keychain, unassuming among the various keys, but
equipped with a high-grade microphone capable of capturing crisp audio. “Press here to start
recording. One tap stops it. The files sync over a secure channel once you return to the
apartment.” Another device was a delicate gold necklace with a small pendant. Grant had
shown her how to activate and deactivate the recorder by tapping the pendant. “Subtlety is



everything,” he said. “A simple touch to your necklace when you adjust it.” Evie’s favorite, if only
for its audacity, was a pair of pearl earrings. “Just wear them and forget they’re even there.”

By Thursday night, progress had begun to manifest. Lexi’s critiques grew less cutting, her sharp
edges dulled slightly by Evie’s growing confidence. Grant, too, seemed to shift, his tone carrying
a thread of respect as he watched her trace patterns through the files. She could feel Vanessa
Blake solidifying beneath the surface, her movements smoother, her thoughts quicker. But every
glance in the mirror reminded her how fragile the illusion still was. The confident woman staring
back felt like a ghost, one she hadn’t fully possessed.

And now it was Friday, and the storm had arrived.

Evie sat at the edge of her bed, staring at the electric blue dress hanging on the closet door. She
had butterflies in her stomach. It wasn’t just about the dress. It was about stepping into
Vanessa Blake completely.

Grant knocked on the door. “You ready?” he asked.
Evie let out a shaky breath, her shoulders slumping slightly. “l don’t know.”

Grant opened the door and studied her. He seemed to weigh his words carefully before
speaking. “Listen to me. You’re going to feel like you’re free falling at first. But you’ve got this.
You’ve been proving it all week.”

His gaze held hers, steady and unyielding, forcing her to confront the confidence she had been
avoiding. She searched his calm exterior for cracks, for doubt, but found none. It was infuriating,
almost, to see someone else believe in her more than she believed in herself.

“l don’t feel ready,” she admitted.

Grant stepped into the room now, slow and deliberate but without hesitation. He crouched
slightly to meet her eye level, his tone soft but insistent. “Vanessa Blake doesn’t have to be
perfect. That’s the whole point tonight. You’re not at Elysium yet. You’re here to find your footing,
to see how people react to you. Every nervous thought you have right now, use it. Let the crowd
see someone raw, someone new, someone testing the water but brimming with potential. That’s
what captures attention. That’s what makes them want more.”

Evie nodded slowly, standing to retrieve the dress. She slipped it over her head, adjusting the
hem and smoothing it over her hips. As she turned to the mirror, Vanessa Blake stared back at
her.

The bass thumped through the walls of the club as Evie followed Lexi through the labyrinthine
back hallways. Her heart was pounding, not with the rhythm of the music but with the stress of
her own nerves.

“Here we are,” Lexi said, pushing open a door to the backstage locker room.

The room was a hive of activity, filled with women in various states of undress, applying makeup,
curling their hair, and squeezing into outfits even smaller than Evie’s. Laughter and chatter
ricocheted off the walls, a mix of camaraderie and competition thick in the air.



“You’re up after Kelly,” Lexi said.

It was go time. Evie wanted desperately to feel like Vanessa Blake but Evelyn Sinclair clung
stubbornly to her, whispering doubts into her ear. What if they laugh? What if you lose your
balance? What if you trip and fall flat on your ass?

Lexi placed a hand on Evie’s shoulder briefly, the contact unexpectedly grounding. “You’ve got
this,” she said simply, and for a moment, it sounded like the most honest thing she’d ever said.
Then she was gone, leaving Evie alone in the hive.

Evie sank onto the narrow bench, staring down at her stiletto-clad feet. She flexed her toes,
trying to ground herself in the physicality of her body instead of the chaos swirling in her mind.
The chatter of the other girls faded into white noise. She closed her eyes and let her breathing
sync with the bassline of the music, steadying the panic that threatened to surface.

Minutes later the locker room door swung open, and a tall brunette poked her head inside.
“Destiny?” Her voice was bored, mechanical, like she’d done this a hundred times already.

Evie’s head snapped up. “Yeah?”
“You’re on.”

Her heartbeat quickened, pounding against her rib cage like a wild animal desperate to escape.
She stood on shaky legs. She followed the brunette down the hall, the adrenaline surging
through her veins making her skin tingle.

The stage entrance loomed ahead, the sound of Kelly’s routine winding down as the crowd
whooped and cheered. Kelly swept past Evie as she exited, her face glowing with sweat and
satisfaction.

Evie stepped forward, the lights of the stage blinding her for a moment as she grabbed the pole
for balance. The DJ’s voice echoed through the speakers, introducing her with a casual flourish:
“Give it up for Destiny, fellas! First time out here, so make her feel welcome!”

The music kicked in, a sultry beat that reverberated through her entire body. The crowd clapped
and hollered, a few whistles cutting through the noise.

Evie moved slowly at first, swaying her hips in time with the music. The heat of the lights on her
skin, the eyes locked on her every movement, it all blurred together into something electric. She
forced herself to breathe, to remember Lexi’s words: “Move slow. Tease. Milk the clock.”

When her dress came off, she felt every pair of eyes lock onto her. It slid down her body inch by
inch, revealing the electric blue thong beneath, and her skin burned with a mix of shame and
exhilaration. Her breasts were fully exposed, nipples hardening under the heat of the stage
lights and the weight of so many stares.

When the thong came off, her body trembled, but she let the trembling become part of the
performance. She moved slowly, deliberately. She bent at the waist, balancing on her stilettos
as her hands slid the blue scrap of fabric further down her thighs. Her ass arched toward the
crowd and the cheers rose to a frenzy. The thong clung to her knees for a moment before she let
it drop, stepping out of it. She made a deliberate show of picking it up, her knees bending just
enough to strain her calves and elongate her legs.



Evie felt a rush of emotions. Her bare pussy was now on full display for a room full of hungry
strangers. The vulnerability of it sent a shiver through her, but Vanessa channeled that energy.
For a fleeting second, she let her legs part slightly, giving the crowd a brief, tantalizing glimpse
before closing them again. It was Vanessa who felt a thrill at their hungry gazes, while Evie
marveled at her own audacity.

When she straightened, thong in hand, she raised it above her head like a trophy, spinning it on
one finger for a brief, playful tease before letting it slip from her grasp to join the growing pile of
cash at her feet.

As Evie circled the pole, her eyes finally found the courage to scan the crowd. The faces
watching her were blurred by the haze of stage lighting, but she could see their reactions: awed
and entranced. Her lips curved into a slow, coy smile, one that she hoped carried just enough of
Vanessa’s confidence. She had never practiced this smile. It simply emerged, soft and teasing,
as natural as breath.

When the music ended and the tips stopped raining, Evie stood there, naked and exposed under
the heat of those lights, her breath heavy but steady. She had done it. She had been Vanessa
Blake, even if only for a few minutes.

The DJ’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Give it up one more time for Destiny, gentlemen!
What a debut!” The crowd erupted in cheers and whistles. “And now, get ready for Jinx!”

Evie bent to gather her discarded clothing and made her way off stage, passing a stunning
blonde with legs that seemed to go on forever. Jinx flashed her a quick smile before strolling
onto the stage.

In the backstage area, Evie quickly slipped back into her dress, her skin still tingling from the
exposure and excitement. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for the walk through the main
floor. With one last adjustment to her hair, she pushed through the door and made her way back
to the bar area, her eyes scanning for Grant and Lexi.

Back at the booth where Grant and Lexi waited, Evie collapsed into the seat, her legs trembling
from exertion and adrenaline. Grant smiled at her with warmth in his expression. “Not bad,” he
said. “You owned it out there.”

The words didn’t quite register. She owned it? Her?

Lexi, sitting across from her, smirked. “Gotta hand it to you. You pulled it off,” she said, her tone
carrying just the faintest edge of respect. “Didn’t think the girl from the suburbs had itin her.”

Evie blinked, then laughed, a real laugh this time, raw and unrestrained, as though her body
wasn’t entirely under her own control anymore. “l didn’t even know | had it in me,” she admitted,
her voice uneven but filled with something that felt suspiciously like pride. “l thought I'd...
freeze. Or forget everything. Or throw up.”

“Well, now you know,” Grant said, his tone encouraging, his approval like a faint hand on her
shoulder. “You needed to see it for yourself, didn’t you? That you could do this.”

Evie nodded, letting her head fall back for a moment, her pulse finally slowing. “It was...
intense,” she said. The word felt inadequate. It wasn’t just intense, it was like stepping into a
storm, trembling under its fury, and somehow not blowing away.



Lexi’s smirk morphed into something closer to satisfaction as she picked up her drink. “The first
time always is. It won’t get easier, but you’ll get better. Muscle memory, mental conditioning.”

“And tomorrow,” Grant added, “you repeat it.”

Evie reached for her glass of water and took a quick sip. Tomorrow wasn’t just another test, it
was the plunge into Vanessa Blake’s world, her first full immersion into a life that wasn’t her
own.

Grant leaned closer. “So how did it feel up there?”

Evie hesitated, her lips parting, then closing. How did it feel? It felt wrong. Her stomach had
twisted in knots the entire time. She had fought the urge to retreat, to cover herself, to stop
moving and just disappear. But... it also felt alive. Like lightning in her veins. Like every nerve in
her body had been firing, like every step, every glance, every sway of her hips had been
magnified into something larger than herself.

“It felt...” She trailed off, searching for the right words in a language she didn’t quite understand
yet. “It felt like stepping into someone else’s skin. Vanessa’s, | guess.” She met Lexi’s gaze, then
shifted to Grant’s gentler one. “Like | wasn’t me up there. Like | could be anyone. And for a
second, that was kind of...”

“Thrilling,” Lexi supplied without hesitation, her tone direct but not unkind. “Admit it. It’s okay to
like it. Doesn’t make you a bad person.”

Evie let out a weak laugh, shaking her head. “l don’t know if ‘like it’ is the right phrase, but...
maybe. A little.”

“Good,” Lexi said, finishing her drink.

Evie set her glass down. “I think | just haven’t had time to process it. Maybe I’ll lie awake all night
second guessing whether | can actually pull this off.”

“You will,” Lexi said. “That’s normal. The stage is a high, but the crash always comes after. It’s
like clockwork.”

Evie swallowed hard, glancing toward the floor. “And what happens when I’m not feeling that
control? What happens when | crack?”

Lexi’s eyes narrowed slightly, studying her for a moment before leaning back and crossing her
arms. “Then you fake it. That’s the job. Whether you’re stripping for drunk assholes or standing
two feet away from Victor Maddox, you make them believe you’re untouchable. Even when
you’re shaking inside. Especially then.”

Grant nodded. “It’s all about perception. You felt like Vanessa tonight because you allowed
yourself to. Now, you need to lean into her. She’s not a costume, she’s a tool. A weapon. And
when you use her, you’ve got to commit.”

Evie stared at him. A tool. Aweapon. She hadn’t thought of it that way, but the description
resonated. Vanessa Blake wasn’t just an act to protect her true self, she was an extension of her,
a means of stepping into the places Evelyn Sinclair would never dare.



Lexi finished her drink in one gulp and set the glass down with a thud. “Now you need to get
some sleep, Vanessa,” she said. “Tomorrow’s bigger, with higher stakes. You’ll need all your
focus.”



Undercover Blonde Ch. 03

The bathroom mirror reflected a stranger. Evie stared at the woman looking back at her, trying to
find traces of Evelyn Sinclair beneath the careful application of makeup.

She’d already showered, her blonde hair still slightly damp at the roots. The black silk robe she
wore, another item from Vanessa’s wardrobe, slid smoothly against her skin. Its luxury felt
foreign, another reminder that she was stepping into someone else’s life, someone with
different tastes and priorities than Evelyn Sinclair had ever possessed.

“Who are you?” she whispered to her reflection. The woman in the mirror mouthed the same
words back but offered no answer.

She turned away from the mirror and padded barefoot through the apartment that still didn’t
feel like hers. The audition outfit lay spread across the bed: the tight electric blue dress, the tiny
matching thong, the glossy black stilettos.

On the coffee table, her forged documents waited. A social security card, driver’s license, and
birth certificate, all bearing the name Vanessa Marie Blake. She’d studied them so intently over
the past few days that the details were burned into her memory.

Evie slid open the glass door to the balcony and stepped out into the humid Miami morning.
Eight stories below, cars moved in steady streams, people went about their lives, unaware of the
woman watching from above.

The view was different than the one from her actual condo, the one she shared with Joe. The
thought of him sent an ache through her chest. What was he doing right now? Was he at work,
drafting plans at his desk, stopping occasionally to stare at her photo? Or was he at home,
moving through their shared space that must feel so empty without her? She closed her eyes
and tried to picture him going through his morning routine. Coffee first, followed by a quick
shower. He’d be dressing in one of his button downs, probably the blue one because it was his
favorite. Maybe he’d reach for the tie she liked, only to remember she wasn’t there to see it.

She gripped the railing of the balcony. It had been only three days since she’d heard his voice,
since she’d made that final call. It felt like weeks. Months, even. Time stretched and warped in
this strange space where she was neither fully Evie nor completely Vanessa.

A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. She checked her watch. 7:57 AM. Lexi and
Grant were right on time. She took one last look at the city and turned back inside, sliding the
glass door shut behind her.

When she opened the front door, Grant stood there holding a cardboard tray of coffee cups. Lexi
followed behind him holding a paper bag from a local bakery in her hand.

“Morning,” Grant said. “Ready for the big day?”
Evie stepped aside to let them in. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Lexi set the bag down on the kitchen counter and began pulling out pastries. “We brought
sustenance. You’ll need the energy.”

“Thanks,” Evie said, accepting the coffee cup Grant handed her. She took a cautious sip. It was
exactly how she liked it. She wondered if that preference was in a file somewhere, another data
point collected about Evelyn Sinclair.



“So,” Grant said, settling onto one of the stools at the kitchen island. “Today’s the day.”

“This is it,” Lexi agreed, her tone brisk and businesslike. “After this, you’re on your own. More or
less.”

Evie leaned against the counter, cradling her coffee. “More or less?”

“Well, I’'lLl be at the club sometimes,” Lexi reminded her. “But not every shift, and not as your
handler. Just another dancer.”

“And you’ll have weekly debriefs with me,” Grant added. “But day to day, you’re going to be
navigating this solo.”

Evie nodded, trying to ignore the flutter of anxiety in her stomach. “l know.”

Lexi pulled out a croissant and handed it to Evie. “Eat. We’ve got about two hours before you
need to leave for your audition, and we need to go over a few things.”

“Again?” Evie couldn’t keep the edge from her voice. “We’ve been through all of this during
training.”

“Yes, again,” Lexi said, her tone sharpening slightly. “Because from the moment you walk out
that door, everything changes. No more safety nets, no more practice runs.”

