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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Moscow State Secondary School No. 47, November 15, 1993

      The staff room at School Forty-Seven smells of sweat and decades of state-issued despair. Snow pounds the windows, stacking up against the glass like it’s trying to block us out from the rest of the world. The creaking radiators barely manage any heat, but Anya’s skin feels like fire beneath my hands.

      Her lips taste like the strawberry balm she smuggled back from her cousin in Berlin. Her fingers tangle in my hair as I press her against the bookshelf. Pushkin and Dostoevsky watch our little rebellion from their faded spines.

      “Aleksandra,” she breathes against my mouth. “What if someone comes?”

      “School ended an hour ago.” I place rough kisses against the soft skin of her throat, making her whimper. Her scent, a mix of stale soap and teenage hormones, makes my heart beat faster. “This place is dead now. There’s no one here. You think teachers hang around here any longer than they have to?”

      She arches against me as my fingers slip beneath her uniform skirt. This is what I want. This intensity. This wildness. It fills my head and has nothing to do with politics, proper behavior, or the boys who orbit me with their pathetic devotion.

      This.

      Anya gasps as my fingers push below her underwear, past the smoothness of her skin, the soft hair, and between her lips. She’s already swollen despite her protests. I’ve touched her enough now to know how much she wants this, and she moans in my ear as I fumble with her clit, the key to opening her legs. The moment they do, I push in further to touch her properly, slide inside. Her eyes flutter shut, and I gasp too as her wet warmth grips me tight. I push my fingers in further and then back out, repeating the movement, over and over, reveling in how hot and sticky I make her. My clit throbs with excitement so hard it’s as though I’m touching myself. Last time she came over my fingers and I made her lick it, then didn’t wash my hand all day.

      Her weight under my wrist gets heavier and I know her knees are weakening. I know because she tells me that’s how it feels. Anya never touches me. Only I bring pleasure to her, then she watches as I bring pleasure to myself.

      But today I can’t wait. I reach under my skirt, past damp underwear and groan when my fingers feel how huge my clit has grown. I will come hard as I watch her face, my fingers working their magic.

      We’ll come together.

      The door creaks open behind us.

      I almost ignore it—nothing should stop us now, not when we’re this close. But Anya’s eyes snap wide with terror, and I recognize that look. That primal fear, like the deer I hunt with my grandfather. That moment when they realize the hunter has found them. I slip my hands out from under our skirts and turn slowly, keeping my body between her and whoever just walked in on us.

      Literature teacher Arkady Petrov stands in the doorway like death in a regulation cheap suit. His thin face wears a smile that makes every instinct I have scream danger. His eyes catalog what he’s seeing, taking his time, knowing he has the upper hand.

      “Well, well.” His voice is soft, almost oily. “What fascinating after-school activities we have here.”

      Anya scrambles to fix her skirt, her entire body shaking. I’m already working all the angles to get us out of this. One door. One window, three stories up. No other exits.

      “Mr. Petrov.” I keep my tone respectful. “We were just leaving.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so.” He closes the door behind him, the coffin lid sliding into place. “Sit down, both of you. We need to have a serious discussion about appropriate behavior.”

      Anya drops into a desk chair like her legs gave out. Her face has gone whiter than the snow outside. I remain standing because sitting feels like surrender, and I don’t surrender.

      “Aleksandra.” His voice sharpens. “Sit down. Now.”

      “I will continue to stand.”

      His smile gets wider, hungrier. “Of course you will. Always been difficult, haven’t you? Always thinking you’re better than the rest of us.”

      He moves closer, and I track every step. He favors his left leg—old injury, probably from the war. Weakness I can use if this goes where I think it’s going.

      “You know, I’ve been watching you two for weeks.” He backs me up against the edge of the desk, and I glance over my shoulder, looking for anything I can use to potentially fend him off. “The way you look at each other. The touching. The notes you pass. It’s disgusting.”

      “There’s nothing disgusting about⁠—”

      “Quiet!” His voice cracks like a whip. Anya flinches so hard she nearly falls out of her chair. “I’m talking. You’re listening. That’s how this works.”

      He hovers over me, a predator sizing up prey, giving occasional glances towards Anya. “Now, I could report this to your parents. To the school administration. Can you imagine what they’d think about their precious daughters engaging in such... unnatural activities?”

      The fire in my system turns to ice. Father would kill me. Not metaphorically. He’d actually put a bullet in my head before he’d let me embarrass him.

      “But,” Petrov continues, and his voice drops to something that makes my skin crawl, “we could reach a different understanding. A private arrangement between the three of us.”

      He’s close enough now that I can smell him: coffee, cigarettes, and the stench of sad desperation. Yet, he reaches toward my face with the confidence of a man who thinks he’s already won.

      “You’re a beautiful girl, Aleksandra. Beautiful girls have opportunities that others don’t.”

      His fingers brush my cheek. I let him touch me, keeping my face blank while my mind calculates the exact amount of force needed to make this stop.

      “I could teach you things,” he whispers, his breath hot against my ear. “Important things. How to please a man properly. How to show gratitude for protection and discretion.”

      His hand slides down to my shoulder, then grabs my breast roughly. I freeze as he reaches for his belt with his other hand.

      “Let’s see what that pretty mouth can do.” His fingers fumble with his trousers. “Those full lips...” Anticipation forms in beads of sweat on his forehead, and when he frees himself, I feel the gentle nudge of him press against me. “How to behave like a proper young woman should.”

      I move faster than thought.

      The letter opener I glanced at earlier screams at me—silver, sharp, probably a teacher’s inheritance from a long-dead relative. My hand closes around it in one fluid motion. No hesitation. No moral debate. Just action.

      The blade goes between his ribs in one clean thrust. He makes a sound, half gasp, half wheeze. His eyes go wide with shock, then confusion, like he can’t quite believe what just happened.

      “You—” he begins, then it chokes in his throat.

      I twist the blade and step back. He staggers, looks down at the handle protruding from his chest. His hands reach toward it. Red spills across his once-white shirt. Then he collapses like a marionette with cut strings.

      The silence that follows is complete. No sounds from outside. No heating system groaning. No breathing from Anya, who’s frozen in her chair like a statue.

      I look down at Mr. Petrov. His eyes stare at nothing. Blood spreads slowly beneath him, dark against the scuffed wooden floor.

      I feel nothing but calm.

      That should terrify me. Instead, it feels like the most natural thing in the world.

      “Aleksandra?” Anya’s voice is barely a whisper. “What did you do?”

      I turn to look at her. She’s pressed back in her chair, hands covering her mouth, tears streaming down her cheeks like she’s watching the world end.

      “I protected us.”

      “You killed him!”

      “Yes.”

      My answer is simple. True. Unchangeable. Yet it gives my actions form, a new reality, as though I had written them in chalk.

      I walk to his desk and pick up the telephone. My hands are perfectly steady as I dial the number I’ve memorized but hoped I’d never need—the emergency line that connects directly to my father’s private office.

      “Major Sokolov speaking,” the voice answers.

      “This is Aleksandra Volkonsky,” I say. “I need to speak to Colonel-General Volkonsky immediately. Tell him his bastard daughter has a situation that requires his help.”

      “One moment, Miss Volkonsky,” he replies with crisp military control. If he is surprised, he doesn’t let it leak into his voice. “If you can give me the details, I can ensure you receive assistance.”

      I explain my situation and am almost surprised to realize he seems primed to take such a call. Perhaps my father has warned his staff about me.

      I hang up and look at Anya, who’s staring at me like I’ve turned into someone or something she doesn’t recognize. Maybe I have.

      “They’ll be here in fifteen minutes,” I tell her calmly. “You need to go and act like you were never here. You went straight home after school. If anyone asks, you were with your grandmother helping her with her sewing. Do you understand?”

      She nods frantically, tears still streaming.

      “Go. Use the back stairs. Don’t let anyone see you.”

      She stumbles toward the door, then stops and looks back. “Aleksandra, I⁠—”

      “Go,” I say firmly, but my tone isn’t unkind. “And Anya? This afternoon didn’t happen, not us, or what you saw, or even this conversation. None of it.”

      She runs like the building’s on fire.

      I sit down in the largest leather chair and wait. Blood continues spreading across the floor in interesting patterns, following the natural slope of the room. Soon it will reach my shoes. I should probably move, but I don’t. There’s something about the way it flows around the desk legs that mesmerizes me.

      Fourteen minutes later, two men I don’t recognize arrive. They wear dark suits and carry bags they begin to unpack, barely glancing in my direction. A plastic body bag is unfurled, opened, and laid out. Between them, they lift Petrov, rough and fast, without checking his pulse, then my mother arrives.

      She surveys the scene with the detached interest of a scientist examining a specimen. Her eyes linger on the letter opener, still jutting from Petrov’s chest. Then she looks at me.

      “Tell me exactly what happened,” she asks as Petrov’s ashen face disappears beneath the rising zipper.

      I tell her everything: every word he said, every move he made, every decision I took in response. Mother listens without interruption, her jaw tensing—the only tell of her concern.

      “I can’t help you with this, Aleksandra,” she says, her voice measured. “You’ve gone too far this time. It will be your father who decides what happens now.”

      “And what will he do with me?”

      “I don’t know.” Her honesty is more frightening than any lie. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “I’m not sorry,” I tell her, as I tilt my chin up and meet her disappointed gaze. She lets out a huff of air and averts her eyes.

      I mean what I say. Colonel-General Volkonsky may worry my mother and even his legitimate family, but not me.

      The men mop the last of the blood from the floor, gathering cloths and gloves in a large trash bag, taping it tightly closed, and throwing it on top of the body bag now waiting by the door.

      All that remains of Arkady Petrov is a patch of worn wood, paradoxically burnished to a shine by his own blood.

      “You are too much like your father.” She drops a bag on the floor in front of me. “You are to undress. Leave everything here. There are clean clothes in there.” She nods to the bag between us. “Your father will meet us at home.”
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      Provence, Present Day

      The raspberries are overripe this year. Sun-fat and barely hanging on, their skins split at the lightest pressure, bleeding juice before I can coax them into the basket. I prefer them like this: savage with sweetness. On the edge of decay. The kind of fruit you don’t eat politely but with your fingers, staining every part of your lover’s body they touch.

      The vines stretch in disciplined rows behind me, orderly and expectant, waiting for the cool nights to finish what summer started. We grow Grenache and Mourvèdre mostly, tucked into the hills just east of Saint-Saturnin-lès-Apt, where the air tastes of limestone and lavender. From this height, you can see the ocher cliffs in the distance, glowing like embers against the sky.

      The house is older than it looks: drystone walls, blue shutters faded to gray, a tiled roof that sings when the mistral hits. We don’t advertise. We don’t host weddings. We don’t sell the wine we grow, at least not directly. This place was never meant to be shared with anyone other than my closest allies. My chosen family.

      I kneel between two raspberry canes on the north slope, where the sun softens by afternoon and the soil stays cool underfoot. A basket rests at my hip, half full of berries so dark they bleed garnet. They’ve reached the dangerous stage, where one touch too eager turns promise into pulp.

      I pluck one from the cane. It’s warm from the sun, velvet skin giving way to pulp and seed and sugar. I’m about to place it in the basket when I see her.

      A woman, walking down the cypress-lined path like she belongs here.

      She doesn’t.

      My hand tightens. The raspberry bursts between my fingers with a soft, wet squelch. Juice slides down my palm, sticky and dark. The scent rises, heady, cloying, almost obscene.

      And just like that, I’m back to where this life started.

      Anya. Thighs parted. Breath catching. My fingers buried in her soft heat. That same ripeness. That same surrender. A sweetness that clung to my skin all day, long after I’d made her taste herself.

      I blink the memory away, but the scent of fruit and long-past innocence lingers in the heat.

      The woman is closer now, but she still hasn’t seen me. She never does until it’s too late. Nothing ever changes.

      Yelena Federova. The woman who taught me that cruelty could wear Chanel and still leave fingerprints on your throat. Her hair catches the afternoon light, auburn threaded with silver she’s stopped bothering to hide. The linen of her shirt sticks to her collarbone where perspiration has begun to gather, but she hasn’t acknowledged the heat. She never acknowledges weakness, not even from the Provençal sun.

      My first mirror. My first equal, for a time. My first lesson: how hunger masquerades as strategy until it’s impossible to tell the two apart.

      We bled together at Vympel. Learned anatomy from cadavers whose skin had the same temperature as the training rooms in January. Practiced pressure points on each other until we knew precisely how much force would incapacitate, how much would maim, how much would kill, though mercifully, neither succeeded on the latter score. For three years, we existed in the space between partnership and predation, close enough to share breath during sparring, intimate enough to know exactly which nerve clusters would drop the other to her knees.

      The sex had been reconnaissance. Each touch designed to gather intelligence, every gasp cataloged for future use. We fucked the way we sparred, looking for openings, testing defenses, never quite letting our guard down, even in climax. Each encounter was a field report disguised as intimacy, intelligence gathering conducted with teeth and tongue and the kind of focused attention that could break someone’s resolve as efficiently as breaking their bones.

      There were others after Vympel. My husband, of course, poor, doomed Lev with his lithium empire and his pathetic need to be dominated by a woman who understood power. And a succession of women, before, during, and after my marriage to him. Each one selected, consumed, and ultimately discarded when she’d served her purpose. Brilliant creatures, beautiful creatures, all of them delicious in their own way. But make no mistake, every one of them served a purpose.

      But Yelena was a constant thread running through it all. Our country made that cyclical hunger inevitable. For twenty-five years, we maintained this dance, with months apart, then she’d appear with a task and a reckoning that left us both bruised and satisfied and already calculating the next encounter.

      Until I renegotiated my terms with Moscow. Until I stopped being anyone’s asset to handle.

      I watch her approach from my position among the canes. She’s scanning the vineyard with that automatic awareness that never switches off, cataloging exits, sight lines, potential threats. Old habits from a woman who’s spent decades believing she controls the uncontrollable.

      Twenty-odd years ago, this might have entertained me.

      Federova doesn’t visit without reason. Never has. Our relationship, professional, personal, and sexual, exists in carefully defined parameters we’ve negotiated over years of mutual fascination, necessity, and mistrust. She calls when Moscow needs something. I answer when it suits me. We dance around each other with the dangerous familiarity of former lovers and former enemies who know exactly where all the scars are hidden.

      But showing up unannounced and here? That’s new.

      That’s concerning.

      I stay perfectly still, watching her pause at the twisted old olive tree where the path splits toward the house and the winery. She’s older than when I last saw her eighteen months ago. The years are catching up, gravity winning its slow war against the sharp beauty that once made her so effective in the field.

      She turns toward the house, and I could let her go. I could stay with the blood of the raspberries and deal with whatever brought her here on my terms, in my time.

      But that would suggest I’m hiding from her.

      I’m not hiding from anyone.

      I stand, brushing soil from my knees. The movement catches her attention, a peripheral awareness that never fully switches off. She turns, and when she sees me, her mouth curves into what might pass for a smile if you didn’t know how to read the calculation behind it.

      “Suzette.” Her voice carries across the vineyard with that blend of assumed authority and intimacy she’s relied on for too many years. The Russian accent has been softened by decades of international work, but it’s still there in the way she shapes my new name. At least she knows better than to call me Aleksandra; that would be unforgivable. Even if I remember the way she said it during those long nights when we’d fight and fuck and fight again until neither of us could tell where the mission ended and the personal began.

      “Yelena.” I don’t move toward her. I don’t invite her closer. The same distance I’ve maintained out of respect. My wife never had to lower herself to asking me to stop seeing Yelena. She would have simply killed her. “This is unexpected.”

      “Is it?” She begins walking in my direction with unhurried confidence. “You’ve been very quiet lately. Too quiet.”

      I pick another raspberry, perfectly ripe, and place it carefully in my basket. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Growing fruit.” There’s amusement in her tone, tinged with something that might be condescension. “How… domestic.”

      She stops just outside the natural boundary of my personal space: close enough to assert familiarity, far enough to maintain respect.

      “What do you want, Yelena?”

      Her smile widens, revealing teeth that are still perfect, still white. “Direct as always. I’ve missed that about you.”

      I wait. Silence is my weapon.

      “There’s been talk,” she says finally. “In certain circles. About your… extracurricular activities.”

      My hand stills on the raspberry cane. “I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Your recent investments. Your business partnerships. The people you’ve been seen with.” Her eyes are steady on mine, searching for a reaction. “Moscow is… curious.”

      Curious. Such a delicate word for what I know is really suspicion, investigation, and surveillance. The machinery of state paranoia grinds slowly but inevitably toward anyone who operates outside its direct control.

      “I’m retired,” I say mildly.

      “Are you?” She steps closer now, close enough that I can smell her perfume, expensive, French, chosen to project sophistication and power. “Because from where I sit, it looks like you’re busier than ever.”

      The raspberry in my fingers is warm and soft. I could crush it so easily. Instead, I place it gently in the basket with the others.

      “What exactly are you suggesting?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything.” Her hand moves almost imperceptibly toward her purse. Not a weapon. Federova is too smart for crude intimidation. Documents, perhaps. Photographs. Evidence of whatever suspicions have brought her here. “I’m simply observing that retirement seems to agree with you remarkably well for someone with your… background.”

      Is she really here on some sort of crude fact-finding mission? Surely she can’t have sunk to such low levels.

      But it seems someone’s been watching me. Perhaps I’ve grown too comfortable believing I’m being left alone. If there has been chatter, questions about my businesses, my associates, and my new life, then those questions Moscow won’t like, especially when they don’t have answers. Is Federova here to determine whether I’ve become a problem that needs solving?

      The interesting question is whether she’s here as a friend or an enemy.

      With her, the distinction has always been academic.

      “I appreciate your concern,” I say, my voice carrying just enough edge to remind her I’m not one of her helpless assets. “But as you can see, I’m perfectly content with my quiet life.”

      Her laugh has edges that could draw blood. “Quiet. Yes, that’s one word for it.”

      She reaches into her purse and withdraws a manila envelope. Thick. Heavy. Whatever it contains, she holds it with conviction, no doubt believing its contents will change the balance of power in this conversation.

      “Perhaps you’d like to explain these to me?”

      I take the envelope. Inside are photographs: surveillance shots taken with a long lens. Me entering a building in Geneva. Me sitting across from Giuseppe Caldado, an arms dealer with connections to nearly all conflicts in Eastern Europe. Me shaking hands with a woman who runs money-laundering operations through three different casino networks.

      All perfectly innocent meetings if you know the context.

      All perfectly damning if you don’t.

      “Interesting,” I murmur, flipping through the images with casual indifference. “Someone’s been very thorough.”

      “Someone always is.” Federova’s voice has lost its amused tone. “The question is whether that someone considers you an asset worth protecting or a threat worth eliminating.”

      And finally we reach the real conversation: the play beneath the game.

      She wants something from me. Something more than money, more than information, more than the occasional favor that defined the later years of our relationship.

      She wants control.

      And she’s prepared to use whatever leverage these photographs represent to get it.

      I close the envelope and hand it back to her. “These could be anything.”

      “They could be.” She slips the envelope back into her purse with satisfied precision. “But we both know they’re not.”

      A bee buzzes past my ear, heavy with pollen and summer heat. In the distance, I hear a tractor starting up, one of my local vintners beginning their afternoon work.

      Normal sounds. Peaceful sounds. The kind that belong to life here, far from Moscow’s paranoia and Washington’s suspicion or London’s endless bureaucratic scheming.

      “What do you want, Yelena?” I ask again, because the dance has reached its inevitable conclusion.

      Her smile falters, just for a moment, before reforming into something more honest. More desperate.

      “There’s someone we need you to reach.”

      I almost smile. Moscow has a problem, and they need the one person who’s never failed to come to their rescue: the person who could turn a priest into a smuggler, a banker into a money launderer, a politician’s wife into a blackmail operation.

      Me.

      “Someone?” I let mild curiosity color my voice, though we both know I’m already three steps ahead of wherever this conversation is going.

      “Someone important. Someone with access.” Her professional mask is slipping now, revealing the pressure she’s under. “Someone who’s proven… resistant to conventional approaches.”

      I almost laugh. Conventional approaches. As if Moscow’s idea of subtlety isn’t a polonium cocktail or a convenient fall from a high window.

      “And you thought of me.”

      “We always think of you.”

      Is she desperate? She must be, to use honesty to win me over.

      “There’s never been anyone you couldn’t turn, Aleksandra. Never been a target you couldn’t manipulate into exactly what we needed them to become, or deliver us the impossible.”

      She’s right, of course. It is my gift, seeing what people want most, what they fear most, and using that knowledge to reshape them into willing instruments. The same gift I used on her, night after night, year after year, until we both forgot whether we were fucking or fighting or simply destroying each other by degrees.

      I was very, very good at making people into toys.

      “And if I decline?”

      “Then I’m afraid your quiet retirement might become significantly less quiet… and somewhat shorter than you’d hoped it might be.” The threat returns, and this time she adds teeth. The photographs were just theater, a show of strength before getting down to the endgame.

      I look at this woman who’s haunted the edges of my life for too many years, who’s been sent here not as a hunter but as a supplicant, who’s traveled all this way to ask for the one thing I’ve always been best at.

      And I smile again.

      Because Yelena Federova has made the same mistake everyone makes with me.

      She thinks this is about leverage, threats, and compliance: how to force or coerce my cooperation.

      But I’ve been playing this game since I was sixteen years old, and I know the real negotiation isn’t whether I’ll take the job.

      It’s how much Moscow is willing to pay for it.

      And my rates have gone up considerably since retirement.

      “Well,” I say, bending to collect my basket of overripe raspberries, fruit so dark and sweet it’s guaranteed to stain everything it touches. “I suppose we’d better go inside and discuss my fee.”
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      Provence, Present Day

      I lead Yelena through the house without speaking. Past the kitchen where hanging copper pots catch the afternoon light, past the sitting room with its faded Persian rugs and up the stone steps worn smooth by centuries of past vintners.

      My study is in the southern corner of the villa. I chose this room because of the consistent soft light which flows through windows on both walls, although heavy curtains can seal it completely when privacy demands. Bookshelves crammed with publications in five different languages line the rest of the room. An eclectic mix of first editions—Voltaire, Balzac, Beauvoir—alongside my more frivolous guilty pleasures, such as those fast and dirty reads written by Anna Stone. Now there is a woman I’d like to compare strategies with one day. They sit apart from my more practical collection on viticulture, soil composition and a waterboarding-for-dummies manual. A rosewood desk dominates the center, its surface clear except for a leather blotter, a Montblanc pen and a crystal paperweight that conceals a recording device.

      This is where I conduct my real business when in Europe. From multi-million acquisitions to the orchestrated downfall of more than one government. It’s always so much easier when a head of state departs voluntarily of their own free-will rather than in uncivilized blood-shed. I smile every time I think of the unfortunate fates of the men who thought themselves untouchable.

      “Amber has gone to the village,” I say, settling into the leather chair behind my desk. I don’t mean to frighten Yelena by announcing my wife’s proximity but rather to give her the courtesy of a friendly warning. “Getting fresh bread from the boulangerie and whatever else we need for dinner. She won’t be back for an hour.”

      Yelena’s eyebrows lift with barely concealed amusement. “How... domestic. The famous Amber Kozlova, reduced to grocery shopping in provincial France.” Her smile is sharp with amused satisfaction. “Marriage has turned the wolf into a baba.”

      Yelena takes the chair across from me, crossing her legs in a single movement. The linen of her trousers pulls tight across her thighs. She knows I notice. She’s counting on it. Although she usually struggles to keep her legs closed in my presence.

      “Pity,” she says, though her tone suggests it’s anything but. “I was looking forward to reacquainting myself with the infamous Kozlova. The woman who tamed my wild, untamable Aleksandra.”