Grant’s tone was more measured. “We need to reconfirm your cover identity, review prohibited
actions, go over the communication protocol one more time, and talk strategy for the audition.”

Evie sighed but nodded. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

They moved to the small dining table. Evie settled into one of the chairs, pulling her robe tighter
around herself as Lexi sat across from her. Grant took the seat at the end of the table.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Lexi said. “Your cover identity. Run through it.”

Evie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “My name is Vanessa Marie Blake. I’'m twenty-four years
old, born in Tampa, Florida. | moved to Miami three weeks ago after breaking up with my
boyfriend, Trevor, who was controlling and emotionally abusive. | have limited savings and I’'m
motivated by financial pressure to try dancing.”

“Good,” Grant nodded. “And if someone pushes for more details about your past?”

“l keep it vague but consistent. | mention that I’'m not close with my family, that Tampa felt too
small after the breakup, that | needed a fresh start.”

“And Trevor?” Lexi pressed.

“Five years together. He isolated me from friends, controlled my finances, checked my phone.
Never hit me but made me feel worthless. Classic emotional abuse pattern.”

Grant nodded approvingly. “You’ve got the facts down but remember, it’s not just about reciting
a biography. You need to inhabit Vanessa’s emotional reality. Her fears, her hopes, her triggers.”

“l know that,” Evie said.

“Do you?” Lexi challenged, leaning forward slightly. “Because stepping into Vanessa’s emotions
means letting go of Evie’s. It means feeling exposed when a man watches you dance but not
feeling guilty about it. It means enjoying attention without wondering what Joe would think.”



Evie felt her jaw tighten. “l get it.”

“Do you?” Lexi repeated, her dark eyes holding Evie’s. “Because the moment you bring Evelyn
Sinclair’s emotional baggage into that club, you compromise yourself.”

Evie took a slow sip of her coffee, using the moment to regain her composure. “l understand the
difference between a cover and a costume, Lexi. I've been training with you for days.”

“Good,” Lexi said, though her expression suggested she remained unconvinced. “Now, let’s
review prohibited actions.”

Grant opened a small notebook, though Evie suspected it was more for show than because he
needed to reference anything. “First and foremost: Do not reveal your true identity or let it be
known that you’re working undercover.”

“Obviously,” Evie muttered.

“Not as obvious as you might think,” Grant countered, his tone serious. “When you’re tired,
when you’re stressed, when you’ve had a few drinks, or when you feel a connection with
someone, those are the moments when slips happen.”

“Also,” Lexi added, “don’t promise legal outcomes. You are not authorized to promise anyone
immunity, reduced charges, or protection. Only prosecutors can make those kinds of deals. If
you start making promises, the operation gets terminated.”

“l understand,” Evie said, her irritation building. Did they think she was stupid?

“Second,” Grant continued, seemingly oblivious to her growing annoyance, “do not contact any
family, friends, or anyone else from your real life. Not even from a payphone, not even from
someone else’s phone. The risk of exposure is too high.”

Evie felt a pang at this reminder. The thought of three months without hearing Joe’s voice was
still a raw wound. “I know.”

“Third,” Lexi took over, “do not use drugs. Not only does it open you up to prosecution, but it
compromises your memory and judgment, which could lead to blowing your cover and ruining
the entire case. Not to mention it makes evidence inadmissible.”

“l wouldn’t-"

“Remember your training,” Lexi continued, cutting her off. “If someone offers you something,
you know how to handle it. Pretend to snort but actually blow out, dispose of pills discreetly,
keep your drink in your hand at all times.”

Evie bit back a sharp retort. Of course she remembered. She’d spent hours practicing these
techniques, going through scenario after scenario.

“Fourth,” Lexi said, her tone unchanging, “do not engage in sexual activity with targets or
informants.”

Evie’s head snapped up. “I’m married. | would never betray Joe.”
Lexi’s expression remained neutral. “Vanessa’s not married.”

“I’'m fully aware of that, but | am,” Evie said, heat rising to her cheeks. “And | don’t appreciate the
implication that I’'d-”



“It’s not an implication,” Lexi interrupted. “It’s a standard protocol that we review with every
operative. But since you brought it up, let’s be clear: You are incredibly beautiful, and men will
throw themselves at you constantly. They will flirt with you. They will test you. They will
proposition you. And you will get lonely.”

“I Won’t_”

“You will,” Lexi insisted, her dark eyes unflinching. “Isolation does things to people, Evie. It
makes connections that would normally seem shallow feel profound. It makes desire more
intense, loneliness more acute.”

Evie felt her mouth go dry. There was something in Lexi’s tone, a rawness that suggested she
wasn’t just reciting protocol but speaking from experience.

“If,” Lexi continued, “you do end up sleeping with someone, make sure it’s not anyone who
works at the club. Make sure it’s a one-night stand, not someone who’s going to come around
regularly or start visiting your apartment. And for God’s sake, use protection.”

“I’m not going to sleep with anyone,” Evie said, each word distinct and firm.

“Also,” Lexi pressed on as if Evie hadn’t spoken, “if someone falls for you, and someone will,
you’re allowed to act interested but not allowed to be interested. Emotional compromise will get
you killed.”

“Are you done?” Evie asked.
Lexi held her gaze for a moment before nodding. “For now.”
“Good.” Evie turned to Grant. “What’s next?”

Grant cleared his throat, clearly sensing the tension between the two women. “The
communication protocol. You’ve memorized it?”

“Yes.”
“Walk me through it anyway.”

Evie exhaled heavily, making no effort to hide her frustration. “The burner phone stays at the
apartment at all times. | check in daily using the secure text app. On workdays, | check in after
my shift once I’'m back home, reporting anything mission relevant. On off days, | check in either
morning or mid-day with a wellness update.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, continuing. “l use the green, yellow, or red system for
status. Green means everything’s normal, yellow means caution but operational, red means
immediate danger.”

“And if you miss a check-in?” Grant prompted.

“If | miss a check-in, you’ll call the burner. If that fails, you’ll check the club. No contact for
eight-plus hours initiates a search.” She met his gaze directly. “I’ve also memorized the
emergency number to text if | can’t get to the burner phone.”

She recited the number without hesitation. “And the emergency extraction code is ‘Tell mom |
found her necklace, which triggers an extraction via a faked scenario. Arrest, raid, medical
emergency, whatever’s fastest.”



“Anything else?”

“Weekly in person debrief with you at the yoga studio on 7th at 1 PM on Mondays.”
“Perfect,” Grant said, offering an approving nod.

“I’'m not an idiot,” Evie said flatly. “| remember what we’ve spent the last week going over.”

“No one thinks you’re an idiot,” Grant replied. “But this isn’t about intelligence. It’s about muscle
memory. Under stress, people default to what’s familiar. We need these protocols to be so
deeply ingrained that you could recite them in your sleep.”

“Fine,” Evie said, though her tone suggested it was anything but. “Can we move on?”

“You should get dressed,” Lexi said, glancing at her watch. “You’ll want some time to get into the
right headspace before you leave.”

Evie stood and moved toward the bedroom, aware of Lexi following her. She hesitated at the
doorway, turning to look at the other woman. “| can dress myself.”

“l know,” Lexi said simply. “But | need to see the full effect. Make sure everything works
together.”

With a sigh, Evie entered the bedroom and approached the bed where her outfit lay. She let her
robe fall open, then slip from her shoulders, standing naked for a moment before reaching for
the thong. She stepped into it and adjusted it.

The dress came next, a tight electric blue sheath that required some wiggling to get into. It
hugged her tightly, the hem barely covering the tops of her thighs. The neckline plunged low,
revealing the valley between her breasts.

Finally, she slipped on the stilettos. She turned to face Lexi, who stood leaning against the door
frame, her expression analytical.

“Well?” Evie asked.

Lexi studied her for a moment, then nodded. “It works. The color makes your eyes pop, and the
cut shows off your legs.” She stepped forward, making a small adjustment to the neckline.
“There. Perfect.”

Evie felt a strange mixture of pride and discomfort at Lexi’s approval. A week ago, the idea of
standing nearly naked in front of this woman would have mortified her. Now, it felt almost
routine. The thought was both unsettling and liberating.

“Let’s head back to the living room,” Lexi said. “We need to discuss audition strategy.”

Back in the living room, Grant’s eyes widened slightly before he quickly changed his expression
into professional neutrality. “You look... the part.”

“Thanks,” Evie said, carefully sitting on one of the dining chairs. The dress rode up dangerously
high, forcing her to tug at the hem.

“Don’t tug at it,” Lexi immediately corrected. “The dress is supposed to show skin.”

“It just feels really short, especially when sitting,” Evie muttered.



“It is short,” Lexi agreed. “That’s the point. Now, let’s talk strategy.” She turned to Grant.
“Actually, | need to see her dance one more time. Just to be sure.”

Evie suppressed a groan. “Now? Here?”
“Yes, now,” Lexi insisted. “This is your final rehearsal.”
“Fine,” Evie said, pushing herself to her feet. “Music?”

Grant pulled out his phone and after a few taps, a slow, bass heavy track began playing. Evie
moved to the center of the living room, taking a deep breath as she closed her eyes, allowing the
rhythm to seep into her body.

When she began to move, it was with a deliberate slowness that she’d practiced for hours under
Lexi’s watchful eye. Her hips swayed in time with the music, her hands sliding down her body in
a teasing caress. She spun slowly, letting the dress ride up just enough to show a tantalizing
glimpse of the blue thong beneath.

As the song built, so did her movements, becoming more explicit, more inviting. She hooked her
thumbs into the straps of her dress, pulling them down her shoulders inch by inch, revealing
more skin with each beat of the music. The dress slid down to her waist, exposing her breasts.
She continued dancing, her movements fluid and sensual, though she stopped short of
removing the dress completely.

When the song ended, she stood half-naked in the middle of the living room, her chest rising
and falling with each breath. She pulled her dress back up without being asked, adjusting the
straps over her shoulders.

Lexi nodded approvingly. “Much better than when we started. You’ve been practicing.”

“Every night,” Evie confirmed. It was true. She’d spent hours in front of the bedroom mirror,
drilling the movements. Not because she enjoyed it, but because she refused to fail.

“Good,” Lexi said. “Now, let’s talk about your main goal: getting into the VIP section. That’s
where the intelligence gathering happens.”

Evie returned to her seat at the table as Grant began outlining what they’d previously discussed.
“The key is to be invited so you need to get good at the job as fast as possible. That means
several things.”

He held up one finger. “First, demonstrate high earning potential. The VIP section is reserved for
dancers who bring in substantial revenue. That means being popular with customers, getting
regular private dances, and showing management that you’re a valuable asset.”

A second finger joined the first. “Second, get noticed by the right clients. The important guys
need to know you by name, to specifically ask for you. That’s your ticket to the VIP section.”

“Third,” he continued, “gain management’s trust by being reliable, avoiding drama, and earning
the respect of the staff. Show up on time, follow the rules, and be professional.”

“And fourth,” Lexi added, “navigate the internal politics. Make allies, not enemies. Don’t
compete with established dancers for regular customers. Find your own niche.”

Evie nodded, absorbing the information even though they’d covered it multiple times during
training. “Got it.”



“But,” Lexi cautioned, “don’t seem desperate. Don’t push too hard.”
“l know,” Evie said. “Patience is key. Let it unfold naturally.”

“Exactly,” Grant confirmed. “This isn’t a sprint, it’s a marathon. We have three months. Use
them wisely.”

Evie checked her phone. 10:10 AM. “I should get going soon,” she said. The drive to Elysium
would take about twenty minutes, but she wanted to arrive early, to have time to center herself
before the audition.

“Just a few more things,” Grant said. “Remember, Lexi works at Elysium part-time, so don’t
expect to see her every shift. You’re strangers who happen to work at the same club.”

“And you’ll be seeing Grant once a week for debrief,” Lexi added. “Sometimes I’ll be there too,
sometimes not.”

“We’re not abandoning you,” Grant assured her, his tone softening slightly. “You’ll have support
throughout this operation. If something goes wrong, if you feel unsafe, you use the protocols
we’ve established.”

Evie nodded, feeling a sudden wave of nervousness wash over her. This was real. In less than an
hour, she would walk into Club Elysium as Vanessa Blake, leaving Evelyn Sinclair behind.

“It’s time,” Lexi said.

Evie gathered her documents from the coffee table and tucked them into the small clutch she’d
be carrying. Lexi handed her a thin jacket to wear over her dress. “For the drive there,” she
explained. “No need to give the whole neighborhood a preview.”

At the door, Evie paused, taking one last look around the apartment. It still didn’t feel like home,
but it was her anchor now, the only space where she could be herself, or whatever version of
herself remained after stepping into Vanessa’s skin.

“Ready?” Grant asked softly.
“As I’'ll ever be,” Evie replied, echoing her words from earlier.

They walked her to her car, the Honda Civic that matched her own back home but belonged to
Vanessa Blake. As Evie unlocked the car, Lexi surprised her by placing a hand on her arm. When
Evie turned, she found the other woman’s expression uncharacteristically open.

“You’ve got this,” Lexi said. “You’re stronger than you think, Evie.”

The unexpected encouragement caught Evie off guard. For a moment, she felt a connection with
Lexi that transcended their handler-operative relationship, a recognition between women
navigating a world designed to objectify them.

“Thanks,” Evie said simply.
Grant gave her a small nod of encouragement. “We’ll be waiting for your check-in tonight.”

Evie slid into the driver’s seat, setting her clutch on the passenger seat beside her. As she
started the engine, she caught sight of Lexi and Grant watching from the parking lot, their
expressions unreadable from this distance.



She backed out of the parking space and pulled onto the main road, the air conditioning slowly
cooling the interior of the car. Her heart hammered in her chest, a mix of anxiety and
anticipation coursing through her veins.

She was on her own now. Vanessa Blake was driving to her audition at Club Elysium, while
somewhere deep inside, Evelyn Sinclair whispered a silent prayer that she would find her way
back home when this was all over.

The traffic light ahead turned yellow, then red. Evie brought the car to a stop, using the moment
to take a deep, steadying breath. When the light turned green again, she pressed the
accelerator, moving forward into the unknown. There was no turning back now.

Club Elysium was more reminiscent of an exclusive mansion than a strip club. Evie slowed her
car as she approached, momentarily stunned by the contrast between the photos in her training
materials and the reality before her. The place radiated an aura of luxury.

Evie guided her Honda into the parking lot, noting the collection of vehicles that suggested
serious money. German luxury sedans and Italian sports cars mixed with more modest options.
Her stomach tightened as she pulled into an empty space and cut the engine. For a moment,
she sat motionless, her fingers still wrapped around the steering wheel.

“You can do this,” she whispered to herself. Evie took a deep breath, grabbed her clutch, and
stepped out into the humid Miami air.