      “No one tamed me.” My voice carries just enough edge to remind her that whatever games we’re about to play, I set the rules. “I chose differently. And I was never yours.”

      “Of course.” She fixes me with a slow smile, then moves her focus to her purse and withdraws a tablet, her fingers glancing across the screen. “Shall we discuss why I’m here?”

      “By all means.”

      She turns the tablet toward me. The screen shows a photograph, a woman in her early forties, handsome, with dark hair, intelligent eyes, with a smile that’s been PR focus-grouped for maximum trustworthiness.

      “Dr. Nora Pelletier,” she says. “Forty-two years old, MIT PhD in artificial intelligence, founder and CEO of Lumithéon Technologies. Currently worth approximately twelve billion dollars and rising.”

      I study the image with professional interest. “Impressive resume. What’s she done to earn Moscow’s attention?”

      “It’s what she’s about to do.” Yelena swipes to the next image. Technical schematics that mean nothing to me but everything, Yelena explains, to someone who understands defense applications. “Lumithéon has developed an AI system called HELIOS. Heuristic Enhanced Logistics & Integrated Operations System, supposedly for predictive analytics in supply chain management.”

      “Supposedly.”

      “In reality, it’s designed to integrate with NATO’s defense networks. Missile systems, air defense, early warning protocols. The Pentagon claims they’re buying software to optimize logistics. What they’re actually getting is a backdoor into every allied defense system in the Western world.”

      I lean back in my chair, reassessing the woman on the screen. “Is either the Pentagon or Dr. Pelletier unaware of this software’s true capabilities?”

      “The Pentagon seem oblivious to the secondary capabilities.”

      “And how do we know this?”

      Yelena’s face creases into almost a smile. “You know better than to ask, Aleksandra. That’s above your pay grade.”

      I roll my eyes. “So, you don’t know.”

      Moscow doesn’t hand out information, it carves it into slithers, hands them out like favors, and ensures no one has the full picture. It’s not miscommunication. It’s design. That’s how you build a state out of secrets.

      “And Pelletier?”

      “Oh, she’s aware.” Yelena’s expression grows grave. “She designed them herself. The question is whether she’s working for Washington... or whether she could be persuaded to work for us.”

      The implications crystallize instantly. The development of an AI system with access to allied defense networks, controlled by someone Moscow could influence, or even better, control. The ability to disable air defenses, disrupt communications, create windows of vulnerability that could be exploited in any number of ways.

      It’s elegant. Seismic. And exactly the kind of operation that requires someone with my skill set.

      “What makes her resistant to conventional approaches?” I ask.

      “She’s brilliant. Paranoid. Surrounds herself with the best security money can buy.” Yelena swipes to another image— Pelletier at what appears to be a charity gala, surrounded by beautiful women and strong men built like oxen, each one a six-foot insurance policy with zero survival instinct. “More importantly, she’s completely uninterested in money, power, or ideology. Our people have tried our usual approaches, bribery, blackmail. Nothing works.”

      “Everyone wants something.”

      “That’s what we’re counting on.” She sets the tablet aside and fixes me with those pale gray eyes that once set my blood on fire. “The question is whether you’re interested in finding out what that something is.”

      I consider the woman on the screen. Brilliant but isolated. Wealthy but wanting. The kind of person who’s achieved everything she thought she wanted only to discover it wasn’t enough.

      My specialty.

      “What’s my timeline?”

      “Six weeks. HELIOS goes live with the Pentagon’s systems on December fifteenth. We need Pelletier firmly in our corner before then.”

      “And my fee?”

      Yelena’s smile falters slightly. This is the moment she’s been dreading. “Moscow is prepared to be... generous.”

      “How generous?”

      “Fifty million euros. Deposited in the account of your choice.”

      I laugh. Actually laugh. The sound echoes around the study despite the buffering of books.

      “Fifty million?” I shake my head, still smiling. “Yelena, darling, that’s insulting. My wine collection is worth more than that.”

      Her jaw tightens. “What did you have in mind?”

      I stand and move to the window, looking out over the vineyard. The sun is lower now, casting long shadows between the rows. In a few hours, this place will be bathed in golden light, utterly serene.

      “Two things,” I say without turning around. “First, I want complete lifelong protection for my family. Not physical protection but they will be considered off-limits, untouchable to coercion, manipulation or any one of the games our glorious leadership enjoy playing. I want it official, documented, and backed by consequences severe enough to make even your people think twice.”

      “That’s... complicated.”

      “You asked what I wanted. I’m telling you.” I turn back to face her, leaning against the window frame. “Second, I want my complete file from Moscow. Every page, every operation, every lie you’ve told me about my own life. No redactions. No national security exceptions. I want to know every decision maker, every influencer that played a part in my journey.” I use my therapist’s choice of wording.

      The color drains from Yelena’s face. “Aleksandra, you know I can’t⁠—”

      “You can’t authorize it,” I agree, moving back toward my desk with deliberate slowness. “But you can take my demand to them. You can make Moscow understand that this is the price of my cooperation.”

      It’s a rare thing, to be handed leverage that could tip the scales of nations. Rarer still to know exactly what to ask for in return. I can name my price—the only two things that matter to me.

      My family.

      And the knowledge I require to deliver retribution, on my own terms.

      “Those files are classified at the highest levels. Some of that information could destabilize⁠—”

      “I don’t care.” I perch on the edge of my desk, close enough that she has to tilt her head back to meet my eyes. “I’ve spent too many years being everyone’s perfect weapon. Now I want to know the details of the hands which forged me.”

      Yelena shifts in her chair, a barely perceptible movement that brings her knees together. I’ve rattled her. Good.

      “Moscow will never agree to those terms.”

      “Then Moscow will be forfeiting ready access to the greatest military advantage it’s had this side of the Tsar Bomba.” I lean forward slightly, close enough to smell her perfume, to see the pulse beating at her throat. “Or maybe they’ll find someone else who can turn a paranoid tech billionaire into a willing asset in six weeks. Good luck with that.”

      She’s breathing faster now, pupils dilated despite the bright afternoon light. Twenty-five years of history between us, and her body still responds to my proximity like frost cracking in sunlight. “You always did enjoy impossible negotiations,” she says, the tiniest quaver in her voice.

      “I enjoy winning.” I reach out and adjust the edge of her linen top, just barely grazing the skin of her throat with my fingertips. “Do you remember Prague, Yelena? That arms summit where you thought you were so clever, playing both sides against the middle?”

      Her breath catches. “Aleksandra...”

      “You wore that black dress. The one with the slit up the thigh that made every man in the room forget his wife’s name.” My fingers trace along her collarbone, barely touching. “Including that defense minister from Belgium. Poor man couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

      “We should focus on⁠—”

      “On what? The mission?” I smile, letting my hand fall away from her skin. “This is the mission, darling. Understanding what motivates people. What they want. What they fear. What makes them betray everything they thought they believed in.”

      Yelena’s hands grip the arms of her chair. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is that you wanted him. The defense minister. Wanted to see if you could make him abandon thirty years of marriage for one night with a woman he couldn’t have.” I circle behind her chair, voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “So I gave you what you wanted. Made you come so hard against the hotel bar that he heard you gasp from across the room.”

      Her knuckles are white now. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Was it?” I rest my hands on the back of her chair, leaning down until my lips are almost touching her ear. “Because you’re responding exactly the same way now. Heart racing. Breath shallow. That flush you get when you’re trying not to think about my mouth on your⁠—”

      “Stop.”

      The word is sharp, desperate. I straighten, satisfied.

      “Moscow wants something from me,” I say, returning to my chair as if nothing has happened. “I’ve told you my price. The only question is whether they want it badly enough to pay.”

      Yelena takes a shaky breath as she stands, smoothing creased linen with hands that are now less sure. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”

      “I’m playing the only game that matters.” I pick up the pen in front of me and spin it between my fingers. “Power.”

      The sound of a car in the drive interrupts whatever she might have said next. Gravel crunching under tires, the soft whisper of an expensive engine cooling. Yelena glances toward the window, and her face hardens as realization dawns.

      “Your baba returns early,” she says, her voice now cold with sarcasm.

      I check my watch and smile. “Actually, she’s exactly on time. Amber’s very precise about everything.”

      The dismissive amusement drains from Yelena’s face as footsteps approach the stairs. Not the casual pace of someone returning from errands, but the measured rhythm of a hunter who’s sensed disturbance in her territory. Familiar rhythm, measured pace. The door opens without a knock—only one person has that privilege in this house.

      Amber appears in the doorway, wearing jeans and a blue shirt, a canvas bag of groceries in one hand. Cropped dark hair, no makeup, looking like any other butch woman who’s spent the afternoon running domestic errands. Except for her eyes. Her pale blue eyes sweep the room, cataloging everything—me behind the desk, Yelena stiff in the guest chair, and the crackle of unfinished business still thick in the air.

      “Am I interrupting?” Her voice is deceptively mild, but I catch her stillness that means she’s already calculating fourteen different ways she could kill Yelena without dropping the groceries.

      Yelena straightens in her chair, her earlier amusement evaporating as she recognizes her mistake. Amber is no baba. She is a trained killer who enjoys a decent baguette.

      “Not at all.” I smile, genuinely pleased to see her as I always am. “Yelena was just leaving.”

      Yelena stands.

      “Major Kozlova… Ambra,” she adds using Amber’s given Russian name, as she meets my wife’s gaze. “Good to see you have also settled into temporary retirement.”

      “Major Federova,” Amber says, setting the grocery bag down on the edge of my desk without making a sound. Such an innocuous gesture, the placing down of some bread, wine and vegetables but as my wife turns her focus entirely on Yelena, her hands free, the vibration of the room alters to something far more sinister. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “A fleeting visit.” Yelena’s tone attempts dismissal, but there’s the tiniest of tremors beneath it now. She’s realized that underestimating my wife was a potentially fatal error. “I had business with your wife.”

      “That is nice.” Amber pushes the door closed with a thump of her foot, her eyes never leaving Yelena. The resulting soft thud as the exit is closed sucks the air from the room. “I do hope you’ll stay for dinner. I bought enough food to feed an army. Or bury one.”

      The hatred between them practically runs down the walls. Yelena has the power of Moscow behind her, the authority of a major intelligence service, the backing of a nuclear state. But she also knows that none of that would save her if Amber decided she was a threat to her family. The FSB may or may not eventually avenge her death, but they wouldn’t prevent it. And Amber would make sure she enjoyed every moment of her demise.

      I stand and make my way around to my wife’s side, placing a hand on her shoulder and allowing it to slide down her toned bicep. As much as my wife’s occasional jealous tendencies and death are weighty aphrodisiacs, Yelena could broker me a deal for something I have always wanted. My unabridged history. Besides I enjoy the way Yelena’s jaw tightens at our casual intimacy.

      “Yelena was just explaining Moscow’s latest proposition,” I say, breaking the silence before Amber decides to prove how un-civilian she remains at heart. “She needs time to consult with her superiors about my terms.”

      “Ah.” Amber’s muscles relax under my touch. “Another recruitment attempt. How... persistent.”

      “Indeed.” Yelena rises and gathers her things with dignity, each gesture controlled and deliberate, suggesting she’s choosing to believe she is leaving of her own volition rather than being driven out. “Suzette, I’ll need a few days to present your... requirements to the appropriate parties.”

      “Of course.” I step back to give her access to the door, my hand sliding away from my wife’s arm as I move around the desk. “Give my regards to Moscow. And Yelena?”

      She pauses at the door. “Yes?”

      “Next time you want to negotiate with me, I suggest you come prepared to discuss real terms. This amateur hour routine might work on your usual assets, but we both know I’m not your usual anything.”

      Her smile is genuinely amused now, a grudging respect in her eyes. “No, Suzette. You never were.”

      She leaves without another word, footsteps echoing down the stairs and out of the house, and my mind wanders back to Vienna in the fall of 1995. John Mason, first blood.

      The sound of a car engine farther down the lane shakes me from my memory, then fades into the distance.

      Amber moves to the window, ensuring she really has gone. “She’s more dangerous than she looks.”

      “They all are.” I pour myself a glass of wine from the bottle I keep in the study—a 2015 Châteauneuf-du-Pape. “What are you making for dinner?” With my forefinger I nudge the bag open and peer inside, suddenly hungry.

      “What did Moscow want this time?” she asks, ignoring my question.

      I tell her about Pelletier, about HELIOS, and Russia’s ambitions, about the timeline and the stakes. Amber listens without interruption.

      “You think the US doesn’t know what they’re buying? But Moscow does?” she asks when I finish. “And if Pelletier really had such a vital backdoor, then why not just steal the code? That would be their usual MO.”

      I shrug. Those were questions I’d asked myself. But part of setting my fee so high was to see how seriously Moscow considered this intelligence. I’d never know the source—not from the horse’s mouth, at least—but if they agreed to my fee, if they released my file to me, then I’d know they had concrete evidence. They would never pay that much without knowing exactly what they were getting in return.

      “And look how well their usual MO worked when they went after Zygna Tech,” I tell her. “They didn’t realize it had a kill switch. The operation was an international embarrassment. And nobody really believed it was just the North Koreans acting alone.”

      Zygna was a fintech firm in Zurich that had developed an AI model capable of accurately predicting crypto price swings—down to one-thousandth of one percent, six hours ahead of market movement. If Russia had acquired that AI, they could’ve covertly siphoned billions through anonymous wallets, funding black ops, evading sanctions, and fueling destabilization campaigns across Europe. The markets would never trace it, just a phantom whale riding six-hour prophecies, crashing economies while the original developers watched their company unravel and one of their own mysteriously vanish.

      But the geniuses at Zygna weren’t stupid. The kill switch obliterated the code and sent out an international alert that disclosed the user’s location: Petrovskaya Ulitsa 14, Moscow. FSB laboratories. They were left with nothing but political egg on their face, millions spent on an op that failed publicly and spectacularly.

      “No,” I say. “This time they don’t just want the code, they want the proverbial genius who built it. Brute force is being replaced by sophistication. And by that, I mean me.”

      “And if this goes wrong⁠—”

      “It won’t go wrong.” I set down my wine glass and meet her gaze. “I don’t fail at recruitment, darling. You know that.”

      “I know.” Her smile is cautious, she wants to believe me but her one weakness shows through. She cares too much for me. “But this isn’t just about recruitment anymore, is it? This is about what you asked for in return.”

      “My family’s protection and my own truth.” I nod. “Both long overdue.”

      “Moscow will never agree to those terms.”

      “Moscow will agree because they need me more than I need them.” I stand and move around the desk to where she’s sitting, leaning down to cup her face in my hands. “And because I’m very, very good at making people give me what I want.”

      Amber’s eyes darken. “Including me?”

      “Especially you.” I kiss her, slow and deliberate, tasting the faint traces of Jamaica Blue. When I pull back, her pupils are dilated. “Though with you, it was never about manipulation. It was about choice.”

      “And if I chose to tell you not to take this job?”

      “Then I wouldn’t take it.” She seems surprised. “But you won’t.”

      “Won’t I?”

      “No.” I straighten, moving back to the window where Yelena stood an hour ago. “Because you understand what those files could contain. What I might learn about my past, my training, the operations I’ve forgotten or had erased. You know how much I need those answers. You’d never stand in my way for something so important to me.”

      Amber is quiet for a long moment, considering. “And the target? Dr. Pelletier?”

      “Brilliant, paranoid, and completely isolated despite being surrounded by people who want to use her.” I turn back to face her. “My specialty.”

      “Your specialty is seeing what people really want and giving it to them.” Amber stands and moves to join me at the window. “What do you think she wants?”

      I look out over the vineyard, at the ordered rows of vines heavy with fruit. Then I think about a tech billionaire who has everything money can buy and nothing her soul actually needs.

      “Connection perhaps,” I say finally. “Maybe someone who sees her for who she actually is, not what she can provide. Someone who makes her feel understood, appreciated.”

      “Someone like you.”

      “Not someone like me. Me.” I smile, already working out my plan for getting under the skin of Dr. Nora Pelletier, transforming her from Moscow’s target into my asset. “This is going to be interesting.”

      Amber slips her arm around my waist. “I will always support you in gaining your desires… as long as you come back to me.”

      Her glimmer of uncertainty is endearing. I love her lack of entitlement when it comes to me. Deep down she knows she’ll always be mine, not exclusively, because we are realistic in our passions, but she is my chosen one, head of the pride.

      “Always.” I push my head back against my wife’s neck inhaling her scent, a subtle hint of sandalwood, but to me she always smells of arousal, my own.
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      Vienna, October 1995

      Vienna suffocates me with its perfection. Scrubbed and sanitized until it lacks the weight of real cities, the diesel-thick atmosphere that coats your throat and reminds you that survival isn’t guaranteed. Here, everything smells of roasted coffee and bourgeois propriety. It makes my skin crawl.

      I adjust the neckline of my dress—black, cut to display my legs and fitted to frame my breasts, my weapon that doesn’t require bullets. The seat I’ve chosen gives me direct sightlines to watch Mercer through the club’s smoke-hazed darkness. He’s exactly what Moscow’s intelligence suggested: mid-forties, soft around the middle where his CIA expense account has made him comfortable, and stupid enough to think with his dick when pretty girls smile at him.

      The music pounds through the speakers, some American song that’s probably topping charts back home. The bass line thrums through the floor and into my bones. Around us, Vienna’s young and wealthy gyrate against each other with desperate energy that comes from owning everything except purpose.

      Mercer’s been watching us for twenty minutes. Yelena and I make quite the picture—two brunettes in a corner booth, speaking in low whispers, eyes darting just enough to make us seem mysterious. She’s wearing deep blue silk that makes her skin look like porcelain. We’re irresistible bait, and he’s circling closer with each drink.

      “He’s moving,” Yelena murmurs against my ear, her breath warm against my skin. To anyone watching, we look like lovers sharing secrets.

      “Good. Remember, let him think he’s in control.”

      She nods. We’ve done this choreography before. Honey trap operations require perfect synchronization, and after two years of training together, we move like extensions of the same devious mind.

      Mercer slides into our booth without invitation, his aftershave preceding him. Too strong—the scent of a man trying to prove something to himself, or worse, mask something I’d rather not know about.

      “Ladies,” he says in English, then switches to heavily accented Czech. “Enjoying your evening?”

      His Czech is terrible, textbook pronunciation mixed with an American drawl that makes my teeth ache. But I smile like he’s just quoted Kafka.

      “Very much,” I reply in English, letting my accent carry that distinctive Czech musicality, with vowels that dance and consonants that whisper instead of bite. “Though it’s been rather quiet until now.”

      His eyes travel over me with the subtlety of a freight train. Typical American—everything obvious, everything graceless. He probably thinks he’s being charming.

      “Jack Mercer,” he says, extending his hand. His fingers are soft, nails manicured. The hands of someone who’s forgotten what real work feels like. “And you beautiful ladies are?”

      “Katka,” I lie smoothly, placing my hand in his. “And this is Eva.”

      Yelena inclines her head with faux shyness. She’s playing the quiet one tonight, letting me take the lead while she observes. It’s a good strategy—men like Mercer prefer to feel like they’re the most interesting person in the room.

      “Czech,” he says with satisfaction, as if he’s solved a puzzle. “I spent some time in Prague. Beautiful city.”

      “You know Prague?” I lean forward slightly, letting genuine curiosity color my voice. Men like Mercer love to talk about themselves, love to feel important. “What brought you there?”

      “Business,” he says vaguely, then leans closer. “Boring stuff. Let’s talk about more interesting things. Like what two gorgeous women are doing drinking alone in Vienna.”

      The conversation flows, and Mercer buys us drinks—expensive ones—and we let him. Yelena plays with her hair and laughs at his jokes. I touch his arm when he says something particularly clever. Basic seduction techniques that work because men like Mercer want to believe they’re irresistible.

      He tells us about his apartment in Josefstadt, about the business deal that brought him to Vienna, about how lonely it can be traveling for work. Each piece of information slots into the profile we’ve built. Divorced. No children. Few close friends. The kind of man who disappears for weeks without anyone noticing.

      “You know,” he says after his third whiskey, his hand finding my knee beneath the table, “my place isn’t far from here. Great view of the city. You ladies might enjoy seeing Vienna from a different angle.”

      I exchange a glance with Yelena. Her slight nod tells me she’s ready.

      “That sounds wonderful,” I say, covering his hand with mine. “But first, let me just…” I lean closer, ostensibly to whisper something intimate in his ear. Instead, I press the tip of the micro-needle against his neck. The paralytic enters his bloodstream with nothing more than a pinprick he’ll mistake for jewelry.

      He doesn’t even flinch.

      “What did you say?” he asks, pupils already beginning to dilate.

      “I said I’d love to see your apartment,” I repeat, louder this time. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      He blinks slowly, confused. The drug is designed to mimic alcohol intoxication—slower reflexes, impaired judgment, but still functional enough to walk and talk. In five minutes, he’ll be completely compliant.

      “‘Course I heard you,” he slurs slightly. “Thought you said something else.”

      Yelena slides out of the booth first, offering him her hand. “Come, Jack. Show us this famous view.”

      He stumbles slightly getting up, laughing at his own clumsiness. “Must be the whiskey. Good stuff here.”

      We support him between us as we make our way through the club—two concerned friends helping their drunk companion. The bouncer barely glances at us. Just another night in Vienna’s party district.

      The October air hits us, sharp and bracing. Mercer shivers, pulling his jacket tighter.

      “Cold,” he mumbles.

      “Not far now,” Yelena soothes, her arm linked through his. “Just around the corner.” It doesn’t occur to him that we already know where he lives.

      His apartment building is exactly what we expected—respectable and expensive. The lobby is marble and brass, polished to a shine that reflects our progress toward the nineteen-thirties antique elevator.

      Mercer fumbles for his key, hands shaking slightly. By the time we reach the third floor, he’s leaning heavily against the wall.

      “You okay?” I ask with false concern.

      “Fine,” he insists, though his voice is thick. “Just tired. Long day.”

      The apartment is sparse, functional. Basic furniture, generic art, nothing personal except a few clothes scattered on the bedroom chair. The space suggests someone passing through rather than living.

      Perfect for our needs. I snatch up a pile of files and reports, flicking through them before stuffing the ones we’re after inside my coat pocket.

      He collapses onto the couch, head lolling back against the cushions. His eyes are glassy now, pupils dilated to pinpricks.

      “Water,” he mumbles. “Need water.”

      “Of course,” Yelena says, moving toward the kitchen. But instead of water, she returns with a knife—eight inches of German steel that gleams in the apartment’s downlighting.

      Recognition flickers in his drug-clouded eyes. Too late, much too late, but still there.

      “You—” he tries to speak, but the paralytic has reached his vocal cords.

      “Shhh,” I say, standing behind him on the couch. “Don’t try to talk. It only makes it harder.”

      Yelena positions herself at his side, the knife steady in her grip. This is her specialty—quick, clean, minimal mess. She’s done this dozens of times, and it shows in the calm efficiency of her movements.

      “Any last words?” she asks, though we all know he can’t answer.

      His mouth moves soundlessly. Maybe he’s cursing us. Maybe he’s praying. Could be nothing at all.

      In one swift movement, she draws the blade across his throat.

      The cut opens like a smile, wide and deep. Blood flows in steady pulses, dark against his white shirt. His body jerks once, twice, then goes still. The whole thing takes less than thirty seconds.

      I watch his eyes lose focus, watch the life drain out of them like light from a dying bulb. There’s something almost peaceful about death when it comes this quickly. No prolonged suffering, no dramatic struggle. Just the transition from alive to not.