Her heels clicked against the pavement as she approached the entrance, each step deliberate
despite her racing heart. A muscular man in a black suit stood at the door, his expression blank
as he watched her approach. She recognized him from the surveillance photos in her briefing
materials. Marcus, ex-military, head of security. His eyes scanned her.

“Can | help you?” His voice was deep but neutral, neither welcoming nor hostile.

“I’m Vanessa Blake,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady. “| have an audition scheduled
with Tanya at eleven.”

Marcus nodded, reaching for the radio clipped to his belt. “Wait inside the foyer,” he instructed,
holding the door open for her.

The foyer was luxurious. Dark hardwood floors shone beneath recessed lighting and abstract art
adorned the walls. A reception desk stood empty as the club was clearly not yet open for
business.

“Tanya, there’s an audition here for you. Vanessa Blake,” Marcus spoke into his radio, his eyes
never leaving Evie.

“Send her to the main floor. I’ll be right there.” Awoman’s voice crackled through the radio.
Marcus gestured toward a set of double doors. “Through there.”

Evie nodded her thanks and moved forward, pushing through the doors into the main area of the
club. She paused, momentarily overwhelmed by the space. The room was vast, arranged
around three performance stages, a main stage that dominated the center, and two smaller
satellite stages positioned throughout the club. The main stage featured a silver pole that



extended to the ceiling, illuminated dramatically even in the daytime lighting. Plush leather
booths curved around the stages in semicircles, allowing clear views from every angle. A long,
sleek bar stretched along the back wall, shelves stocked with hundreds of bottles.

“First time in a club like this?”

Evie turned to find a woman approaching. Tanya was taller than Evie had expected, with a
dancer’s physique preserved well into her forties. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail
and she wore a fitted black dress that managed to look professional. Her eyes, dark and
assessing, took in Evie’s appearance.

“Yes,” Evie admitted, deciding that honesty, or at least the version of honesty Vanessa would
offer, was the best approach. “It’s... impressive.”

Tanya smiled. “Two million in renovations will do that. We reopened six months ago after a
complete overhaul.” She gestured around them as she began walking, clearly expecting Evie to
follow. “The owners wanted something that didn’t feel like a typical strip club. The lighting, the
sound system, even the air filtration is all top of the line.”

Evie followed, absorbing details that hadn’t been clear from the surveillance photos: the subtle
patterns etched into the leather booths, the surprisingly tasteful artwork, the quality of the
materials used throughout.

“Most clubs feel sticky the moment you walk in,” Tanya continued, leading Evie toward the main
stage. “We wanted something closer to a high-end nightclub where the entertainment happens
to include beautiful women.” She stopped at the edge of the stage. “This is where you’ll
audition.”

Evie nodded, her gaze sweeping across the expanse of the stage. It was larger than she’d
anticipated, the surface smooth and clean.

“ID?” Tanya held out her hand expectantly.

Evie retrieved her driver’s license, well Vanessa’s driver’s license, and passed it over. Tanya
examined it, looking back and forth between the photo and Evie’s face before handing it back.

“So, Vanessa,” Tanya began, her tone shifting from tour guide to interviewer, “tell me why you
want to dance here.”

Evie had rehearsed this, had worked through the answer countless times with Lexi. “l just moved
to Miami after ending a long-term relationship. | need to support myself, and honestly, I’'ve
always been curious about dancing.” She paused, injecting a hint of nervous vulnerability that
wasn’t entirely faked. “A woman | met at a bar works as a dancer. She mentioned the money is
good, especially at high-end places.”

“And you’ve never danced before? At any club?” Tanya’s eyes narrowed slightly, assessing.
“Never professionally,” Evie admitted. “But I’ve been practicing... a lot.”

Tanya nodded, seemingly satisfied with the answer. “Stage name?”

“Destiny,” Evie replied, the name still feeling foreign on her tongue.

“Original,” Tanya remarked with sarcasm. “And what sets you apart, Destiny? Why should | hire
you over the dozens of other gorgeous women who walk through that door every week?”



Evie hadn’t explicitly prepared for this question but found Vanessa’s answer rising naturally to
her lips. “I’'m a quick learner. I’'m reliable. And I’m not afraid to work for what | want.” She
paused, then added with more confidence than she truly felt, “Plus, I’m not just a pretty face. |
know how to read people, how to make them feel like they’re the only one in the room.”

Something in Tanya’s expression shifted, not quite approval, but a flicker of interest. “We’ll see
about that.” She gestured toward the stage. “You’ll dance to two songs. For the first, you can
keep your underwear on. For the second, you’ll need to be completely nude by the end.
Understand?”

Evie nodded, her mouth suddenly dry. “Yes.”

“Good. The stairs are over there.” Tanya pointed to the side of the stage before moving to a
control panel near the DJ booth. “I’ll start the music when you’re ready.”

Evie climbed the small set of stairs, feeling exposed before the performance had even begun.
The stage was empty except for the pole at its center. She moved to the middle of the platform,
trying to orient herself in the space, to imagine it filled with customers watching her.

Tanya looked up. “Ready?”

Evie nodded, taking a deep breath as she positioned herself, one hand resting lightly on the
pole. A moment later, music filled the space, a slow, heavy beat that seemed to pulse through
the floor beneath her feet. She closed her eyes briefly, letting the rhythm seep into her body.

Then she began to move.

All of Lexi’s training took over, the hours of practice guiding her motions. She swayed her hips,
ran her hands over her body, moved around the pole sensually. When she reached for the straps
of her dress, she didn’t hesitate, sliding them down her shoulders with tantalizing slowness. The
dress pooled at her stiletto clad feet, leaving her in nothing but the electric blue thong. She
continued dancing, now running her hands over her bare breasts, moving with growing
confidence as the first song approached its end.

When the second song began, Evie allowed herself to become bolder. She approached the pole,
executing a simple spin that Lexi had drilled into her. As the music built, she hooked her thumbs
into the waistband of her thong, peeling it down inch by inch, turning to offer a view of her perky
ass as she bent to step out of it.

Now completely naked save for her heels, Evie felt a strange surge of power. The vulnerability of
nudity transformed into something else. Control, perhaps. She owned the stage, owned the
moment, owned the eyes that would soon be on her. For a disorienting second, she wasn’t sure
if it was Vanessa or some hidden part of Evie herself that reveled in this newfound power.

When the music faded, she stood center stage, chest rising and falling with each breath, waiting
for Tanya’s assessment.

The older woman was smiling now, a genuine expression of approval. “Well, well,” she said,
approaching the stage. “Someone has definitely been practicing.”

Evie collected her discarded clothing, slipping back into her dress. “l told you | was serious
about this.”



“You did,” Tanya agreed. “And I’m pleasantly surprised. You have natural grace, which isn’t
something | can teach. Your inexperience shows in a few places, but nothing that can’t be
refined with time.” She held out a hand to help Evie down from the stage. “You’re hired. | want
you to start tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Evie hadn’t expected such immediate placement. “That’s... soon.”
Tanya’s expression grew shrewd. “Having second thoughts already?”
“No,” Evie said quickly. “Just surprised.”

“Look, Vanessa,” Tanya said. “I’ve been doing this a long time. If | send you home now, you’ll
spend the next day or two overthinking, getting nervous, maybe even talking yourself out of it.
Better to jump into the deep end right away.” She squeezed Evie’s arm lightly. “We need dancers
for Sunday shift anyway. It’s busy but not overwhelming. Perfect for breaking in someone new.”

Evie nodded, recognizing the logic. And truthfully, she couldn’t afford to delay her integration
into the club. “Okay. Tomorrow it is.”

“Good,” Tanya said with a brisk nod. “Now, do you have more outfits? Different colors, styles?”
Evie shook her head. “Not really. Just this one.”

“You’ll need more,” Tanya said. “There’s a store a couple blocks down called Elite Allure. Tell
them you’re starting at Elysium, and they’ll set you up with what you need. Grab at least three or
four outfits, a robe if you don’t have one, and a lock for your locker.” She paused. “Bring a few
hundred in cash for your first night. House fee, tip outs, you know.”

“House fee?” Evie asked, allowing Vanessa’s ignorance to show.

Tanya studied her for a moment, then reached for her radio. “Mia, | need you on the main floor.
We have a new girl starting tomorrow who needs orientation.” She turned back to Evie. “Mia will
explain everything. She’s been with us for three years and knows the ropes.”

A few minutes later, a thin redhead appeared. She wore leggings and a loose tank top, giving her
the appearance of someone who’d arrived early to prepare for her shift.

“Mia, this is Vanessa. She’s starting tomorrow,” Tanya said. “She’s never danced before, so she’ll
need the full rundown.”

Mia’s green eyes widened slightly as she assessed Evie. “Wow, jumping straight into Elysium
without any club experience? Bold.” There was no judgment in her tone, just surprise tinged with
respect.

“Vanessa, Mia will show you around and explain how things work,” Tanya said. “I need to get
back to the office, but I’'ll see you tomorrow. Be here by six. Your shift starts at seven.” With that,
she turned and walked away, her heels clicking against the floor.

Mia grinned at Evie. “So... first time dancing?”
“Yes,” Evie admitted. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only in your eyes,” Mia said, her tone kind. “That deer in headlights look is pretty normal for
newbies.” She gestured for Evie to follow her. “Come on, I’'ll give you the grand tour and tell you
how this place works.”



Mia led Evie through the club, her running commentary a mixture of official policies and insider
tips. “This is the main floor where most of the action happens,” she began. “The stages rotate
based on seniority. The main stage is for the experienced girls or those bringing in serious
money. New girls usually start on the satellite stages until they prove themselves.”

They moved toward the bar at the back wall. “Customers can buy you drinks but never leave
yours unattended. If you need to step away, get a fresh one when you come back.” She leaned in
closer. “And there’s a code with the bartenders. If you order a ‘virgin sunrise’ they’ll give you
juice that looks like a cocktail. Keeps your head clear while customers think they’re getting you
drunk.”

Evie filed this information away, grateful for the insider knowledge. They continued past the bar
to a hallway lined with doors.

“These are the Sapphire Rooms,” Mia explained, opening one to reveal a space with a leather
loveseat. “Basic private dance rooms. The house takes a cut of what you charge per song. Add
more if they want touching, but nothing below the waist. Officially, anyway.” Her expression
suggested the rules had flexibility.

“And over here,” she continued, leading Evie down a curved hallway, “are the Diamond Suites.”
She pushed open a door to reveal a much larger room with plush seating, a round bed, and
atmospheric lighting. “These cost several times what the Sapphires do, and the house still takes
their percentage. They’re soundproofed and have their own music controls.” She gestured to a
panel on the wall. “More privacy, more options.”

“Options?” Evie prompted, playing to Vanessa’s naivety.

Mia smiled. “Let’s just say the rules about touching get... reinterpreted in here. Especially for VIP
clients.” She shrugged. “The cameras are still watching, but management tends to look the
other way if it’s a big spender.”

“Cameras?” Evie asked, glancing around the room.

“Everywhere except the bathrooms,” Mia confirmed, pointing discretely to a small dark dome in
the ceiling corner. “Security monitors everything. It’s for our protection, mostly, but also to make
sure no one’s cutting deals under the table.”

They exited the Diamond Suite, and Mia led Evie toward a grand spiral staircase. “The second
floor is VIP only. That’s where the real money happens, but you won’t get access until you’ve
proven yourself. The Maddox brothers are selective about who works up there.”

“The owners?” Evie asked, injecting curiosity into her voice.

“Yeah, Victor and Damien Maddox,” Mia said. “They’re... particular about how things run.
Victor’s the one you’ll see more often. He handles the business side. He’s very hands on with
operations. Damien shows up too, but he’s more about security and, um, handling problems.”

“Problems?”

Mia’s expression sobered slightly. “Just... don’t cause trouble, you know? They’re fair as long as
you follow the rules, but I’'ve seen girls who tried to skim off the top or bring in drugs disappear
really fast.” She brightened again. “But hey, play it straight and you’ll do great.”



They continued the tour, moving to the dancers’ dressing room behind the main stage. The
space was large and well maintained, with two walls of lighted makeup stations and a row of
lockers along the back.

“This is where the magic happens,” Mia said, gesturing to the makeup mirrors. “Each girl gets
assigned a station. You can personalize it, keep your stuff there.” She moved to the lockers.
“You’ll get one of these too. Bring your own lock.”

At the center of the room, several couches formed a communal area. A refrigerator stood in the
corner, and a bulletin board covered in notes and schedules hung on the wall.

“House mom keeps the fridge stocked with drinks and snacks,” Mia explained. “Loretta. Total
sweetheart but doesn’t take any shit. She’ll help with costumes, makeup, emergency tampons,
whatever you need. Tip her well.”

Evie nodded, absorbing the information. “What about money? Tanya mentioned a house fee?”

“Right, the financial breakdown,” Mia said, settling onto one of the couches and patting the spot
beside her. As Evie sat, Mia launched into an explanation of the club’s economics. “House fee
depends on the shift but will be about a hundred. That’s just to walk in the door. You pay that up
front, no exceptions.”

“One hundred just to work?” Evie asked.

“Welcome to the industry,” Mia said with a wry smile. “But trust me, you’ll make it back in the
first couple hours if you hustle. Then there’s tip out. Bartenders, DJ, house mom, bouncers.” She
counted off on her fingers. “On a decent night, you’ll still probably clear five or six hundred.
Good nights? Two to three thousand, sometimes more.”

Evie maintained a neutral expression even as her mind reeled. Five hundred dollars? Lexi had
confidently promised her two thousand on slow nights, with potential earnings over ten
thousand on busy nights. The disparity was staggering. She’d based major life decisions on
those figures, leaving Joe, risking her safety, gambling with her future.

First the contact rules, changing from “occasional calls” to a complete communications
blackout after one final conversation with Joe. Now this dramatic difference in earning potential.
What else had they lied about? The danger level? The timeline? The hundred-thousand-dollar
completion bonus?

If Grant and Lexi had misrepresented such fundamental aspects of the operation, how could

she trust anything they’d told her? The realization settled like a stone in her chest: she was on
her own now, with no way to contact Joe or her family, committed to a dangerous undercover
role based on information that was proving increasingly questionable.

“And the schedule? How does that work?” Evie asked, trying to stay focused.

“Elysium runs seven days a week. 12 PM to 6 AM. Newbie shifts are usually seven to three,
though you can leave earlier if it’s dead. You’ll work whatever schedule Tanya gives you.”

They continued through the club, Mia pointing out security positions, emergency exits, and staff
areas. “Marcus is head of security,” she explained as they passed the security room with its wall
of monitors. “He’s intense but fair. If a customer gets handsy in a bad way, he’ll have them out
the door before you can blink.”