      Yelena wipes the knife clean on his jacket, movements precise and unhurried. Her pulse is elevated—I can see it jumping in her throat—but her hands are steady.

      “Time?” she asks.

      I check my watch. “Forty-three minutes since first contact.”

      “Efficient.”

      We don’t clean up. Protocol is simple: ghosts don’t leave traces, but they also don’t waste time erasing what doesn’t matter. By the time anyone finds the body, we’ll be back in Moscow, filing our reports and collecting our next assignment.

      The apartment’s back entrance leads to a service alley that runs behind the building. Vienna’s streets are quiet at this hour, most of the city tucked safely in their beds, dreaming of tomorrow’s mundane routines.

      The cold hits harder, cutting through our thin jackets. But neither of us acknowledges it. We’re both running on adrenaline now, the peculiar high that comes after successful completion of a mission. And death.

      We walk in silence for two blocks—just two women heading home after a night out. Nothing suspicious. Nothing worth remembering.

      It’s when we reach the shadowed doorway of a closed bakery that everything changes.

      Yelena stops suddenly, turns, and slams me back against the stone wall with enough force to knock the breath from my lungs. Before I can react, her mouth is on mine—not a kiss but a claiming, teeth scraping against my lower lip hard enough to taste copper.

      This is what always happens after. The mission ends, the target dies, and we explode into each other with the kind of desperate hunger that has nothing to do with affection and everything to do with being alive when someone else isn’t.

      Her tongue invades my mouth with bruising intensity. I respond with equal violence, grabbing fistfuls of her coat and pulling her closer. We’re both still trembling from the kill, from the adrenaline, from the particular intimacy of watching someone die.

      She shoves her thigh between my legs, pressing up hard against the seam of my dress. I gasp into her mouth, hips rolling forward involuntarily. The silk of my underwear is already damp—has been since we left the apartment, if I’m honest. Death makes me wet in ways I don’t fully understand.

      Her hand slides beneath my skirt, fingers finding the edge of my underwear. No hesitation, no gentle exploration. Just immediate, brutal need.

      “Fuck,” I breathe against her neck as two fingers slide inside me.

      She sets a punishing rhythm, curling her fingers upward like she’s trying to beckon something forward. My back scrapes against the rough stone, but I don’t care. The pain grounds me, keeps me present in my body instead of floating away on the tide of sensation.

      The alley is dark, but not empty. Anyone could walk by, could see us. The thought should caution me. Instead, it makes me wetter.

      I bite down on her shoulder, tasting salt and something metallic that might be blood or perhaps just memory. She grunts, fingers moving faster, thumb finding my clit—rough and hard.

      My orgasm builds fast and vicious, starting somewhere behind my navel and spreading outward like wildfire. I can hear how wet I am, the obscene sound of her fingers moving inside me echoing off the alley walls.

      “Come,” she whispers against my ear, voice rough with her own need. “Come for me, you beautiful killer.”

      The endearment makes me shatter. I clamp down around her fingers and fall apart, biting her shoulder to muffle the sound that wants to tear from my throat. My legs shake so hard I can barely stand.

      Before the aftershocks fade, I spin us around, pinning her against the wall with my full weight. Her pupils are blown wide, lips swollen from our violent kiss. She looks wild, dangerous, and so fucking beautiful.

      I drop to my knees on the dirty alley floor, yanking her dress up past her hips. The scent of her arousal hits me—sharp, musky, unmistakably Yelena. She’s soaked, inner thighs slick with evidence of her need.

      I don’t tease. This isn’t about seduction or romance. This is about hunger, about the need to devour and be devoured in return.

      I bury my face between her legs and feast.

      I lick her with broad strokes of my tongue, then focus on her clit. Her hands tangle in my hair, holding me in place like she’s afraid I’ll stop.

      Above me, she’s trying to stay quiet, but small sounds escape anyway—gasps and whimpers that get swallowed by the night air. I can feel her thighs trembling around my head, feel the tension building in her core.

      I slide two fingers inside her, matching the rhythm of my tongue. She’s tight, wet, clenching around me like she never wants to let go. The heel of one shoe scrapes against the stone wall as she struggles for purchase.

      When she comes, it’s with a strangled cry that she tries to muffle against her own hand. Her hips buck forward, grinding against my mouth, riding out the waves of pleasure until she’s boneless and shaking.

      I lick her clean with slow, deliberate strokes, savoring the aftershocks that make her twitch. When I finally pull away and stand, my knees are scraped raw and my face is wet with her.

      She grabs my coat and drags me up for another kiss, tasting herself on my lips. This one is different—less violent, more claiming. Like she’s marking me somehow.

      We’re both breathing hard when we break apart. The cold air raises goosebumps on our exposed skin, but neither of us moves to cover up.

      She reaches into her coat with hands that are finally steady, pulls out a pack of cigarettes. Lights one with a silver lighter, takes a deep drag, then passes it to me.

      I accept it gratefully, letting the burn of smoke ground me back in my body. The nicotine mixes with the lingering taste of her on my tongue.

      “Unprofessional,” she says finally, voice hoarse.

      I smile, lips still tingling from her taste. “Fucking perfect.”

      We smoke, two shadows pressed against cold stone in a Vienna alley. Tomorrow we’ll file our reports, collect our payment, pretend this never happened. But tonight, we’re just two killers who’ve found a way to feel alive.

      When the cigarette burns down to nothing, we adjust our clothes, smooth our hair, and transform back into respectable women who definitely haven’t just murdered someone and fucked in an alley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      London, Present Day

      The thing about flying business class when you’re accustomed to private jets is that every inconvenience becomes a reminder of what you’re pretending not to be. The seat that doesn’t fully recline. The champagne that isn’t Dom Pérignon. The man beside me who snored for three hours straight while I memorized every detail of Dr. Nora Pelletier’s life.

      Three hundred and forty-seven pages of intelligence reports, surveillance photos, financial records, and psychological assessments. I absorbed it all before we reached British airspace. Her birth certificate from Toronto General Hospital, academic transcripts from MIT, the mysterious eighteen-month gap in her employment history that no one’s been able to explain. The way she touches her left wrist when she’s nervous. Her preference for Burgundy over Bordeaux. The fact that she’s never had a relationship lasting longer than six months.

      By the time we began our descent into Heathrow, I knew Nora Pelletier better than most people know their own siblings.

      Still, first class would have attracted attention. Business class allows me to blend with the other well-dressed professionals who have legitimate reasons to fly from Nice to London at short notice. Just another successful woman attending meetings that couldn’t wait.

      My passport reads Francesca Marchetti, Italian wine consultant. Perfect cover for someone with my newly assumed accent and real-world business interests. The identity is solid, in the short term at least as it is based on ten years of constructed history, complete with a Milan address and references from actual vineyards who believe they’ve hired me for occasional consulting work.

      Moscow agreed to my terms with surprising speed. Too surprising. In my experience, when intelligence agencies capitulate that quickly, it means either they’re desperate or they’re lying. Usually both.

      I managed to avoid Victoria and Abby at Nice airport. The last thing I needed was curious questions about my sudden London trip when they’d come expecting three weeks of writing and intimate encounters. Poor Amber, left to manage houseguests and pretend everything’s normal while I’m across the continent playing games with people who kill for a living.

      The conversation we’d had about operational parameters still echoes in my mind. Amber’s careful questions about how far I’d be willing to go for the mission. My equally careful answers about necessity and boundaries. We’d reached an understanding about my appetites before we married, on both a personal and professional level… especially on a professional level given what may be required to achieve success. But then Amber knows me well enough to recognize that some hungers serve the mission as much as they serve myself. Besides, as she’d said with that wicked smile, a little jealousy only makes the reunion more intense.

      The baggage carousel at Heathrow moves with the sluggish efficiency of everything British. I watch designer luggage circle past, Louis Vuitton, Hermès, Rimowa, the occasional Coach, while calculating how long this mission will actually take. Six weeks feels optimistic when your target is paranoid enough to make Moscow resort to old-fashioned human intelligence.

      My own bag appears, black Tumi that says successful but not ostentatious. I lift it myself, trying not to wince at the indignity, but Francesca Marchetti is independent, capable, the kind of woman who handles her own affairs.

      The arrivals hall buzzes with the thrum of people, all so certain their needs are more important than those with whom they rub shoulders. Drivers hold signs with names I don’t recognize. Families embrace relatives they haven’t seen in months. Business travelers check phones while navigating toward the lifts to access onward travel: the Tube, buses, God forbid.

      I scan the crowd for my contact, looking for the cardboard sign that should read “F. Marchetti.” Instead, I find something much more interesting.

      Yelena Federova stands near the information desk, wearing a fitted charcoal gray suit. Wool blend fabric that mirrors how she blends into any environment. Stylish but operationally bland. Her auburn hair is shorter than it was at the vineyard, styled in a pixie cut that frames her face. She’s lost weight, not much, but enough to sharpen her cheekbones, to make her look hungry. Dangerous. Beautiful in the way a ten inch steel blade is beautiful.

      Our eyes meet across fifty feet of crowded terminal. For a moment, the professional mask slips, and I see something flicker across her face. Want. Recognition. The memory of post-mortal hunger and desperate hands, maybe?

      Then it’s gone, replaced by cool professionalism. She doesn’t smile, doesn’t wave, doesn’t acknowledge me at all. But she turns and walks toward the exit with an expectation to be followed.

      Out of sheer devilment I consider walking in the opposite direction, but Yelena is a woman who hides her humor well… as though it were a chicken nugget in a Happy Meal. So I follow, my pulse quickening despite my rational refusal to believe she has any effect on me. It’s just history.

      She’s waiting beside a black Range Rover in the pickup area, keys in her hand like she owns the vehicle. Which she probably does, or at least one of her aliases does, through some shell company Moscow keeps for exactly this purpose.

      “Francesca,” she says as I approach, voice carrying just enough Italian inflection to maintain my cover for anyone listening. “Welcome to London.”

      “Yelena.” I stop just inside her personal space, enough for her to quirk her eyebrows. “You really didn’t need to form the welcome committee. I’m a grown woman.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware of that.” She gives me a hint of suggestiveness in her eyes and turns to open the passenger door. “Moscow decided you might need local support.”

      I slide into the passenger seat, noting the controlled way she moves around the car, every step calculated for maximum effect—on me. She’s performing for my attention, and we both know it, and it’s working.

      “Local support,” I repeat as she starts the engine. “Or local supervision?”

      “Both.” She pulls into traffic with aggressive confidence, ignoring the blast of a horn from behind. “Moscow wants to ensure their investment is protected.”

      “Investment. Is that what I am now?”

      “You’re what you’ve always been, Suzette. The best we have at turning the unturnable.” She navigates through the airport’s road system, giving me a sideways glance. “But this target is different. Special. If you fail...”

      She trails off, letting the threat hang in the air like cordite.

      “If I fail, what?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

      “If you fail, Moscow will make sure you sleep with the fishes.” She glances at me, smiling at her own joke. “Isn’t that how Americans say it? Or perhaps you prefer our own countries version—you’ll be pushing up sunflowers.”

      “Pushing up sunflowers. How poetic.” I watch London scroll past the window. “And here I thought Moscow had developed a sense of humor.”

      “Oh, they have. They think it’s hilarious that you asked for your complete file.” Her smile turns sharp. “They also think you’re overestimating your own indispensability.”

      Interesting. Moscow agreed to my terms, but they’re angry about it. Which means they need me badly enough to pay my price, but they’re planning to collect interest later.

      “Tell me something I don’t already know about Dr. Pelletier,” I say, settling back in the leather seat.

      Yelena glances at me, eyebrow arched. “You’ve read the file.”

      “I’ve memorized the file. All three hundred and forty-seven pages. Born Toronto General Hospital, March 12th, 1987. MIT graduate summa cum laude. Founded Lumithéon at twenty-six with venture capital from three different sources, none of whom she’d met in person.” I watch the glass domes of Kew Gardens slide past on our left. “Eighteen-month employment gap between graduation and founding the company that no one’s been able to explain. Touches her left wrist when nervous. Drinks Burgundy exclusively. Never had a relationship longer than six months.”