Finally, they circled back to the main entrance. Mia turned to Evie with an encouraging smile.
“Any other questions? | know it’s a lot to take in at once.”

Evie hesitated, then asked, “What are they like? The owners? | mean, beyond business.”

Mia considered the question. “Victor’s the brains. He’s cold and calculating but not cruel if that

makes sense? He notices everything. If your shoes don’t match your outfit, he’ll comment on it.”
She lowered her voice slightly. “Damien’s intense, unpredictable sometimes. Both of them have
their favorite girls, but they keep it professional, mostly.”

“Mostly?” Evie prompted.

“Look, | don’t spread gossip,” Mia said. “But some of the girls who work upstairs spend time with
them outside the club. Private parties, events, whatever. Those girls make serious bank.”

Something clicked in Evie’s mind. The disparity between Lexi’s promised earnings and Mia’s
realistic assessment suddenly made sense.

Two thousand on slow nights. Ten thousand on weekends.

Those weren’t numbers for regular dancers. They were figures for women who caught the
Maddox brothers’ attention, women who were invited to VIP sections, women who became their
confidantes or perhaps more.

That’s what they wanted all along, she realized. Not just for her to dance at the club and mingle
with clients, but to insinuate herself with the brothers, to become one of “those girls” by blurring
professional boundaries. The realization felt like a betrayal yet also aligned perfectly with the
mission. After all, what better way to gather intelligence than to become trusted by your targets?

A chill ran through her as she wondered just how far Lexi and Grant expected her to go. What
exactly did “private parties” entail? What would these men expect from a woman they favored?
The implications made her stomach tighten, but she kept her voice steady as she asked about
working upstairs.

Mia laughed. “One step at a time, honey. Master the main floor first. Make good money, catch
Victor’s eye, in a good way, and maybe after a few months, you’ll get an invitation.” She patted
Evie’s arm. “Don’t try to rush it. The VIP section isn’t for everyone.”

“Thanks for all this,” Evie said sincerely. “It’s a lot to process.”

“You’ll be fine,” Mia assured her. “Just watch, listen, and learn. And hey, I’'ll be here tomorrow
night too.”

They said their goodbyes, and Evie stepped back into the Miami sunshine, blinking against the
sudden brightness.

Following Tanya’s instructions, Evie walked the two blocks to Elite Allure. The boutique was
sleek and modern, its windows displaying mannequins in outfits far more elaborate than what
she’d worn for her audition. A bell chimed softly as she entered.

A woman with platinum blonde hair approached immediately, her smile professional but warm.
“Welcome to Elite. How can | help you today?”

“I’m starting at Elysium tomorrow,” Evie explained. “Tanya sent me to get some outfits.”



The woman’s demeanor shifted subtly, becoming more engaged. “Elysium! Congratulations.
They’re very selective.” She extended her hand. “I’m Renee. I’ve been outfitting their dancers for
years. Let me guess, first time dancing?”

Evie nodded, wondering if her inexperience was that obvious to everyone.

“Don’t worry, we’ll set you up,” Renee assured her. “Elysium runs a classier operation than
most. Their girls tend toward elegant rather than overtly flashy.” She gestured for Evie to follow
her. “What’s your stage name? We like to match the persona.”

“Destiny,” Evie replied.

“Hmm, classic but with potential,” Renee mused, leading Evie through racks of clothing. “Let’s
start with some basics and then add a few statement pieces.”

What followed was a whirlwind of selections. Each outfit was designed for maximum visual
impact and ease of removal, practical considerations that Evie found herself appreciating from
a purely technical standpoint.

“You’ll need these too,” Renee added, handing Evie several G-strings and thongs in various
colors. “And a robe for between sets.”

By the time Evie left the boutique, her credit card was significantly lighter and her arms were
laden with bags. The total had been much higher than she’d expected, but considering it was an
investment in her cover, she couldn’t bring herself to balk at the cost.

Back in her car, Evie sat for a moment, letting the air conditioning cool her skin. She’d done it,
passed her first real test as Vanessa Blake. She’d convinced Tanya and interacted with Mia
without raising suspicions. The realization brought both relief and a strange sense of
accomplishment.

It was a solid start, but only a start. Tomorrow would bring the real challenge, her first shift as a
dancer. Not just an audition where mistakes could be forgiven, but a full night of performing and
interacting.

The thought sent a fresh wave of anxiety through her. What if she couldn’t maintain the facade
for hours on end? What if a customer recognized her from her real life? What if the Maddox
brothers saw through herimmediately?

She pushed these thoughts aside. One step at a time, she reminded herself. She’d passed
today’s test. Tomorrow would take care of itself.

The apartment door clicked shut behind Evie, sealing her in silence. She set the bags down near
the couch and kicked off her heels. Strange how such a small detail, the freedom of bare feet
after a few hours in stilettos, could momentarily ground her in reality.

“Well,” she said aloud to the empty room, “l guess I’'m a stripper now.”

The words were both absurd and true. Evie Sinclair, who’d sold designer clothes to wealthy
women last week, who’d married at twenty and never lived alone, who still called her mother
every Sunday, that woman was now Vanessa Blake, exotic dancer at Club Elysium. The cognitive
dissonance made her laugh.



She moved to the bathroom, peeling off the tight blue dress, dropping it unceremoniously on the
tile floor. The shower knobs turned under her palm, water pressure building as steam began to
fill the small space. She caught her reflection in the mirror and barely recognized herself.

Under the hot spray, Evie closed her eyes and let the water flow down her body. The audition
replayed behind her closed lids: Tanya’s gaze as she danced, the vulnerability of nakedness
transmuted into something like power, the unexpected ease with which she’d stepped into
Vanessa’s skin.

As she lathered shampoo into her hair, Evie thought of Joe. What would he think if he could see
her now? The question twisted in her gut like a knife. He’d be horrified, surely. Devastated. Or
would there be something else there too? A flicker of arousal at the thought of other men
watching his gorgeous wife? She pushed the thought away, uncomfortable with its implications.

She stayed under the water much longer than necessary, reluctant to face the practical realities
of preparing for tomorrow. When she finally emerged, her skin was pink from the heat, her
fingertips pruned. She wrapped herself in a towel and padded to the bedroom where she
slipped into loose sweatpants and an oversized t-shirt, clothes that belonged to Evie, not
Vanessa.

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since the morning’s pastry with
Grant and Lexi. Normally, she’d cook something simple. She and Joe had fallen into an easy
rhythm in the kitchen over the years, moving around each other as they prepared meals
together. But tonight, the thought of cooking for one in this unfamiliar kitchen felt overwhelming.

Evie grabbed her phone, Vanessa’s phone, and scrolled through food delivery apps. She settled
on Thai food, ordering enough for dinner and leftovers tomorrow. Thirty minutes, the app
promised. She set the phone down and glanced at the burner phone sitting on the kitchen
counter where she’d left it this morning.

Time to checkin.

She picked up the device and opened the secure messaging app. Her fingers hovered over the
keyboard for a moment before she began typing:

“Audition successful. Hired to start tomorrow night. 7PM-3AM shift. Made first contact with
floor manager Tanya and one dancer Mia. Collected preliminary intel on club operations and
hierarchy. Status green.”

She hit send and set the phone down, watching as the message disappeared into the encrypted
system. A few minutes later, a response appeared:

“Good work. Maintain cover and establish routine. Focus on building credibility with staff.
Document any important interactions. Stay alert.”

The message was unsigned, but Evie recognized Grant’s tone. His response was professional,
almost clinical, but she felt a flutter of pride nonetheless. Good work. The simple affirmation
shouldn’t have mattered, but it did. It was validation that she was doing this right, that she
wasn’t completely out of her depth.

A knock at the door announced her food’s arrival. Evie accepted the bag from a bored looking
delivery man, then spread her dinner across the coffee table: pad thai, green curry, jasmine rice,



spring rolls. Enough food for at least two people, she realized as she stared at the containers.
Old habits died hard. She’d ordered as if Joe would be joining her.

She ate on the couch, chopsticks digging into the noodles as she flipped through channels on
the TV. Nothing held her attention. Not the reality shows, not the news, not even the home
renovation program that she and Joe would sometimes watch together.

Halfway through her meal, Evie’s gaze kept drifting to the shopping bags still sitting where she’d
dropped them. With a sigh, she set her food aside and gathered the bags, carrying them to the
bedroom. One by one, she unpacked her new work wardrobe, laying each piece across the bed.

The outfits looked somehow smaller, more revealing than they had in the boutique. The black
lace bodysuit was practically transparent, with strategically placed solid panels that would
cover her nipples and pubic area until she decided to remove them. The red sequined two-piece
glittered as she lifted it. The white ensemble looked almost bridal, a twisted parody of
innocence designed to appeal to men’s fantasies. The pink outfit was the most traditionally
‘stripperish’ with marabou trim.

Evie ran her fingers over the fabrics, considering each piece. Which one should she wear for her
first real shift? The black seemed safest, most sophisticated. The red would make her stand out,
draw more attention. Better tips, perhaps, but also more scrutiny. The white might play up her
“newcomer” status, emphasize the innocence that both Tanya and Mia had detected in her. The
pink felt too costume like, too obvious.

Before she could second guess herself, she stripped off her comfortable clothes and reached
for the black bodysuit. She slipped it on, adjusting the straps untilit fit her exactly as intended.
She turned to the mirror, taking in the transformation.

The woman staring back was undeniably Vanessa Blake. The cut of the bodysuit elongated her
already long legs, while the plunging neckline drew attention to her cleavage.

Evie turned slowly, examining herself from different angles. This is what they’ll see tomorrow
night, she thought. Dozens of strangers, their eyes following the lines of her body, imagining
what lay beneath the lace. The thought should have revolted her, should have sent her ripping
the outfit off and hiding under the covers. Instead, she felt that same curious detachment she’d
experienced during her audition, as if she were observing herself from a distance.

“Vanessa,” she said to her reflection, testing the name on her tongue. “I’m Vanessa.”

She tried the other outfits too, cataloging how each one made her feel, how they transformed
her body into something to be displayed, admired, desired. By the time she’d tried them all,
hanging them carefully in the closet afterward, she felt more settled in her undercover identity.

Back in her comfortable clothes, Evie cleared away the remnants of her dinner, putting the
leftovers in the refrigerator. Her gaze fell on her phone.

With a sigh, she sat down and opened it. If she was going to live as Vanessa Blake for the next
three months, she needed to get her affairs in order. Joe had always handled their finances, not
because she couldn’t, but because he enjoyed budgeting. Evie had been content to let him take
the lead, checking in periodically but otherwise trusting his judgment.



Now, she needed to manage everything herself. She found a notepad in the coffee table drawer
and began listing her monthly expenses. She stared at the list, then calculated the total:
approximately $3,000 per month.

According to Mia, she could expect to make between $500 and $3,000 per night, depending on
how busy the club was and how well she hustled. Even with the house fees and tip outs, she’d
make her monthly expenses in two or three decent shifts.

The realization was startling. She’d been making about $45,000 a year at Veronique’s, which had
felt respectable. But if Mia’s estimates were accurate, she could potentially earn that muchina
couple month at Elysium. The money wasn’t the point of her mission, of course, but the raw
economics were undeniable.

She thought of what Grant had said: “You’ve got to commit fully.” Vanessa Blake wasn’t just a
name and a backstory; she was a woman making specific life choices, navigating a particular
set of circumstances. To truly inhabit her, Evie needed to understand those choices, to live them
as fully as possible.

Maybe this really is a chance to grow, she thought, tapping her pen against the notepad. She’d
never lived alone before, never managed her own finances independently, never structured her
time without someone else’s schedule influencing hers. Despite the bizarre circumstances,
there was a freedom in it that she hadn’t anticipated.

She looked at the clock: 9:47 PM. Her shift tomorrow would run from 7 PM to 3 AM, a schedule
that would invert her normal routine. She’d need to stay up late tonight, sleep in tomorrow, and
continue shifting her internal clock.

Evie moved to the kitchen and made a cup of herbal tea, then settled back on the couch and
picked up the remote. She flipped through channels until she found what she was looking for: a
true crime documentary. The familiar format was comforting, like reconnecting with a part of
herself she’d almost forgotten in the whirlwind of training.

The case involved a series of bank robberies that had escalated to murder. The narrator’s deep
voice detailed how the robbers had grown increasingly bold, their methods evolving with each
successful heist. Evie found herself doing what she always did: analyzing the evidence, forming
theories, looking for patterns that might have eluded investigators. It felt good to exercise that
part of her brain, the observational skills that had landed her this assignment in the first place.

As the documentary progressed, however, Evie found her thoughts drifting back to Elysium. She
thought of what Mia had said about the brothers: Victor, the calculating businessman, and
Damien, the unpredictable enforcer. Their descriptions aligned perfectly with the profiles Grant
had shown her, but hearing about them from someone who interacted with them regularly
added a dimension that written reports couldn’t capture.

The documentary ended at midnight, giving way to another episode in the series. Evie’s eyes
were growing heavy, but she forced herself to stay awake.

As the second documentary’s credits rolled, Evie found herself struggling to keep her eyes open.
She turned off the TV and moved to the bedroom, setting an alarm for 11 AM. She’d have most of
the day to prepare for her shift, to continue mentally transforming into Vanessa Blake.



Lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, Evie thought about the audition, the tour of the club, the
shopping expedition, the budget planning, each pushing her further into her new identity, further
from the life she’d left behind.

She thought of Joe again, wondering what he was doing at that moment. Was he lying awake
too, staring at the empty space beside him?

“l miss you,” she whispered into the darkness. “But I’m doing this. I’'m really doing this.”

The admission felt important somehow, an acknowledgment that despite her reservations,
despite her fears, she was committed to seeing this through. Not just for David’s sake, not just
for the money, but because a part of her needed to know what she was capable of when pushed
beyond her comfort zone.

The alarm jolted Evie from a dream about Joe. They’d been in their kitchen, cooking together, his
hands guiding hers as they chopped vegetables. The dream dissolved as she blinked awake,
momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar bedroom with its impersonal furnishings.

11 AM. She’d managed to sleep in at least. Evie ran her hand over the cool sheets, a habitual
gesture seeking Joe’s warmth.

“Enough,” she muttered, throwing back the covers.

She shuffled to the kitchen, where the leftover Thai food waited in the refrigerator. Pad Thai for
breakfast. Another small step away from her normal life, where breakfast meant Joe’s brewed
coffee, eggs, and maybe yogurt with granola.

As she ate, Evie mentally rehearsed the day ahead. Her shift would start at 7 PM. She’d need to
arrive by 6 PM to set up her station, meet the other dancers, get the lay of the land. That left
several hours to prepare, physically and mentally.

Tonight, she’d cross another line that couldn’t be uncrossed. Not just dancing naked during an
audition with only Tanya watching, but performing for a club full of strangers, men who’d pay to
see her body, who’d slide bills into her g-string, who’d request private dances in those small
rooms Mia had shown her.