      “Show-off,” Yelena murmurs, but there’s appreciation in her voice. “You always did have that freakish memory.”

      “Photographic memory isn’t freakish. It’s useful.” I turn to study her profile. “The question is why Moscow thinks I need local support when I already know everything there is to know about the target.”

      “Because knowing facts isn’t the same as understanding motivation.” She navigates through traffic with one hand, the other resting on the gear shift close enough that I could touch her fingers if I wanted to. “You know what Dr. Pelletier does, where she goes, how she behaves. But you don’t know why she’s afraid. Not yet.”

      “Security?”

      “Minimal. Two bodyguards, both women, ex-military but not intelligence-trained. She relies more on unpredictability than protection.” Yelena’s fingers drum against the steering wheel. “She changes hotels at the last minute, varies her routes, never eats at the same restaurant twice.”

      “Which suggests someone trained her in basic operational security.”

      “Or she’s naturally paranoid. Either way, conventional approaches haven’t worked. She’s turned down three different honey traps, ignored bribery attempts that would make lesser mortals weep, and laughed at blackmail material that was frankly insulting.”

      I study my old friend, as she scowls at the driver in front for being too slow, then pulling out sharply and overtaking. “You said Moscow went old school. How old school?”

      “Human intelligence. They have someone inside Lumithéon, her personal assistant, hired eight months ago through a placement agency Moscow controls.” Yelena’s smile is genuinely amused now. “Dr. Pelletier doesn’t trust digital calendars, doesn’t use email for sensitive communications, keeps her real schedule written in a paper diary that only her assistant sees.”

      “A tech billionaire who doesn’t trust technology.”

      “Ironic, isn’t it? The woman who’s created the most sophisticated AI defense system in existence refuses to use a smartphone.” Yelena exits onto the A4, heading toward central London. “She handwrites letters, pays for everything in cash, and changes the phone number for the old brick of a Nokia she uses every month.”

      This explains why Moscow’s cyber capabilities proved useless. You can’t hack someone who doesn’t engage with hackable technology. “What’s she afraid of?”

      “Unknown. Her background is clean, middle-class family from Toronto, full scholarship to MIT, built Lumithéon from nothing. No obvious trauma, no clear motivation for the paranoia.”

      “Relationships?”

      “Currently none. Not even friendships. She’s completely isolated despite being surrounded by people.” Yelena glances at me. “That’s where you come in.”

      I almost laugh. No wonder Moscow was desperate. A target who’s successfully resisted every conventional approach, who’s managed to stay off Moscow’s radar until her AI system became strategically crucial. Someone disciplined enough to live like it’s 1995 while building tomorrow’s technology.

      “She’s interesting,” I admit, though I already know she’s far more than interesting. Dr. Nora Pelletier is a locked box that changes its combination daily, protected by enough paranoia to frustrate three intelligence agencies.

      “She’s impossible. And she’s already here, checked into the Shangri-La.” Yelena’s fingers tighten on the steering wheel. “Three different agencies have tried and failed to flip her. The Americans think she’s already working for someone else. The Chinese assume she’s a CIA asset.”

      I watch Yelena’s hands as she drives, remembering how those fingers felt inside me in a Vienna alley over twenty years ago. How they shook afterward when she lit that cigarette. “What’s my approach?”

      “Academic conference circuit. Francesca Marchetti, wine consultant, attending a symposium on luxury market analytics. While you are in town you’ll drop in on your favorite wine merchant. He’s been primed.” Her voice carries a note of satisfaction. “Dr. Pelletier has a documented weakness for expensive wine and intelligent conversation. Your expertise in both should prove... irresistible.”

      The way she says ‘irresistible’ makes something low in my stomach tighten. Memory and present desire blurring in dangerous ways.

      We’re approaching London proper now, the city sprawling ahead of us like a maze. I know these streets intimately. MI6 territory, but I’ve operated here long enough to move freely.

      “And you?”

      “Support. Backup. Whatever you need.” She pauses, then adds with calculated casualness, “Partner.”

      The word hangs between us, loaded with twenty-five years of history. Partners in training, in missions, in the kind of violent intimacy that left scars on both our psyches. Partners until I chose a different life, a different kind of partnership.

      Despite myself my body remembers even when my mind tries to forget. The expensive suit that emphasizes the curve of her waist. The way she bites her lower lip when concentrating. The subtle perfume that’s so Yelena.

      She’s made an effort, not just professional polish, but the kind of careful presentation that suggests she’s trying to remind me of something. Of late nights in hotel rooms across three continents. Of the way she used to arch beneath me, breath catching as I⁠—

      “You’re staring,” she says without looking away from the road.

      “I’m observing.” But my voice comes out rougher than intended.

      “Same thing you used to do before you decided whether to fuck me or kill me.”

      The memory she refers to is a cold slap with a gutted haddock. Budapest, 1997. A mission gone sideways, both of us covered in someone else’s blood, the choice between violence and sex always inevitable with us. I’d chosen sex that night. Pinned her against a hotel room wall and made her come so hard she bit through her own lip trying to stay quiet.

      “That was a long time ago,” I manage.

      “Was it?” Her finger touching the faint scar, as she pulls into the Shangri-La’s circular drive, finally turning to meet my eyes. “Because right now, you’re looking at me exactly the same way.”

      The valet opens my door, and I step into London’s expensive air, of heavily doused essential oils, money and exhaust fumes. The Shard rises above us like a glass cathedral, its peak disappearing into the gray London sky.

      Somewhere in that tower is Dr. Nora Pelletier, the paranoid tech genius who holds the key to NATO’s defense networks. A woman so careful, so controlled, so suspicious that she’s managed to frustrate three intelligence agencies and counting.

      My kind of challenge.

      I collect my bag from the valet and turn back to Yelena, who’s watching me this time.

      “Where will you be staying?” I ask.

      “Close.” Her smile promises complications I’m not sure I’m ready for. “Very close.”

      As she walks back to her vehicle, I allow myself a moment to appreciate the view, the way her shoulders move beneath expensive fabric, the elegant line of her neck, the controlled grace that still makes my pulse quicken despite everything I know about the danger she represents.

      This mission was always going to be difficult. A paranoid target, impossible timeline, stakes that could reshape global power dynamics.

      But with Yelena involved, it’s become something else entirely.

      It’s become personal.

      And in my experience, personal is when everything goes wrong.
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      London, Present Day

      The phone sits on hotel-bright cotton like a lifeline ready to pull me back to safety. Amber’s number glows on the screen: ten digits that could anchor me before I disappear into someone else. But Francesca Marchetti doesn’t have a wife who tastes of sweat and sun-scorched earth, who moves through our vineyard like she commands the very ground beneath her feet.

      Francesca doesn’t have anyone.

      I set the phone aside and watch Wellington Arch blaze under September’s afternoon sun, traffic whirring unheard below. Hyde Park’s late-summer green is already flecked with copper, Horseguards threading the paths. Far off, the Shard and London Eye quiver in warm haze beyond the soundproof glass wall. Somewhere in this maze of architecture and ambition, Dr. Nora Pelletier is preparing to visit a wine merchant who’s about to receive a call from Moscow.

      My reflection stares back from the window—designer clothes, perfect makeup, the kind of woman who belongs in places like this. But underneath Francesca’s Italian confidence, I’m still the girl who killed her literature teacher with a letter opener because he thought fear made me compliant.

      Some lessons you never forget.

      Thornberry & Roth Associates hides in a Chelsea mews like a secret that demands at least eight zeros trailing behind the first digit. No shopfront, no signs, just a small brass nameplate that could belong to anyone discreet enough to require anonymity. The kind of place where oligarchs buy wines that don’t officially exist, where collectors trade bottles like state secrets.

      I press the buzzer. The almost imperceptible click and whir of a motor tells me I’m being viewed, my face cataloged by eyes I might never see. The lock disengages with a sound like champagne bottles opening in first-class cabins: soft, assured, exclusive. The sound that Volkswagen always claimed in their advertising but never quite attained. Those with money know what I mean.

      A flagstone hallway greets me in muted light, the climate-controlled air making the hairs on my arms rise.

      “Sebastian Wells.” The voice belongs to a man whose Savile Row tailoring holds its shape like a religion, fabric that whispers quality with every movement. His handshake is firm without being aggressive, the touch of someone accustomed to handling priceless things. Age has silvered his temples but left his eyes sharp enough to spot a fake Romanée-Conti across a dark cellar.

      “Mr. Wells, it is my pleasure.” I let warmth color my accent, the kind of Italian confidence that suggests I belong.

      “Indeed. Now, I believe you are here for the 1999 Coche-Dury...” he says, his eyes holding for that moment of theatrical recognition. He doesn’t know why I’m really here, and he doesn’t need to.

      “Among other rarities.” I follow him deeper into the premises, noting security cameras, the telltale monitoring light, now dead. “Though I understand I may not be your only client with extraordinary tastes visiting today.”

      His eyes dart toward me, my subtle request unsettling his demeanor. “Client confidentiality is rather sacred in this business.”

      “Of course.” I pause beside bottles that predate most governments. “Though anyone seeking, say, an ‘88 Domaine Leroy Chambertin would require considerable advance planning.”

      His eyebrows lift with genuine appreciation. “You know your Burgundy.”

      “I understand obsession.” We descend a winding stone staircase, and when we reach the bottom, he places his hand on a black biometric panel and leans forward, waiting for the retina scanner to activate. Here, they take their wine very seriously.

      Once in, my fingers trace wine racks worn smooth by decades of careful handling. “Some clients develop very particular hungers. The kind that make rational people spend fortunes on fermented grape juice,” I say, glancing around.

      “The finest fermented grape juice,” he politely corrects.

      A soft chime echoes through the cellar—some sort of alert that makes his expression shift to apologetic professionalism.

      “Terribly sorry, but we have another client arriving. I won’t be a moment. Please make yourself comfortable.” He gestures toward a leather chair and tasting table, which I have no intention of using.

      He disappears back up the stairs, leaving me alone with countless millions worth of liquid history. The timing is orchestrated. Moscow’s money ensuring privacy when it matters most.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      Footsteps echo down stone stairs, but these aren’t Sebastian’s confident strides. These are tentative, measured, the movement of someone who is less familiar with the surroundings. When she appears at the bottom of the stairs, my first thought is that Moscow’s surveillance photos captured nothing essential about her presence.

      Dr. Nora Pelletier moves like a rabbit scenting predators, alert and ready to bolt, every muscle coiled for flight. Dark hair falls over her eyes, making her seem shy, almost coy. She moves her head to the side and back, flicking her fringe to allow her to see clearly. Dark eyes glance around the cellar, taking in its contents, its safety. I hold still, not even daring to breathe. I want to get a sense of who she is alone and unguarded, before she becomes aware of my presence.

      I calculate her behavioral baseline. Breathing shallow and controlled, like someone managing anxiety through conscious effort. Her left shoulder sits slightly higher than her right—chronic tension, probably from hunching over computers. She positions herself equidistant from the stairs and a service door most wouldn’t notice, never more than three steps from either exit. Her hands stay in sight but ready. No fidgeting, no nervous gestures, just controlled stillness that speaks of discipline rather than calm.

      She’s wearing expensive clothes. Cashmere sweater, well-cut jeans, boots stitched so fine they left no room for doubt. But she wears them like armor, like barriers between herself and a world that appears to feel perpetually unsafe. Beautiful in the way that fragile things are beautiful, but wrapped in layers of caution that make her almost untouchable.

      This is going to be more challenging than I anticipated.

      I deliberately slide a bottle of wine just far enough from its slot to create the softest whisper of glass against wood—barely audible, but enough to announce my presence without startling her. When she turns toward the sound, I offer a brief, apologetic smile.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say quietly, my voice pitched low and non-threatening. “I didn’t realize someone else had an appointment. I can wait upstairs if you’d prefer privacy.”