“l am Vanessa Blake,” she reminded herself, voice firm in the empty apartment. “l am Destiny.”

After finishing her breakfast, Evie laid out her outfits for the night. The black lace bodysuit would
be her opening look, sophisticated enough to make a good first impression but still undeniably
sexy. For her second set, she’d switch to the red sequined two-piece that would draw attention
on stage. The white ensemble would come later, when the club was busier and she needed to
stand out in the crowd. She’d save the pink outfit with its playful marabou trim for her final
performance, something memorable to end the night.

She arranged each outfit with its matching thong, packing them in her duffle bag to prevent
wrinkling. According to Lexi, frequent costume changes were essential strategy. They created
the illusion of newness throughout the night, kept customers interested, and justified
approaching the same men multiple times. She added her robe and makeup bag, already
mentally planning the dramatic eyes and nude lips that Lexi had taught her would photograph
well under club lighting. Her jewelry selections were minimal but strategic: different pieces to
complement each outfit while remaining easy to remove during performances.



Nervous energy propelled her through a light workout. Nothing too strenuous, she’d need her
strength for tonight, but enough to loosen her muscles and calm her mind. Push-ups, squats,
stretches that reminded her body of its capabilities.

Evie then took a long shower, letting hot water wash away the sweat and anxiety. As steam filled
the bathroom, she closed her eyes and tried to center herself. What would her father think,
seeing his daughter preparing for a night of exotic dancing? The thought twisted in her gut before
she firmly pushed it aside. This wasn’t about him, or Joe, or anyone else. This was about the
mission.

After her shower, Evie sat at the small vanity in the bedroom and began the transformation into
Destiny. As she worked, Evie studied her reflection, noting how each step of the process moved
her further from Evelyn Sinclair.

Time slipped away as she prepared. When she checked her watch again, it was already 5:23 PM.
The nervous flutter in her stomach intensified. In about half an hour, she’d be at Elysium. In
ninety minutes, she’d be transformed completely into Destiny.

Evie dressed carefully, choosing comfortable leggings and a loose top that could be easily
removed when she reached the club. She slipped her feet into flat sandals, saving her stilettos
for work.

Before leaving, she checked herself in the mirror one last time. Even in casual clothes with her
stage makeup, she looked different. More confident, perhaps, or simply more aware of her own
body as an instrument.

Evie took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and headed for the door. It was time.

The employee entrance was unmarked, a plain metal door tucked into a side alley that ran
alongside Club Elysium. As she walked towards it, Evie glanced over her shoulder at the line
already forming at the main entrance. Men in business attire blended with younger guys in
flashier clothes, all waiting for the chance to spend money inside.

She pressed the buzzer, her pulse quickening as she waited. What if they’d changed their
minds? What if Tanya had reconsidered hiring someone with no experience?

The door swung open to reveal Mia’s familiar face. “Hey, Destiny!” She grinned, the stage name
rolling naturally off her tongue. “Right on time.” She stepped back, gesturing for Evie to enter.
“Comeonin.”

Evie stepped into a narrow hallway where fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. The sound of
music throbbed through the walls, though distinctly muffled compared to the pounding bass
she’d anticipated.

“The club’s been open since noon,” Mia explained as she led Evie down the corridor. “But it
won’t really pick up until around nine. Sundays are weird like that. Early crowd is usually older
guys, retirees, business types killing time before flights.”

They reached another door, and Mia pushed it open to reveal the dancers’ dressing room. Evie
paused in the doorway, taking in the scene. More than a dozen women occupied the space in
various states of readiness. Some lounged on the couches in the center scrolling through
phones or chatting animatedly. Others sat at makeup stations, faces close to mirrors as they



applied false lashes or touched up lipstick. A few moved between the lockers and makeup
stations, changing outfits or reorganizing supplies.

Competing scents filled the air. Hairspray, perfume, food from plastic containers.

“It’s always like this,” Mia said, noting Evie’s wide-eyed evaluation. “Organized chaos. You’ll get
used to it.”

She guided Evie past the lounge area, nodding or waving to several dancers who glanced up
curiously at the newcomer. “So, Tanya assigned you the station next to mine,” Mia continued,
stopping at two adjacent makeup tables along the wall. “She asked me to show you the ropes,
which I’'m happy to do. It’s nice having someone new who isn’t a complete disaster.”

“Thanks,” Evie said, setting her bag down beside the unoccupied chair. The table was bare,
apart from a small sign that read “DESTINY”. Compared to the neighboring stations,
personalized with photos, trinkets, and accumulated supplies, her blank slate stood out starkly.

“And your locker is over here,” Mia added, leading her to the back wall lined with narrow metal
doors. “Number twenty-three. You brought a lock, right?”

Evie nodded, pulling the small padlock from her bag. “Got it covered.”

“Perfect.” Mia leaned against the lockers, watching as Evie arranged her belongings. “So, while
you’re setting up, let me give you the rundown of who’s who.” She gestured subtly toward a
statuesque blonde counting cash at a nearby table. “That’s Chloe. Been here three years, makes
bank, doesn’t talk much but she’s decent enough. The two brunettes on the couch are Jasmine
and Kylie, they’re basically joined at the hip. Good dancers, but they can be catty if they think
you’re moving in on their regulars.”

Evie followed Mia’s gaze around the room, mentally cataloging each face and name, filing the
information away. This was intelligence gathering, after all, even if it involved stripper politics
rather than terrorist connections.

“The tall one with the braids is Zoe,” Mia continued. “She’s cool, been here longer than almost
anyone. And-” she broke off as an older woman entered the room, her presence immediately
drawing attention. “And that’s Loretta, our house mom.”

Loretta was in her forties, with dyed auburn hair swept into an elegant up do and makeup that
managed to be both impeccable and age appropriate. She carried herself with an unmistakable
authority, moving through the room with purpose, stopping occasionally to speak with different
dancers.

“Loretta!” Mia called, waving the woman over. “Come meet our newest girl.”

Loretta approached, assessing Evie. “Well, hello there, sugar,” she said, her voice carrying a
slight Southern drawl. “You must be Destiny. Tanya mentioned we had a fresh face starting
tonight.”

“That’s me,” Evie replied, extending her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Loretta bypassed the handshake and pulled Evie into a quick embrace. “We don’t stand on
ceremony here, honey. If you’re dancing at Elysium, you’re family.” She stepped back, holding
Evie at arm’s length for a more thorough examination. “My, my, Tanya wasn’t exaggerating. You
are a stunner.”



“Thank you,” Evie said, heat rising to her cheeks.

“Don’t thank me for the truth,” Loretta replied with a wink. “Now, I’m sure Mia’s explained that
I’m the house mom, but do you know what that means?”

Evie shrugged. “Not exactly.”

“I’m part den mother, part referee, part therapist, and part fairy godmother,” Loretta explained. “I
keep the dressing room stocked with everything from tampons to Band-Aids to safety pins. I’ll
help you quick fix a costume if it tears, lend you deodorant if you forget yours, spot you cash if
you’re short on the house fee. | also make sure nobody brings drama into my dressing room.”
Her voice hardened slightly at this last point. “We leave that mess on the floor, understand?”

“Yes ma’am,” Evie nodded.

“Good girl.” Loretta’s smile returned. “Now get yourself dressed and ready. Tanya likes her
dancers on the floor a little early, gives you time to get a feel for the night.” She patted Evie’s
shoulder before moving on to address another dancer’s question about a broken strap.

Evie turned back to her makeup station, unpacking her supplies. She arranged her brushes,
palettes, and products in neat rows, creating order in this new, chaotic environment. From the
corner of her eye, she noticed Mia watching her with interest.

“Not bad,” Mia commented as Evie began touching up her already applied makeup. “Most
newbies look like they got ready in the dark their first night.”

Evie smiled, the background story she’d rehearsed with Lexi rising easily to her lips. “l used to
work retail. Makeup was part of the uniform, even if nobody said it outright.”

“Retail, huh?” Mia settled into her own chair, touching up her lipstick. “What kind?”

“Women'’s clothing,” Evie replied, deliberately vague. “Nothing exciting. Just folding sweaters
and convincing women they looked amazing in overpriced dresses.”

Mia laughed. “Well, that’s basically half this job too. Except we’re the ones in overpriced
dresses. Or without them.”

Mia suddenly stood up. “Oh, | should show you the rotation schedule. Come on.”

Evie followed her across the dressing room to a large bulletin board covered with various
notices, sign up sheets, and a prominently displayed schedule grid.

“Here we go,” Mia said, tapping a finger against the paper. “This shows who’s dancing when.”

Evie leaned closer, scanning the names until she found her own. DESTINY was listed in the
second rotation for the main stage, right after a Crystal. Her mouth went dry. In less than an
hour, she’d be dancing on that elevated platform, completely naked, in front of a room full of
paying strangers.

“Don’t worry,” Mia said, noticing Evie’s expression. “It’s pretty chill. Sunday night, early crowd.
Good time to get your feet wet.” She grinned. “Tanya must like you. Newbies usually start on the
satellite stages.”

Evie nodded, trying to maintain her composure. “l guess that’s a good thing?”



“Main stage means more exposure, better tips,” Mia explained as they walked back to their
stations. “Just don’t overthink it. Your body already knows what to do.”

Before Evie could respond, Tanya entered the dressing room, her presence commanding
immediate attention. Her eyes scanned the room until they landed on Evie.

“Destiny,” she called, crossing to the makeup station. “All set for tonight?”
“Yes,” Evie replied. “Just putting the finishing touches on.”

Tanya nodded in approval. “Good. A few basics before you hit the floor.” Her tone shifted to
something more formal, clearly reciting rules she’d delivered countless times. “No drugs on
premises. Period. If | catch you using, you’re done. Drinking is allowed but keep it reasonable.
You show up wasted, you go home without working. No fighting with other dancers. We have
enough drama from the customers. No negotiating your own deals with clients. Everything goes
through official channels.”

Evie nodded at each point, though she noticed a few of the veteran dancers exchanging glances
during the “no negotiating” rule.

“House fee is due upfront,” Tanya continued, “collected by me or Loretta. You tip out the DJ,
bartenders, and security at the end of your shift. Make sure you’re on stage when scheduled. No
excuses. If you’re not feeling the music, fake it.” She paused, her severe expression softening
marginally. “Questions?”

“l think Mia’s filled me in on most of it,” Evie said.

“Good.” Tanya glanced at her watch. “You’ve got about twenty minutes before floor time. Finish
getting ready.” She turned to leave but paused. “And Destiny? First nights are always rough. Just
remember that every woman in this room had one. You’ll get through it.”

With that small encouragement, Tanya departed, her heels clicking against the floor.

“She’s actually being nice to you,” Mia commented once Tanya was out of earshot. “Must see
potential.”

Evie blew out a slow breath. “Let’s hope she’s right.”

“She usually is,” Mia replied. “Come on, let’s get you into your outfit. Floor time’s coming up
fast.”

Twenty minutes later, Evie stood backstage, her heart hammering against her ribs. She’d
changed into the black lace bodysuit, its sheer panels leaving little to the imagination while still
giving her something to remove during her performance. She’d opted for simple gold hoop
earrings and a delicate anklet, accessories that would complement rather than compete with
the outfit.

“Ready?” Mia asked, adjusting her own silver ensemble.
Evie forced a smile. “As I’ll ever be.”

“Just remember,” Mia said as they walked toward the main floor, “the first approach is the
hardest. After that, it gets easier. Start with older guys sitting alone. They’re usually more
generous and less grabby. Make eye contact, smile, ask if you can join them. Simple.”



They stepped through the door onto the main floor, and Evie was immediately struck by the shift
in atmosphere. The club had transformed since her audition. What had been an empty space
was now alive with energy, dimly lit with spotlights illuminating the three stages. Music pulsed
through the air, loud enough to create ambiance but not so overwhelming that conversation was
impossible. The main stage featured a dancer in a gold bikini, moving with sensuality that had
several men clustered around the edge of the platform.

Customers occupied about a third of the available tables, a decent early crowd according to
Mia. The profile was exactly as she’d described, primarily older men in business casual, a few
younger groups clearly pre-gaming for a longer night out, and a scattering of couples seated in
darker corners.

“That group there,” Mia murmured, nodding toward three middle-aged men seated near the bar.
“Perfect for your first approach. They look like they’re just off a business trip, probably staying at
one of the airport hotels. Expense accounts make for good tippers.”

Evie nodded, taking a steadying breath. “Here goes nothing.”

She walked toward the table, forcing her posture into the confident strut she’d practiced with
Lexi. The men noticed her approach immediately, their conversation faltering as their eyes
tracked her movement. Evie smiled, making direct eye contact with the man who appeared to
be the group’s leader.

“Mind if | join you gentlemen?” she asked, her voice carrying that note of warmth she’d
rehearsed so carefully.

“Please,” the man replied, gesturing to an empty chair. He was in his fifties, with salt-and-
pepper hair and the comfortable demeanor of someone accustomed to authority. “l don’t think
we’ve seen you here before.”

Evie settled into the chair, crossing her long legs slowly, aware of how the movement drew their
attention. “That’s because it’s my first night,” she admitted, allowing a touch of genuine
nervousness to show through. “I’m Destiny.”

“First night?” The man looked intrigued rather than dismissive. “Well, we’re honored you chose
our table, Destiny. I’'m Henry.” He gestured to his companions. “This is John and David. We’re in
town for a conference.”

“Banking software,” John added, as if she might be genuinely interested. He was younger than
Henry, maybe early forties, with thinning hair and eager eyes. “Thrilling stuff.”

Evie laughed. “I’'m sure it has its moments.” She leaned forward slightly, the posture calculated
to enhance her cleavage. “So, is this your first time at Elysium?”

“Henry’s a regular,” David said. He was heavyset with a wedding ring he wasn’t bothering to
hide. “He insists it’s the only club worth visiting in Miami.”

“Smart man,” Evie replied, flashing Henry a smile. “What brings you gentlemen out tonight?”

The conversation flowed easily enough, with Evie asking questions about their work, their hotel,
how long they were staying, all information that Vanessa Blake would naturally inquire about,
while Evie Sinclair filed away details about their spending habits, drinking patterns, and the
dynamic between them. This was intelligence gathering of a different sort, about identifying
potential sources of income.



After about fifteen minutes, Evie glanced at Henry’s watch, remembering Mia’s advice about not
spending too much time at one table. She needed to circulate, to introduce herself to more
customers before her stage time.

“Gentlemen,” she said, offering them a warm smile as she stood, “l should probably introduce
myself to a few more people. It being my first night and all.” She smoothed her hands down the
sides of her bodysuit, a gesture both practical and performative. “But I’d love to come back later
if you’re still here.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Henry assured her, reaching for his wallet. He extracted a twenty
and held it out. “A little something to start your night right.”