      I don’t move toward her, don’t extend my hand, don’t do anything that might make her feel cornered. Instead, I remain where I am among the bottles, giving her complete control over the space and whether to engage.

      “No, it’s...” She starts, then stops, color rising in her cheeks. “You don’t need to... I mean, I’m just...” The words tangle themselves, and she looks mortified by her own inability to form a simple sentence. Her arms fold across her chest, hands gripping her sleeves.

      “I’m sorry,” she says finally, so quietly I almost miss it. “I’m not very good at... people.”

      I offer a disarming smile. “I was just noting how rare it is to see this much Burgundy in one place. Most collectors focus on Bordeaux.” I pause, then add almost to myself, “Though I suppose the serious collectors know where the real treasures are.”

      Nora nods, almost involuntarily, and for the first time her eyes linger on mine for more than a fleeting second. “Bordeaux is... predictable,” she says quietly, then immediately looks like she wishes she hadn’t spoken.

      “Exactly.” I let genuine appreciation color my voice. “Bordeaux tells you what to expect. But Burgundy...” I trail off, watching her face. “There’s something almost mystical about how terroir can express itself so differently vineyard to vineyard, even vine to vine.”

      Her posture shifts almost imperceptibly. Still guarded, but no longer poised for immediate flight. “Most people don’t understand the complexity,” she admits, voice still soft but with a hint of passion creeping in.

      “The domaines that really understand it, like Leroy, or the late Henri Jayer, they’re not just making wine. They’re capturing something ineffable about place and time.”

      “I’m Francesca,” I offer, but still don’t move towards her. “Francesca Marchetti. Wine consultant to the true believers.”

      She hesitates so long I wonder if she’s going to respond at all. When she finally speaks, it’s to the wine racks rather than to me.

      “Nora.” The name escapes little more than a whisper. Her eyes widen slightly, as if she’s surprised herself by engaging with me, a complete stranger.

      I’m relieved she gave me her real name instead of fleeing or offering some bogus alias that would have destroyed any chance of trust.

      “Just browsing?” I ask, keeping my tone conversational, unthreatening.

      She nods quickly, then shakes her head, then seems to realize she’s contradicting herself and goes very still, color rising in her cheeks. The blush transforms her face, makes her look younger, more vulnerable.

      “Actually, no. I’m looking for something specific.” Her voice is stronger now, as if talking about wine gives her something solid to hold onto. “Something... particular.”

      “Dangerous territory down here for browsing,” I observe, letting my gaze drift to the Burgundy section. “Most of these require serious commitment.”

      Her eyes follow mine to the bottles, and something shifts in her expression. Not confidence—she’s wound too tight for that—but focus. Like a mathematician glimpsing an elegant proof.

      “Do you know Burgundy?” she asks, glancing towards me for a fleeting second and then averting her eyes, again.

      “Well enough to understand why someone might develop an obsession with certain producers.” I allow a fingertip to follow the curve of the glass in the same way I would a woman’s skin, projecting calm availability rather than eager interest. “Lalou Bize-Leroy, for instance. The way that woman coaxes impossible complexity from those ancient vines... A vintner like that is rare find.”

      “Most people think it’s pretentious.” The words tumble out before she can stop them, carrying years of frustration and loneliness. “All that talk about terroir and biodynamic farming.”

      There’s my opening—that tiny fissure in an otherwise impenetrable wall.

      Nora Pelletier is tired of being dismissed, tired of having her passion treated like an affectation by people who don’t understand. I’ve found her pressure point. The isolation of expertise, the loneliness of caring deeply about things others consider nonsense.

      “Most people either consume wine thoughtlessly, or treat it as currency for impressing others, or hoard it like investment assets. Something to own rather than understand. They miss the conversation entirely, that connection between place and palate,” I say, as though I too am tired with the world.

      Her hand stills on her wrist. For the first time since she entered the cellar, she looks directly at me, and I catch something desperate in those eyes, the color of rich coffee with tiny green flecks that seem to shift in the sparse light. The hunger of someone who’s been starving for understanding.

      “The ‘88 Chambertin,” she says suddenly, yet so quietly anyone else would have missed it. Then her face flushes again, as if she’s revealed classified information.

      “Extraordinary vintage,” I agree, not pushing, letting her set the pace. “Though finding bottles with proper provenance...”

      “Thornberry has one.” Her words escape like a held breath. “From a private collection in Geneva. Perfect storage conditions.”

      The specificity tells me she’s done exhaustive research, but more than that, it tells me this isn’t casual interest. This is someone who’s spent considerable time and energy tracking down a single bottle.

      “You’ve done your homework,” I observe.

      “I research everything.” Her voice drops back to a whisper. “Too many fakes. Too many people trying to... to take advantage.”

      The way she says it makes me wonder what kind of advantage-taking she’s experienced. Financial? Personal? Someone who’s built walls this high has reasons for the architecture.

      “Trust is everything in this business,” I agree.

      She studies my face with quick, darting glances, like a bird checking for cats before approaching crumbs. Whatever she sees must reassure her slightly, because she takes a single step closer to where I’m sitting.

      “What kind of consulting do you do?” she asks.

      “Private collections. Clients who want to acquire specific bottles.” I pause, then add casually, “Access to wines that never make it to auction houses.”

      Her breathing sharpens, becomes more focused. I’ve touched something important.

      “Like what?” Her head cocks in curiosity.

      “Henri Jayer,” I say simply, watching her face. “1985 Vosne-Romanée Cros Parantoux.”

      The effect is immediate. Dr. Nora Pelletier, who’s been poised for flight since she entered the cellar, goes completely still. Her pupils dilate, her lips part slightly, and for a moment the armor seems to slip away.

      “That’s not possible,” she breathes.

      “I thought so too, until I tasted it.” I lean forward slightly, just enough to suggest intimacy without invading her space. “A client wanted to understand why Jayer’s final vintages commanded such prices. One sip explained everything.”

      “What...” She swallows hard, tries again. “What did it taste like?”

      The question carries such naked longing that I feel almost guilty for the manipulation. Almost.

      “Like tasting time itself,” I tell her, letting fondness seep into my tone. “Dark fruit, earth, this incredible mineral complexity that seemed to evolve with every breath. But underneath all of that, there’s something transcendent. The essence of a person who understood that wine isn’t just agriculture, it’s alchemy.”

      She’s staring at me now, forgetting to look away, forgetting her boundaries. Her chest rises and falls with quickened breathing, and I catch the subtle shift in her scent. Pheromones mixing with anxiety, want battling with wariness.

      “You actually tasted it?” she whispers in a way that makes me wonder if a mere taste would bring her to climax. And what a sight that would be.

      “The collection owner is very particular about sharing.” I let the implications settle. “Bottles are limited, and she only opens what reserves she has for people who truly understand what they’re experiencing.”

      “She?”

      “Someone who appreciates wine the way others appreciate art. Or music.” I pause, then add quietly, “She’s very selective about her guests.”

      Nora’s breathing has shifted again, becoming shallower, more conscious. The transformation is subtle but unmistakable. Paranoid recluse becoming a woman ruled by want.

      “How...” She hesitates, then makes eye contact and for a fleeting moment she becomes a little bolder. “What would someone need to do to earn that kind of invitation?”

      “Prove they’re worthy of the wine,” I say simply. “Show that they understand what they’re asking to experience.”

      “How?”

      I consider her carefully, this brilliant, damaged, desperately lonely woman who’s spent years keeping the world out. What she needs, almost as much as seduction, is connection. Understanding.

      “Share a bottle with me,” I say gently. “Not a Vosne-Romanée Cros Parantoux yet, but something that matters to you. Help me understand why wine moves you the way it does.”

      I can see her calculating, undertaking a mental risk assessment. Want warring with caution, loneliness battling with fear.

      Before she can respond, Thornberry’s footsteps echo down the stairs, his timing impeccable as always.

      “Terribly sorry about that delay,” he says, though his expression suggests he’s anything but. “Now, Miss...?”

      “Pelletier,” Nora says quietly.

      “Ah yes, Dr. Pelletier. The Domaine Leroy. Still interested?”

      She nods, color rising in her cheeks again. “How much?”

      “Seventeen thousand pounds.”

      She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t negotiate, doesn’t ask for time to consider. For someone who’s been whispering and blushing, the decisiveness is startling.

      “I’ll take it.”

      The transaction reveals everything I need to know about her resources and priorities. Dr. Nora Pelletier has just spent a fortune on a single bottle without even the blink of an eye.

      As Thornberry disappears to prepare her purchase, she turns back to me. Another flicker of boldness erupts. Buying overpriced wine can do that to you.

      “The invitation,” she says, with the slightest tremor that seems rooted in excitement rather than fear, though uncertainty still lingers. “Would... would you share my purchase with me?”

      The question breaks my heart a little. This brilliant woman, worth billions, capable of creating technology that could reshape global power, and she seems to struggle to imagine why anyone would want to spend time with her.

      “I can’t think of anything I’d enjoy more,” I tell her, and for once, the lie feels dangerously close to truth because Nora Pelletier intrigues me.

      Her small, uncertain smile is genuine. “I know a place. Quiet. They have private dining rooms... If you... I mean, if you’re free tonight?”

      “I’d be honored.”

      She gives me details in a rush—restaurant name, time, her obvious nervousness making the words tumble together. But before she can flee up the stairs to her seventeen-thousand-pound bottle, she stops and looks back.

      “Francesca?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you.” The words are soft, but they carry weight. “For not making me feel stupid about caring.”

      After she’s gone, I sit in the cellar’s silence, struck by the complexity of what just happened. I came here to begin a seduction, to start the process of turning Dr. Nora Pelletier into Moscow’s asset. But to my surprise, I find myself captivated by a brilliant, lonely woman who’s been starving for someone who understands her passion.

      I inhale the crisp, alkaline bite of aged stone and silence, tinged with the ghost of a thousand opened bottles, reminding myself that the most dangerous traps are the ones that catch the hunter as well as the prey.
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      FSB Training Facility, Moscow, November 1996

      The classroom smells of cigarette smoke and carbolic soap. Major Zoya Shubin stands at the front, her hands clasped in front of her as though using them as a fig leaf. Her utility uniform neatly pressed, auburn hair pulled back so severely it removes all hints of her age.

      She’s explaining psychological baseline assessment with a clinical detachment that suggests she’s dissected more minds than corpses, and I know from my own research her body count is high. Around me, ten other recruits take notes, scribbling away furiously as though the friction between lead and paper will ignite understanding. They know failure means reassignment to less prestigious, and significantly more life-shortening postings.

      I’m drawing spirals in my notebook margin, each one centered, mathematically precise. The repetitive motion keeps my hands busy while my mind maps everything about Shubin that she doesn’t realize she’s revealing.

      The way she favors her weight on her right hip, probably connected to the scar on her left ankle, a bullet shaped bloom that affects the outward rotation of her foot. How her eyes linger on female recruits just a fraction longer than those of our male counterparts. The unconscious way she touches her wedding ring when discussing emotional manipulation techniques, suggesting a marriage controlled by expectation management.

      Most importantly, the way she glances at me every few minutes with barely concealed irritation. She’s noticed my apparent disengagement, and it’s bothering her more than it should. Good teachers ignore inattentive students. Insecure teachers take it personally.

      “The first principle of psychological manipulation,” Shubin continues, tapping her pointer against the blackboard, “is establishing baseline behavior. You cannot detect deception or emotional vulnerability until you understand how your subject behaves when calm.”

      I add another spiral to my collection, this one slightly larger than the others. The asymmetry is deliberate—something for her perfectionist mind to catch and obsess over.

      “Baseline assessment requires observation of micro-expressions, vocal patterns, physical positioning, and stress responses.” Her pointer taps against each word she’s written. “A skilled operative can read a subject’s complete psychological profile within minutes of first contact.”

      “Assuming the subject is unaware they’re being read,” I say without looking up from my notebook.

      The classroom goes silent. Ten heads turn toward me with the synchronized precision of a firing squad. Shubin’s pointer stops mid-tap.