“Thank you,” Evie said, accepting the bill. “That’s very kind.”

“Good luck out there,” John added as she prepared to leave. “First nights are always the hardest,
no matter what business you’re in.”

“I'll need it,” Evie replied smile before turning to make her way through the club, scanning for her
next opportunity to connect.

For the next thirty minutes, Evie moved from table to table, introducing herself to customers,
engaging in brief conversations, explaining that it was her first night. Each interaction helped
build her confidence, the persona of Destiny settling with each successful exchange. Men
responded with immediate interest and undisguised desire, some willing to part with their
money for nothing more than a few minutes of her attention.

It was intoxicating in a way she hadn’t anticipated. Not the attention itself, but the power it
represented. These men might control boardrooms and corporate budgets during daylight
hours, but here, they waited eagerly for her approval, for her smile, for the chance to be
acknowledged by her. The realization sent a confusing thrill through her.

“Destiny to the main stage in five minutes,” the DJ’s voice announced over the sound system,
jolting Evie back to reality. Her heart, which had finally settled into a somewhat normal rhythm,
immediately began racing again.

She made her way back to the dressing room to check her makeup and prepare mentally. At her
station, she found Mia touching up her own lipstick.

“How’s it going out there?” Mia asked.

“Better than | expected,” Evie admitted, reaching for her lip gloss. “No one’s thrown anything at
me yet.”

Mia laughed. “Good start. The stage is more intimidating than table approaches for most girls,
but just remember, no one expects a Broadway performance. They just want to see a beautiful
woman enjoying herself.”

“What if | forget the moves?” Evie asked, genuine concern breaking through her facade.

“There are no wrong moves,” Mia assured her. “Seriously. The song will guide you. And if all else
fails, just walk around the stage looking sexy. Sometimes less is more.”

The DJ’s voice came through the speakers again. “Coming to the main stage, making her Elysium
debut, please welcome... Destiny!”



Mia squeezed her arm. “That’s your cue. You’ve got this.”

Evie took a deep breath and headed for the stage entrance. The dancer before her was just
finishing, collecting scattered bills before making her exit. They passed each other with a brief
nod, a silent changing of the guard.

As Evie stepped onto the platform, the DJ continued his introduction. “Gentlemen, this is
Destiny’s very first night at Elysium, so let’s make her feel welcome!”

The crowd responded with whistles and applause, many turning in their seats to get a better
view of the newcomer. Under the bright lights, Evie could see faces more clearly than she’d
anticipated, including Henry and his friends, who had moved closer to the stage.

The music began, a slow, heavy beat. She forced herself to move, to find the rhythm, to
remember all the hours of practice. Her body responded, muscle memory taking over as she
began to dance.

The first minute was terrifying, her mind hyperaware of every gesture, every step. But gradually,
as men moved toward the stage and bills began to appear along the edge of the platform,
something shifted. The faces blurred, the individual gazes merging into a collective audience.
She wasn’t Evelyn Sinclair performing for judgmental strangers, she was Destiny, a fantasy
created to captivate and entice.

When she reached for the clasps of her bodysuit, her hands were steady. The garment fell away,
leaving her in only a thong. The crowd’s reaction was immediate, a surge of appreciation that
manifested in more bills appearing at her feet. She continued dancing, working the stage as Lexi
had taught her, making eye contact with the customers nearest the platform, offering each a
moment of connection that felt exclusive even in this public setting.

By the time she removed her thong, leaving herself completely naked save for her heels and
minimal jewelry, Evie had surrendered to the performance. This was dance, distilled to its most
primal elements. Her body was an instrument, and she was playing it for maximum effect.

The song ended far sooner than she’d expected. She collected her discarded clothing and the
scattered bills, offering the crowd a final smile before exiting the stage.

Back in the dressing room, she counted her earnings with trembling fingers. Two hundred and
eighty-five dollars for less than fifteen minutes of work. The sum was both impressive and
disturbing. More than she’d make in a day at Veronique’s earned through nothing but her own
naked body.

She changed into her red sequined two-piece, her mind still reeling from the experience. The
adrenaline coursing through her veins made her movements jerky and uncoordinated compared
to the fluidity she’d found on stage.

“That was fantastic,” Mia said, appearing beside her with a bottle of water. “The crowd loved
you. Especially when you did that slow spin around the pole. Very sexy.”

“Thanks,” Evie replied, accepting the water gratefully. “It felt like an out of body experience.”

“First time usually does,” Mia agreed. “But you did great. Now the real money starts. After a girl’s
been on stage, she’s got heat. Guys who were watching will want private dances.”



As if on cue, when Evie returned to the main floor, she immediately spotted Henry waving her
over. His expression had changed, a new intensity in his gaze that hadn’t been there during their
earlier conversation.

“That was quite a performance,” he said as she approached. “Never would have guessed it was
your first time.”

“Thank you,” Evie replied, sliding into the chair beside him. John and David were watching her
with similar appreciation, their earlier friendly curiosity replaced by something more charged.

“I’d like a private dance,” Henry said, straight to the point. “If you’re available.”

Evie’s pulse quickened. This was the next hurdle, not just dancing on stage, but the intimacy of a
private room. “I’d be happy to,” she said. “Sapphire Room or Diamond Suite?”

“Sapphire is fine,” Henry replied, already reaching for his wallet.

Evie led him to one of the small rooms Mia had shown her during orientation. The space was
dimly lit, with a comfortable leather loveseat positioned to allow the occupant a full view of
whoever was dancing. A small speaker in the corner played music that matched the main floor’s
soundtrack but at a slightly lower volume to enable conversation.

“First private dance too?” Henry asked as he settled onto the seat.
Evie nodded, honesty seeming the simplest approach. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only because you told me it’s your first night,” he replied with a smile. “Otherwise, I’d never
know.”

She started to dance as the next song began, remembering Lexi’s instructions for private
performances: closer, more intimate, but with the same tease and control that made stage
shows effective. Henry watched with appreciation as she moved in front of him, slowly removing
her top to reveal her breasts.

“You’re stunning,” he said, hands resting on his knees as she danced. “Most beautiful girlin the
club, by far.”

“Thanks,” Evie replied, moving closer until she stood between his spread legs. She turned
around and began to lower herself, her ass hovering just above his lap. She could feel the heat
emanating from him, sensed his restraint as she began a slow, rhythmic grind that brought her
into contact with his obvious arousal under his slacks.

The friction sent an unexpected jolt through her body. It had been nearly a week since she’d
been with Joe, their passionate goodbye night the last time she’d experienced any intimate
contact.

As she swayed above him, she made a split-second decision, reaching for his hands and
guiding them to her hips. “You can hold here,” she murmured, allowing his fingers to grip her as
she continued to move against him.

Henry groaned softly as she ground against his hard cock. “Jesus, Destiny,” he whispered.

She turned to face him, straddling his lap now, her breasts at his eye level as she continued to
move. The power dynamic remained fascinating. She was nearly naked, feeling the hard ridge of



his cock through his pants, yet she dictated every aspect of their interaction. When to speed up,
when to pull back, how much pressure to apply.

More disturbing was her body’s betrayal, the unmistakable wetness between her thighs as she
maintained the sensual rhythm. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This was work, a
performance, a means to an end. Yet her nerve endings sparked with each movement, her
nipples hardening from arousal.

She leaned forward, letting her breasts brush against his chest, her lips close to his ear.
“Enjoying yourself?” she asked.

“More than you know,” he replied, his hands still gripping her hips, guiding her movements
slightly as she rocked against him.

The song ended, and Henry immediately requested another. By the fourth song, Evie had found
a rhythm to these private performances, a balance between sensuality and her own unexpected
responses. The physical pleasure remained but she’d managed to compartmentalize it, to
separate the sensations from their meaning.

Henry remained respectful throughout, keeping his hands only where she permitted, tipping
generously at the end of each song. When she finally stood to signal the end of their time
together, she could still see the outline of his erection straining against his pants, a visual
confirmation of the effect she’d had on him.

“That was...” he trailed off, clearing his throat. “Extraordinary.”

“Thank you,” she replied, slipping her top back on while her mind processed the complexity of
what had just happened, how her body had responded, how different this controlled intimacy
was from her life with Joe, how easily Destiny had taken pleasure in the encounter.

When they finally returned to the main floor, John immediately requested his turn, followed by
David. Each private dance built Evie’s confidence further, cementing techniques that worked,
teaching her to read subtle cues in body language and eye contact.

The night progressed in a blur of stage performances, private dances, and brief periods of
circulating through the club to meet new customers. Evie lost track of time, her focus narrowing
to the immediate tasks: dance, smile, engage, collect payment, repeat. The persona of Destiny
became almost automatic, a well rehearsed role that required less and less conscious effort to
maintain.

Around midnight, a subtle shift rippled through the club. Conversations hushed momentarily,
dancers straightened their postures, bartenders became more attentive. Evie, returning from a
private dance, noticed the change immediately. She followed the collective gaze toward the
entrance, where two men had just arrived.

The Maddox brothers.

Evie recognized them instantly from the briefing materials, though photographs hadn’t captured
their physical presence. Victor, the elder, moved intentionally. He wore a tailored gray suit
without a tie, the top two buttons of his white shirt undone.

Beside him walked Damien, his hulking frame making Victor appear almost normal sized by
comparison. At six-foot-five, the younger Maddox towered over near everyone else in the club.
His dark hair was slicked back, revealing a face that might have been handsome if not for the



intensity in his eyes. Unlike his brother, Damien seemed perpetually coiled, potential energy
barely contained beneath his expensive clothing.

They moved directly to a reserved section overlooking the main floor, where a server
immediately appeared with drinks that had evidently been prepared in anticipation of their
arrival. Victor sat first, his eyes scanning the club with the gaze of an owner rather than a patron.
Damien remained standing for a moment longer, conducting his own survey before joining his
brother.

“The owners,” Mia murmured, suddenly beside Evie. “They usually come in around this time on
Sundays. Victor likes to check how the weekend went.”

Evie nodded, turning away to avoid being caught staring. “Do they always cause that reaction?”

“Wouldn’t you react if your boss showed up to watch you work?” Mia replied with a knowing
smile. “Plus, they decide who gets invited upstairs, who gets the prime shifts, who stays and
who goes. Everyone wants to make a good impression.”

“Should | go introduce myself?” Evie asked.
Mia’s eyes widened. “God, no. They’ll come to you if they’re interested.”

Evie absorbed this information, filing it away with everything else she’d learned. Her role wasn’t
to force an introduction but to attract their attention naturally, to become someone they’d want
to know more about.

She returned to the floor, continuing her rounds with renewed focus. Occasionally, she allowed
herself a glance toward the Maddox brothers’ table, noting that Victor seemed to be working
despite the setting, reviewing something on a tablet while occasionally scanning the room.
Damien was more engaged with the entertainment, his gaze following various dancers.

Another hour passed before Tanya approached Evie as she returned from yet another private
dance.

“Victor would like to meet you,” Tanya said without preamble. “Upstairs, in his office.”
Evie’s heart skipped. “Now?”
“Yes, now,” Tanya replied, her tone suggesting the question was ridiculous. “Follow me.”

They ascended the spiral staircase to the second floor, passing the VIP section where a select
group of customers were being entertained by dancers Evie hadn’t seen working the main floor.
Tanya led her past these private rooms to a door at the far end of the hall, knocking once before
opening it.

Victor’s office was exactly as described in the briefing materials: a sophisticated space
combining luxury and function. One wall featured a one way glass looking down onto the main
floor, giving him an unobstructed view of everything happening below.

Victor himself stood near the window, tablet in hand. He turned as they entered, his expression
neutral.

“Thank you, Tanya,” he said. “Give us a few minutes.”



Tanya nodded and withdrew, closing the door behind her. Evie stood just inside the entrance,
suddenly acutely aware of her revealing outfit.

“Destiny,” he said, gesturing toward a chair across from his huge mahogany desk. “Please, sit.”

Evie crossed the room and took the offered seat, maintaining the confident posture she’d
cultivated all night despite her racing pulse. This was it, her first direct contact with a primary
target. Everything she’d trained for, everything that mattered about this mission, started now.

Victor set his tablet down and settled into his own chair. “Tanya tells me this is your first night.
Ever. Not just at Elysium.”

“That’s right,” Evie confirmed, deciding honesty was safest with a man who undoubtedly
checked every detail.

“Impressive,” Victor said, leaning back slightly. “Most new dancers require... acclimation. You
seem to have adapted quite naturally.”

There was something unsettling about the way he studied her, as if assessing livestock or
equipment rather than a person. “Thank you,” Evie replied. “I’'m a quick learner.”

“So it seems.” Victor steepled his fingers. “Tell me about yourself, Destiny. What brings
someone like you to this line of work?”

Evie recited the cover story, about leaving an abusive relationship and needing financial
independence. Victor listened without interruption, his eyes never leaving her face.

“A familiar narrative,” he said when she finished. “He leaned forward slightly. “Elysium isn’t like
other clubs, Destiny. We cultivate a specific atmosphere, a particular relationship with our
clientele. We don’t simply sell fantasy. We create experiences that our customers cannot find
elsewhere.”

“I’ve noticed,” Evie said. “Everything here is more... elevated.”

“Precisely. Elevated. We attract a different caliber of customer because we provide a different
caliber of entertainment. Our dancers aren’t just bodies on display. They’re partners in creating
that elevated experience.”

He stood, moving to pour himself a drink from a crystal decanter on a side table. He didn’t offer
one to Evie. “Do you know what differentiates successful dancers from those who merely
survive in this industry?”

“What?” Evie asked, genuinely curious about his perspective.

“Understanding power,” Victor replied, returning to his desk with the drink. “Most people believe
the customers hold all the power because they have the money. A fundamental
misunderstanding.” He sipped his drink, holding her gaze over the rim of the glass. “In reality,
the dancers hold the power. They control desire, they dictate the terms of engagement, they
determine how much or how little the customer receives for his money.”

Evie nodded slowly. “I’ve started to realize that tonight.”

“Have you?” Victor seemed pleased by this admission. “Then you’re already ahead of many
who’ve worked here for months. This understanding is what will determine whether you merely
pay your bills or build genuine wealth from your time at Elysium.”



He set his glass down. “You’ve made quite an impression for your first night. Tanya reports that
you’ve been professional, adaptable, and impressively profitable. These qualities interest me.”

“Thank you,” Evie said, maintaining Destiny’s grateful demeanor while Evie cataloged every
word, every gesture for her eventual report.

“We’ll be watching your progress,” Victor continued, the statement carrying an unmistakable
weight despite his conversational tone. “Consistency matters here. One good night means little.
A pattern of excellence, however, opens doors.”

Evie recognized the implication. This was a test, one she’d partially passed, but only the first of
many. “l understand. | appreciate the opportunity.”

“Good.” Victor’s tone indicated the conversation was ending. “Return to the floor. My brother
has expressed interest in seeing your next stage performance.”

Evie stood, pulse quickening at the mention of Damien. “Then I’d better not disappoint.”

Victor’s expression remained impassive, but something in his eyes suggested approval.
“Indeed. Good evening, Destiny.”

Evie left the office, her mind racing as she made her way back to the main floor. The interaction
had been brief but significant, her first direct contact with Victor Maddox, her first chance to
make an impression that would serve the mission. He’d been exactly as described in the
briefing: calculating, observant, evaluating everything and everyone in terms of utility and value.
But there had been subtleties the briefing couldn’t capture, nuances to his manner that she’d
need to analyze later.

The rest of the night passed in a blur of continued performances and private dances. True to
Victor’s word, Damien watched her next stage show with interest, his intense gaze following her
every movement. Unlike his brother’s assessment, Damien’s attention felt visceral, predatory,
leaving Evie with a chill that lingered even after she’d left the stage.

By the time her shift ended at 3 AM, Evie was operating on pure adrenaline. Her feet throbbed in
the stiletto heels, her facial muscles ached from hours of smiling, and her mind buzzed with
everything she’d seen and heard. She changed into the comfortable clothes she’d arrived in, her
body sighing with relief as she replaced the revealing outfit with leggings and a loose top.

“How’d it go, sugar?” Loretta asked as Evie gathered her belongings. The house mom was still
immaculately put together despite the late hour, counting out bills at her designated table.

“Exhausting,” Evie admitted. “But good, | think.”
“More than good from what | hear,” Loretta replied with a smile. “Tanya says you’re a natural.”

As if summoned by her name, Tanya appeared in the dressing room doorway, clipboard in hand.
“Destiny,” she called, “before you go, I’'ll show you how to settle your account.”

Evie approached Tanya’s makeshift desk near the entrance, where the manager had already laid
out a breakdown of the night’s earnings.

“Not bad for a first night,” Tanya said, her tone as close to warm as Evie had heard it. “Let’s see...
house fee paid, tip outs to DJ, bartenders, and security calculated... that leaves you with just
over two thousand.”



Evie stared at the pile of cash. Two thousand dollars for one night’s work. It was more than half
her monthly expenses at the apartment, earned in a single shift. The practical part of her brain
immediately began recalculating her financial projections, while another part grappled with the
moral complexity of accepting money earned through showing her body.

“Thank you,” she managed, collecting the bills and tucking them into her bag.

“Don’t lose it,” Tanya advised. “Invest it, save it, be smart. Too many girls treat this like lottery
money instead of a career.” She made a notation on her clipboard. “You’re scheduled again
Tuesday, Wednesday, and Friday this week. Same hours.”

“I’ll be here,” Evie assured her.

As she gathered the last of her things, Mia appeared beside her, also changed into street
clothes. “Need a walk to your car? First night, big cash. Better to have company.”

“That would be great,” Evie said, genuinely appreciative of the gesture.

They exited through the employee entrance, the cool night air a shock after hours in the warm,
perfumed atmosphere of the club. The parking lot was still half full, late night customers still
lingering inside.

“So,” Mia said as they walked toward Evie’s car, “official verdict on your first night?”

Evie considered the question. “Overwhelming. Exhausting.” She paused. “But also kind of
exhilarating.”

Mia grinned. “Welcome to the life. It gets easier, | promise. Well, physically easier. The
emotional stuff, well that’s different for everyone.”

They reached Evie’s Honda, and she clicked the key fob to unlock it. “Thanks for looking out for
me tonight,” she said. “l would have been lost without you.”

“Girl code,” Mia replied with a shrug. “We take care of our own.” She pulled out her phone. “Give
me your number? In case you have questions before your next shift.”

Evie recited Vanessa’s number, watching as Mia added it to her contacts. This was good.
Establishing connections, building her cover identity’s social network. Every natural interaction
strengthened the illusion that Vanessa Blake was real.

“Get some sleep,” Mia advised as Evie slid into the driver’s seat. “Your body’s going to hate you
tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it,” Evie replied with a tired smile. “Goodnight, Mia.”

The drive home passed in a daze, Evie’s mind too overwhelmed to process everything that had
happened. She navigated on autopilot, the streets of Miami nearly empty at this hour.

In her apartment, she dropped her bag on the counter and headed straight for the shower,
desperate to wash away the scents of the club, the alcohol, perfume, and men’s cologne that
seemed to have permeated her skin. Under the hot spray, she finally allowed the mask of
Destiny to slip completely, her shoulders sagging with exhaustion as she processed the night’s
events.

She had danced naked. In front of strangers. For money.



She had performed private dances, letting men stare at her exposed body from inches away.

She had met Victor Maddox, had his full attention, had begun the process of infiltrating his
world.

Each of these achievements should have filled her with shame, fear, or pride in her mission,
some clear, definable emotion that would help her categorize the experience. Instead, she felt a
confusing mixture of all three, along with a bone deep exhaustion that made further analysis
impossible.

After her shower, Evie wrapped herself in a robe and retrieved the burner phone from its hiding
place. She composed a brief check in message:

“First shift complete. Brief direct contact with V established. Scheduled again for Tuesday,
Wednesday, Friday. Status green.”

The reply came moments later:

“Message received. Good progress. Maintain pattern, focus on building credibility. Sleep when
possible.”

The last instruction almost made her smile. Sleep seemed like the only possible option now, her
body protesting every movement as she made her way to the bedroom.

She fell onto the mattress without bothering to dress, her wet hair soaking the pillow. As
consciousness began to slide away, her last coherent thought was of Joe. What would he think if
he could see her now? Would he recognize the woman who had danced on that stage, who had
let strangers worship her body for dollar bills?

Before she could follow that painful question to its conclusion, exhaustion claimed her
completely, pulling her into a deep, dreamless sleep.



Undercover Blonde Ch. 04

Joe’s alarm shattered the silence at 6 AM, the same time it had gone off every weekday for the
past few years. He reached across the bed, his palm meeting cold sheets where Evie’s warmth
should have been. For a disorienting moment, he thought she might be in the bathroom or
kitchen. Then reality hit.

She was gone.
Wednesday morning. The first day of his new temporary life as a married man living alone.

Joe rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling fan making circles above the bed. They’d bought
that fan together during their second summer in the condo, when the air conditioning had
broken down during a vicious heat wave. Evie had insisted on the more expensive model with
the wooden blades. “If we’re going to look at it every night and every morning, it might as well be
pretty,” she’d reasoned.

Now he stared at it, counting the rotations, five, ten, fifteen, avoiding the inevitable moment
when he’d have to stand up and face the day.

Usually, this was when Evie would roll over, mumbling something about five more minutes. He’d
kiss her forehead, tell her to sleep in, and slip out of bed to start the coffee.

The apartment felt unnaturally quiet as Joe shuffled to the kitchen. He reached for the coffee
pot, measuring grounds. He caught himself about to make enough for two and paused, the
second scoop hovering over the filter before he returned it to the canister.

While the coffee brewed, Joe moved to the bathroom. In the shower, Joe thought about the note.
He knew it by heart now.

“I’m so sorry for springing this on you. | know you’re scared. | am too. But | promise I’'ll come
back to you. Three months, and then we’ll be together again. Take care of yourself while I'm
gone, okay? | love you more than anything. I’'ll be thinking of you every single day. Your loving
wife Evie.”

After the shower, Joe dressed and moved back to the kitchen. The apartment felt too quiet, too
still. While he sipped the coffee, he leaned against the counter, surveying the living room.

Everything looked exactly as it had when Evie was here, yet completely different. The throw
pillows on the couch remained in the arrangement she preferred. Her stack of true crime books
still occupied the corner of the coffee table. Her favorite mug hung from its designated hook.
But the space felt like a museum exhibit of their life together rather than the living thing it had
been.

His phone buzzed as he was heading out the door.
Sam: Checking in. How you holding up?

Joe stared at the message. Sam had been his best friend since college, the best man at his
wedding, the one person besides Evie who could read his moods. He’d called Sam after Evie’s
bombshell announcement, venting his shock and hurt in a twenty-minute tirade that had
probably violated several FBI confidentiality requirements.

Joe: First morning alone. Feels weird. Heading to work.



Sam: Work helps. Keep busy. Call if you need anything. Seriously.
Joe: Thanks man.

He pocketed his phone and locked the apartment door behind him. At least at work, he’d have
problems to solve, designs to revise, deadlines to meet. Problems with solutions, unlike the
unfixable situation at home.

At the office, Joe threw himself into work with unusual intensity. His inbox, typically a source of
mild dread, became a welcome distraction. The Westlake project, which had been giving him
headaches for weeks, suddenly seemed manageable compared to the emptiness waiting at
home.

“You’re here early,” Collins remarked, stopping by Joe’s desk with his oversized coffee mug.
“Trouble in paradise?”

“Just wanted to get a jump on those revisions you asked for,” Joe replied, not meeting his boss’s
eyes.

Collins nodded, apparently satisfied with the explanation. “Good man. Those are due Friday but
earlier is better.”

Joe worked through lunch, ignoring the reminder from his phone that it was time to eat. By mid-
afternoon, his back ached from hunching over blueprints.

At 6:15 PM, when most of his colleagues had already left, Joe was still adjusting load
calculations. His phone buzzed again.

Sam: You good?

Joe: Yeah, just finishing up some work. Don’t feel like going home to an empty apartment.
Three dots appeared, disappeared, then reappeared.

Sam: Makes sense but you gotta go home sometime. Want to grab a beer?

Joe considered it. A beer with Sam meant easy conversation, sports talk, maybe some gentle
ribbing about Joe’s tendency to overthink everything. Tempting, but the thought of social
interaction felt exhausting.

Joe: Rain check? Kind of wiped. Saturday still good though.
Sam: Roger that.
It was nearly 9 PM when Joe finally shut down his computer.

The drive home was easier without rush hour traffic. Joe pulled into their parking spot and satin
the car for a moment before heading inside.

The condo looked exactly as he’d left it that morning, with one exception. The coffee cup he’d
abandoned in his rush to leave sat in the sink, a brown ring staining its interior. It was the kind of
thing that would normally irritate Evie. “Rinse it at least, Joe,” she’d say, not angry but baffled by
his occasional carelessness with household tasks.



Joe washed the cup thoroughly, then decided to clean the entire kitchen. He scrubbed the
stovetop, wiped down the counters, even reorganized the spice rack into alphabetical order. By
the time he finished, it was nearly 10 PM and he realized he hadn’t eaten dinner.

The refrigerator offered little inspiration. Milk, a half-empty carton of eggs, some withering
vegetables, condiments. The freezer yielded a frozen pizza. Joe opted for cereal, eating it
standing at the counter while scrolling through his phone.

He pulled up his photos, finding himself drawn to images of Evie. Here they were at his cousin’s
wedding last summer, Evie stunning as usual. Here they were hiking in the Everglades. Here they
were on their anniversary.

Joe abandoned his half-eaten cereal in the sink, his appetite suddenly lost.
Sleep came eventually, restless and shallow.

Thursday and Friday followed a similar pattern. Joe woke up early, worked late, texted
sporadically with Sam throughout the day. The condo became a place to shower and sleep,
nothing more.

By Friday night, exhaustion had begun to take its toll. Joe had been surviving on coffee, vending
machine snacks, and sheer stubbornness. He’d completed the Westlake revisions a day early,
earning a rare compliment from Collins, but the professional victory felt hollow without Evie to
share it with.

“Going home at a reasonable hour?” Collins asked, stopping by Joe’s desk on his way out.

“Yeah, got plans this weekend,” Joe replied. His only real plan was Sam’s visit, but that was
enough to justify leaving before 7 PM.

Outside, Miami greeted him with one of its spectacular sunsets, the sky painted in violent
oranges and pinks. It was the kind of sky Evie would have insisted they stop to appreciate,
maybe pulling over somewhere to watch the colors deepen and fade. Joe drove straight home,
eyes fixed on the road ahead.

His phone rang as he was unlocking the front door. Sam’s name flashed on the screen.
“Hey,” Joe answered, shouldering his way inside.

“Tell me you’re not still at work,” Sam’s voice came through, the background noise suggesting he
was at a bar or restaurant.

“Just got home,” Joe said, dropping his keys on the counter. “What’s up?”
“Just checking in, man. Making sure you’re still among the living.”
Joe sank onto the couch, loosening his tie. “I’'m fine. Tired, but fine.”

“Sure, you are,” Sam replied sarcastically. “But you’re not fine. Nobody would be fine. Your wife
goes off on some secret government mission without warning? That’s fucking wild.”

Joe laughed. “When you put it that way...”

“Exactly. So tomorrow, we drink beer, eat pizza, and you can be not fine with someone who gets
it.”



“Thanks,” Joe said. “What time are you coming over?”

“Let’s say four. It’s late enough that it’s socially acceptable to start drinking.”

Joe smiled. “Perfect. See you then.”

After hanging up, Joe stared at the empty apartment. Three days down. Eighty-seven to go.

Joe woke later than usual on Saturday morning, his body finally demanding the rest he’d been
denying. He rolled over to check the time. 10:47 AM. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d
slept past eight.

Stretching, Joe cataloged the weekend tasks that needed attention. Laundry, groceries, cleaning
the bathroom. Normal life continued despite the Evie-shaped hole at its center.

He spent the morning on chores, finding comfort in the mundane. Every sock paired, every
surface wiped, every item in its place. Control over his environment, when he had none over the
situation with his wife.

At 3:52 PM, the doorbell rang.
“Eight minutes early. You must be desperate for company,” Joe said as he opened the door.

Sam grinned, hefting a twelve-pack of craft beer. “Or | know how much you appreciate
punctuality.” He stepped inside, glancing around. “Place looks good. Cleaner than when Evie’s
here, actually.”

“I’ve had time on my hands,” Joe admitted, leading the way to the kitchen. “Pizza should be here
in twenty. | ordered the works.”

“Perfect.” Sam set the beer on the counter and extracted two bottles, handing one to Joe. “So.
Let’s hear it. How bad is it really?”

Joe took a long pull from his beer before answering. “It’s... weird. Empty. | keep expecting her to
walk through the door or hear her laughing at something on TV.”

Sam nodded, leaning against the counter. “First week will be the hardest. It’ll get easier.”

“Will it?” Joe asked. “Because right now, | can’timagine three months of this. And that’s
assuming she comes back when she says she will.”

Sam'’s eyebrows shot up. “You think she won’t?”

“l don’t know what to think,” Joe admitted, moving to the living room. He sank onto the couch,
beer dangling between his fingers. “She was so... decisive about it. She made up her mind
before she even told me. Years of marriage, and suddenly she needs to ‘find herself’ by working
for the FBI?”

Sam settled into the armchair across from him. “What exactly did she tell you?”

“Not much. She’s working on some investigation. She couldn’t give details. Said it was for my
own safety. For all | know, she could be in fucking Kabul right now.”

“l doubt the FBI sends civilians to Afghanistan,” Sam reasoned. “More likely she’s somewhere
stateside.”



Joe shrugged. “Maybe. All | know is she’s risking her safety for... what? Excitement? A break from
our life?”

Sam took a thoughtful sip of his beer. “Can | be brutally honest here?”
“When are you not?”

“Fair point.” Sam leaned forward. “Evie’s not exactly the type to settle. | mean, you snagged a
woman way out of your league. Sorry buddy but it’s true. She’s smart as hell, looks like a
supermodel, and she’s always been fascinated by the dark side of human nature. Is it really
shocking that working retail wasn’t fulfilling her?”

“So what, I’'m holding her back? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’'m saying she’s young, gorgeous, and probably bored out of her mind,” Sam replied bluntly.
“And instead of having a midlife crisis at forty and divorcing you for her gym trainer, she’s
working through it now by doing something meaningful. That’s actually healthy, man.”

The doorbell rang, interrupting whatever retort Joe had been forming. He rose to answer it,
grateful for the moment to collect his thoughts.

The pizza delivery guy was a teenager with acne and a vacant expression. Joe overtipped and
brought the food back to the living room, where Sam had already opened two more beers.

“Look,” Sam said as Joe set the pizza on the coffee table, “I’m not saying your marriage is in
trouble. I’'m saying Evie needs something you weren’t giving her. That doesn’t make you a bad
husband though.”

Joe grabbed a slice, the cheese stretching in long strings. “So what am | supposed to do? Just
wait around for three months hoping she decides our life together is worth coming back to?”

“Hell no,” Sam said emphatically. “You use these three months. Work on yourself. Become the
version of Joe Sinclair that matches the woman Evie is.”

Joe chewed, considering Sam’s words. “What the fuck does that even mean?”

“It means,” Sam said, “you do what you told me you’d do just a few days ago. First of all, you
stop moping. Then you start growing. Hit the gym. Take up a hobby that doesn’t involve
engineering blueprints. Meet new people. Live a little.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“It’s not easy. It’s necessary.” Sam grabbed his own slice of pizza. “Think about it. Evie comes
back after three months of whatever intense shit she’s doing, with all these new experiences,
and finds you exactly the same, just sadder and more clingy? Recipe for disaster.”

Joe bristled. “I’m not clingy.”

Sam leveled him with a look. “Dude. You’ve worked late every night this week to avoid being
alone in your empty apartment. That’s not healthy.”

“Fine,” Joe conceded. “So | join a gym, take up... what, rock climbing? And that fixes
everything?”

“No, but it gives you something to talk about when she gets back. Shows her you’re capable of
growth too. Women love that shit. Especially women like Evie.”



Joe took another long pull of his beer. “You know what bothers me the most? What if she’s been
waiting for an excuse to escape. Like our life together was just... marking time.”

“That’s not fair and you know it,” Sam said, his tone softening. “Evie’s had to be the responsible
one her entire life. Her whole identity has been built around taking care of others.”

Joe nodded reluctantly. “I know. She practically raised David after her dad was killed.”

“Exactly. She was what, ten when Officer Sinclair took that bullet? And suddenly she’s cooking
dinner, helping with homework, making sure her little brother didn’t fall apart while her mom
worked double shifts.”

“Triple shifts sometimes,” Joe added quietly. “Evie told me there were weeks she barely saw her
mom. Just notes on the refrigerator and extra shifts picked up to cover medical bills.”

Sam pointed his beer bottle at Joe. “And then when she should have been going to college, she’s
working retail to help her mom keep the lights on and make sure David had what he needed.”

“She wanted to study criminal psychology,” Joe said, a note of regret in his voice. “She never
talks about it anymore, but that was her plan before her dad died. Follow in his footsteps, just
from the analytical side instead of patrol.”

“And that part of her never went away. You’ve seen her true crime obsession. The way she talks
about cases, patterns, evidence. Her mind works differently.”

Joe fell silent, considering this. It was true that Evie’s analytical abilities had always impressed
him. The way she could watch a documentary and identify the killer before the reveal, breaking
down behavioral patterns and inconsistencies that most viewers missed entirely.

“l just figured it was a weird hobby,” Joe admitted

“It’s not a hobby, man. It’s who she is. All those years taking care of everyone else, putting her
dreams on hold. They didn’t change who she actually is inside.”

Joe set his beer down, suddenly feeling like he’d missed something fundamental about his wife.
“So you’re saying this FBI thing...”

“Is probably the first time in her adult life she’s doing something that aligns with who she
actually is, not just who she needed to be for everyone else.” Sam took another bite of pizza,
chewing thoughtfully. “Think about it. You met her when she was eighteen, already supporting
her family, already settled into being the responsible one. Maybe you’ve never actually seen the
real Evie. Just the version that circumstances created.”

“Jesus,” Joe muttered, running a hand through his hair. “You’re making it sound like | never knew
her at all.”

“Not saying that,” Sam clarified. “I’m saying parts of her have been dormant. And now they’re
waking up.” He leaned forward, his expression serious. “The question is, when she comes back,
will you be ready for that? Or will you be clinging to the version of Evie that fits neatly into the life
you built together?”

Joe toyed with the label on his beer bottle, peeling it slowly. “l want her to be happy. I’'ve always
wanted that.”



“l know you do. But happiness might look different for her now. You need to be prepared for
that.”

Joe took another long pull of his beer, letting the cold liquid soothe his throat. There was truth in
what Sam was saying, even if it stung. He had fallen into predictable patterns, comfortable
routines that felt safe but perhaps unexciting. Was that enough for a woman like Evie?

“You know what else you should think about,” Sam said, his tone shifting slightly. “She’s gone for
three months. No contact.”

“Yeah, so0?”
“So... that’s a long time for a healthy young couple to go without sex.”
Joe set his beer down. “What are you getting at?”

Sam held up his hands placatingly. “Just being realistic. Evie’s gorgeous. She’s out there in the
world, doing something exciting, meeting new people. And she’s not exactly getting her needs
met by you during this time.”

“You think she’d cheat?” Joe’s voice had gone dangerously quiet.

“l think humans are complicated,” Sam replied carefully. “And sometimes situations create
opportunities that wouldn’t normally exist.”

“Evie wouldn’t do that.”

“Maybe not,” Sam agreed. “But you’ve been her only guy, right? People get curious about what
they’ve missed.”

Joe felt his jaw tighten. The reminder that he was Evie’s first and only sexual partner had always
given him a sense of pride, of exclusivity. Now Sam had transformed it into a potential liability.

“She made a promise,” Joe said. “Evie doesn’t break promises.”
“Maybe not,” Sam agreed again. “But what about you?”
Joe blinked. “What?”

“Look, I’m not saying you should go out and hook up with random women. I’m saying three
months is a long time to be celibate when you’re used to regular sex with a beautiful woman.”

Joe shook his head emphatically. “I’m not interested in other women.”

“Right now, sure. But talk to me in month two when you’re wondering what Evie’s doing every
night.”

The implication was unspoken but clear. The thought of Evie with someone else sent a spike of
something dark and unpleasant through Joe’s chest.

“She promised she’d come back to me,” Joe said quietly. “l believe her.”

Sam nodded, relenting. “l hope you’re right, buddy. Truly. | just... I’ve seen this kind of thing
before. The partner who goes off on some journey of self discovery doesn’t always come back
the same person. And the one left behind needs to be prepared for that.”



They fell into silence for a few minutes, eating pizza and drinking beer. Finally, Sam spoke again,
his tone lighter.

“So. Gym membership. | know a place near your office. Good mix of people, not too hardcore.
We could go after work.”

Joe almost smiled at the attempt to change the subject. “You’re not letting this go, are you?”

“Nope. And I’'m thinking rock climbing is actually perfect for you. Analytical mind, decent upper
body strength. You’d take to it naturally.”

“There’s not exactly an abundance of rock faces in Miami.”
“Indoor climbing, dummy. There’s a place in Wynwood that’s supposed to be great.”

The conversation shifted to sports, Sam’s latest dating disasters, office politics. Sam recounted
his recent date with a pharmaceutical sales rep he’d met at a convention.

“She was gorgeous, man. We’re at dinner, everything’s going great, and then her phone rings.”
Sam took a theatrical pause. “Her husband.”

Joe winced. “Ouch.”

“Turns out the wedding ring was ‘in her other purse.”” Sam shook his head, laughing. “Story of
my life. Three dates last month, and not one second date.”

“Maybe if you stopped using the same lines on every woman at the bar,” Joe suggested.

Sam clutched his chest in mock offense. “My lines work. That’s how | close deals and open
bedroom doors. Can’t argue with results.”

Around 10 PM, Sam stood to leave, collecting the empty bottles.

“Thanks for this,” Joe said, walking him to the door. “l needed it, even if your advice is
questionable at best.”

Sam grinned. “My advice is excellent. You just don’t want to hear it.” His expression softened.
“Seriously though. Take care of yourself. And text me if you need anything. Even if it’s just
someone to drink beer with.”

After Sam left, Joe cleaned up the remaining evidence of their evening, his mind churning. Sam’s
words about Evie potentially changing, about the risk of her meeting someone else during her
assighment, had lodged themselves in his thoughts like splinters, small but persistently painful.

Was he being naive? Trusting that their life together would simply resume once her assighment
was complete? Evie had sounded so certain on the phone, her love a tangible force even across
the distance. But three months was a long time. People changed. Feelings changed.

Joe readied himself for bed, the apartment quiet around him. The blue light of his phone
illuminated his face as he scrolled through photos of Evie again, lingering on one taken just a
month ago.

She was looking slightly away from the camera, her profile backlit by sunset, a small smile on
her lips as if she knew a secret. Staring at the image, Joe realized that maybe she had. Maybe
some part of her had already been planning this departure, this transformation into someone
new. The thought sent a chill through him.



He set the phone down and turned off the light, darkness enveloping the room. Evie would
return. The question that now haunted him, thanks to Sam’s words, was which Evie would it be?

Evie’s alarm shattered the silence at 12 PM, yanking her from dreamless sleep. She fumbled for
her phone, squinting at the screen. 12 PM. Noon. In what alternate reality did hoon qualify as
morning?

She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. Joe would be taking his lunch break right now. He
was predictable that way, always brown bagging the same turkey sandwich, apple, and protein
bar. Sometimes, when deadlines loomed, she’d bring him something from that Japanese place
he loved, and they’d eat at his desk while he explained the latest problem with whatever project
he was working on. She’d nod as if she understood engineering principles, and he’d smile
because he knew she didn’t but appreciated her listening anyway.

The sheets tangled around her legs as she stretched. She took inventory of her body.
Surprisingly, nothing hurt too badly. Her calves were tight from hours in heels, and a dull ache
radiated from her hip flexors, but it was nothing compared to the agony she’d anticipated. Those
grueling training sessions with Lexi had paid off, preparing her muscles for the specific
demands of dancing.

Evie swung her feet to the floor and stood, momentarily dizzy as blood rushed from her head.
She steadied herself against the nightstand, then glanced at the time again. Her first official
debrief was scheduled for 1 PM at the yoga studio. No time to linger in memories of her old life.

She prepared coffee and a light breakfast of yogurt with granola. Her appetite hadn’t fully
returned, still suppressed by the lingering adrenaline of last night’s performances.

The yoga outfit came next. Black leggings and a fitted tank top beneath a loose gray pullover. Her
cover for the weekly meetings was a standing private yoga session. It was overpriced and
exclusive, the kind of self care indulgence that aligned perfectly with Vanessa Blake’s persona.
Evie grabbed a water bottle and yoga mat she wouldn’t actually use.

The yoga studio occupied a converted storefront in a gentrifying neighborhood filled with similar
wellness businesses. “Serenity Flow” announced itself in minimalist lettering across frosted
glass, promising transformation through mindful movement. Evie pushed through the door at
precisely 1 PM.

A woman at the front desk looked up from her computer. “Can | help you?” she asked.
“l have a private session with Bryan at one,” Evie replied.
The woman nodded. “Of course. Just down that hallway, last door on the left.”

Evie nodded her thanks and headed down the corridor, her heartbeat quickening. This wasn’t
anxiety about meeting her handlers. It was the anticipation of finally unloading everything she’d
experienced, of momentarily shedding Vanessa Blake and speaking as herself.

Evie followed the directions, reaching the door marked “Private Instruction.” She knocked twice
and entered without waiting for a response. Both Grant and Lexi were waiting. Grant sat on a
folding chair while Lexi stood near the window, arms crossed.



Grant rose as Evie closed the door behind her. “Right on time,” he said, offering a small smile.
“How are you holding up?”

Before Evie could answer, Lexi stepped forward. “Let’s establish the protocol first. These
debriefs follow a specific structure.”

“Hello to you too, Lexi,” Evie muttered, dropping her yoga mat against the wall.

Grant gestured to the folding chairs arranged in a small circle. “Have a seat. Sorry about the
accommodations, but this arrangement gives us the most privacy.”

Once they settled, Grant opened a laptop. “As Lexi mentioned, we follow a specific protocol for
these sessions. Three areas. Intelligence gathering, cover maintenance, and progress
evaluation. We’ll record key points, but no audio or video.”

“We’ve been over this in training,” Evie said, “but | appreciate the reminder.”

“Good,” Lexi interjected. “Then let’s begin with intelligence gathering. Walk us through
everything from the audition to this morning. Focus on interactions with targets or potential
intelligence gatherers.”

Evie inhaled deeply, organizing her thoughts. She recounted her audition with Tanya, the tour
with Mia, her shopping expedition, and finally, her first shift at Elysium. She described the club’s
layout in greater detail than the briefing materials had provided, the security protocols she’d
observed, the hierarchy among the dancers, and most importantly, her brief meeting with Victor
Maddox.

“He called me to his office,” she explained. “Very calculated, very controlled. He gave me this
speech about power dynamics in the club. How the dancers actually hold the power over the
customers. The whole time, | felt like | was being evaluated, like he was running some kind of
assessment.”

Grant nodded, typing occasional notes. “His exact words about power? Can you remember?”

Evie closed her eyes, recalling the conversation. “He said most people believe the customers
hold all the power because they have the money, but in reality, the dancers hold the power. They
control desire, they dictate the terms of engagement, they determine how much or how little the
customer receives for his money.”

“Interesting,” Grant murmured. “Consistent with his control issues. What about Damien?”

“No direct interaction,” Evie replied. “He watch