      “I’m sorry, Recruit Volkonsky. Did you have something to contribute?”

      I glance up briefly, offering the kind of smile that could be interpreted as either respectful or mildly insolent depending on the observer’s paranoia level. “Nothing important, Major. Please continue.”

      But she doesn’t continue. Instead, she sets down her pointer and approaches my desk with deliberate pace. She has decided to make an example of me. The other recruits shift uncomfortably, sensing blood in the water.

      “Since you seem to have insights into psychological assessment that supersede our curriculum, perhaps you’d care to demonstrate your expertise?”

      “I’d prefer not to, Major.”

      “I wasn’t offering you a choice.” Her voice carries the edge of someone accustomed to absolute authority. “Stand up.”

      I close my notebook and rise. Around the room, my fellow recruits lean forward, eager for entertainment, grateful it’s not them in the spotlight.

      “Recruit Rozhkov,” Shubin says, nodding toward a broad-shouldered boy from Leningrad. “Join us at the front. You’ll be our subject.”

      Rozhkov stands with obvious reluctance, his face already flushing with embarrassment. Poor bastard has no idea he’s about to become collateral damage in a war he can’t see.

      We arrange ourselves in the demonstration area—Rozhkov sitting in a metal chair, me positioned three feet away, Shubin observing from behind like a vulture waiting for mistakes.

      “Establish baseline,” she commands.

      I study Rozhkov with deliberate thoroughness, noting details any competent recruit would catch. Elevated heart rate evident from pulse point visibility. Sweating palms he keeps wiping on his trousers. Defensive posture with arms crossed and legs positioned for quick escape.

      But I’m not really assessing Rozhkov. I’m cataloging Shubin.

      The way she shifts her weight when I take longer than she expects. How her breathing pattern changes when I move closer to our volunteer. The unconscious mirroring as she crosses her own arms when I note Rozhkov’s positioning.

      She’s becoming synchronized with my movements, drawn into the rhythm of observation. Exactly what I need.

      “Subject shows elevated stress consistent with being observed,” I begin, my voice pitched low enough that she has to lean forward to hear clearly. “Sweating, fidgeting, defensive body language. Classic fight-or-flight positioning.”

      “Obvious observations,” Shubin says, but there’s less bite in her tone. “What about deeper psychological markers?”

      I circle Rozhkov slowly, letting my movement create a hypnotic quality to the assessment. “Clothing choices suggest insecurity about social status, inexpensive watch on a more expensive strap, uniform pressed more carefully than regulation requires. He’s trying to project success he doesn’t feel.”

      Rozhkov’s flush deepens, but he stays silent. Good boy.

      “Vocal patterns?” Shubin prompts, and I catch the subtle change in her breathing. She’s becoming invested in my performance, drawn into the demonstration despite herself.

      “When he spoke earlier, there was a slight uptick at sentence endings even during statements. It suggests need for approval, uncertainty about his own opinions.” I pause directly in front of our volunteer, close enough that he has to look up to meet my eyes. “Ask him a question about his background,” I tell her.

      “Where are you from, Recruit Rozhkov?” Shubin asks.

      “Leningrad, Major.”

      I don’t turn away from Rozhkov, but I pitch my voice for Shubin’s ears. “Notice the slight regional accent when he said Leningrad? Northern dialect suggests working-class background. Probably family that stayed through the siege rather than the new money that moved in after ‘91.”

      Behind me, I hear Shubin’s sharp intake of breath. She’s impressed despite herself.

      “Family struggles would explain the overcompensation in dress and behavior,” I continue, finally turning to face her. “Classic psychological profile of someone trying to escape their origins through military advancement.”

      Rozhkov’s face has gone pale, and I feel briefly guilty for dissecting him so thoroughly. But this isn’t really about him. It’s about the woman watching me with growing fascination.

      “Adequate analysis,” Shubin says, though her tone suggests I far exceeded her expectations. “Though you missed several key indicators.”

      “Such as?”

      She approaches our volunteer, her movements unconsciously mimicking mine as she circles him. “Wedding ring tan line despite no current ring suggests recent divorce or separation. More importantly⁠—”

      She stops directly in front of Rozhkov, leaning forward slightly. “Pupil dilation and increased breathing when you moved closer suggests attraction, possibly sexual.”

      The classroom erupts in uncomfortable laughter. Rozhkov’s face goes crimson, and he stares at the floor as though he wants it to open beneath him and offer an escape route, even if it is to hell.

      But I’m watching Shubin, noting how her own pupils have dilated during this demonstration, how her breathing has matched the rhythm of her observations. She’s become aroused by the process of psychological dissection, by the intimacy of seeing inside someone’s mind.

      “Interesting observation, Major,” I say quietly. “Though I wonder if that response was to me... or to you.”

      The silence that follows is complete. Even the harsh fluorescent lights stop humming.

      Shubin’s eyes snap to mine, and for a moment I think she might lose it. I see her move from surprise, to calculation, and then to the recognition of being outmaneuvered by a student.

      “Recruit Rozhkov, return to your seat,” she says without breaking eye contact with me.

      Rozhkov flees in obvious relief, but the tension in the room has shifted. What started as a teacher disciplining an inattentive student has become something more: a chess match between equals where the stakes are unclear but definitely personal.

      “You think you’re clever,” Shubin says once Rozhkov has departed the stage.

      “I think I’m observant.” I take a step closer, noting how she doesn’t retreat. “The question is whether you value cleverness or prefer compliance.”

      “In this facility, I prefer students who respect the chain of command.”

      “Respect has to be earned, Major. Even from students.”

      The challenge is thrown like a gauntlet. Around the room, ten recruits watch with the horrified fascination of people witnessing a car accident in slow motion.

      In theory, Shubin could destroy me for insubordination. One word to the wrong superior and I’d find myself reassigned to some Siberian outpost where frostbite and bears would solve my attitude problem permanently. But she knows my father’s reputation.

      Instead, she smiles. Slow, dangerous, intrigued.

      “Class dismissed,” she says without taking her eyes off me. “Except you, Recruit Volkonsky. You’ll stay behind for additional instruction.”

      The other recruits don’t need to be told twice.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game,” Shubin says once the door closes.

      “I’m not playing anything.” I move to collect my notebook from my desk, deliberate casualness designed to project confidence rather than defiance. “You asked for a demonstration. I provided one.”

      “You provided a performance.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      She laughs, genuinely amused rather than threatened. “Most recruits either grovel for forgiveness or try to intimidate their way out of trouble. You’re doing neither.”

      “I’m not most recruits.”

      “No, you’re not.” She moves closer, close enough that I can smell her soap, see the marks on her skin where she scrubbed hard that morning.

      I turn to face her fully, then angle my body between her and the door. Not blocking her exit—that would be too obvious—but creating an intimate space that requires conscious effort to break.

      “I know what you want from me,” I tell her simply.

      “Want?” she asks as though confused, but I know she is anything but.

      “I see everything. How you touch your wedding ring when discussing manipulation. The way you’ve been watching me since I arrived suggests professional interest that’s becoming personal.”

      Her hand freezes halfway to that wedding ring, and I see the moment she realizes I’ve been studying her as closely as she has me.

      “You’re very sure of yourself,” she says.

      “I’m very sure of my observations.”

      “And what do your observations tell you about this situation?”

      I consider the question seriously, letting my gaze travel over her face with the same clinical assessment I’d used on Rozhkov. But this time, there’s nothing clinical about the way she responds—pupils dilating, breathing shifting, lips parting slightly.

      “They tell me you’re curious about something that has nothing to do with my academic performance,” I say finally.

      “Such as?”

      “Whether someone who can read people as easily as I read you might be equally skilled at... other forms of assessment.”

      She could pretend not to understand, could fall back on military protocol and professional distance. Instead, she steps closer.

      “Show me,” she says quietly.

      “Show you what?”

      “How good you really are at reading people.”

      The challenge is unmistakable now—not academic, not professional, but entirely personal. I let my eyes drift over her face, then down to her mouth.

      “You’re attracted to power, but bored by obvious displays of it,” I begin, keeping my voice low, intimate. “Your husband is probably military—safe choice, respectable, often away from home for long periods which suits you, but he doesn’t challenge you intellectually. You married him because it was expected, not because he understood the part of you that needs to dominate.”

      Her breathing has become shallower, more conscious.

      “You chose this assignment because you enjoy psychological control, the intimacy of seeing inside people’s minds. But most recruits are too stupid or too frightened to provide real stimulation.” I pause, letting silence draw her deeper. “You’ve been waiting for someone who could play on your level.”

      “And you think that’s you?”

      “I think you’ve been thinking about it since the day I arrived.”

      She’s close enough now that I can see the pulse beating at her throat, can feel the heat radiating from her skin. There is no professional distance now.

      “You’re very confident for someone who could be court-martialed for what you’re suggesting,” she says.

      “Court-martialed for what? Making accurate psychological assessments?” I let my smile carry just enough innocence to provide plausible deniability. “Isn’t that what you’re training us to do?”

      “This isn’t training anymore.”

      “No,” I agree. “It isn’t.”

      The silence stretches. She could end this now, reassert professional boundaries, remind both of us why teacher-student relationships are forbidden.

      Instead, she reaches up and touches my cheek, her fingers cool against my skin.

      “You’re dangerous,” she murmurs.

      “So are you.”

      “I could destroy your career with a single report.”

      “You could try.” I don’t move away from her touch. “But you won’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re too curious about what happens next.”

      Her thumb traces my jawline with deliberate slowness, and I see the moment she makes her decision—the point where curiosity overcomes caution, where desire wins out over regulation.

      “Lock the door,” she says quietly.

      I move past her to the classroom door, noting how she tracks my movement, how her breathing has changed completely from the controlled professionalism of her lecture. When I turn the lock, the small click echoes like a starting gun.

      When I turn back, she’s sitting on the edge of her desk, legs slightly parted.

      “Come here,” she says.

      I approach slowly, letting anticipation build, noting how her chest rises and falls with increasing urgency. When I’m close enough to touch, I stop just outside her personal space.

      “Is this what you want?” I ask.

      “This is what you’re going to give me,” she replies, reaching for my hands and placing them on her thighs.

      But I don’t move closer. Instead, I let my hands rest exactly where she’s placed them, warm and still.

      “Tell me what you need,” I say quietly.

      The command surprises her. She’s clearly expected to maintain control, to direct this encounter. Finding herself in the position of having to articulate what she wants visibly unsettles her.

      “I need...” she starts, then stops, color rising in her cheeks.

      “You need what?”

      “I need to know if you’re as good at this as you are at reading people.”

      “At what?”

      “At making me forget I’m your superior officer.”

      I let my hands slide slightly higher on her thighs, just enough pressure to make her breath catch. “Is that what you want? To forget?”

      “Yes.”

      “Show me how much.”

      The reversal is complete now. She’s the one being assessed, evaluated, led through responses by someone who understands exactly what she needs. Her hands move to my shoulders, then slide down to my waist, pulling me closer with increasing urgency.

      But I control the pace.

      “Do it,” she whispers against my ear.

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t make me beg.”

      I pull back just enough to see her face—pupils dilated, lips parted, completely surrendered to wanting something from someone who holds all the power in this moment.

      “I won’t make you beg this time. But ask me nicely.”

      “Please.”

      I allow myself a winning smile and lean in to kiss her. Not with tenderness. Not with softness. But with intention.

      My lips hover just above hers—a breath away, close enough that she leans in instinctively to close the distance, but I move lower instead, my mouth brushing the line of her jaw. Not a kiss. A pressure. Calculated. Controlled. It forces her to tilt her head, offering me her neck like a creature that doesn’t yet know it’s prey.

      I step between her knees, forcing them apart without asking, my hands resting on her thighs, thumbs grazing the edge of her skirt. Then I push it up, hard. The nylon beneath is warm, heat radiating outward from her as though she’s been waiting for this, dreading it, and aching for it all at once. Her hands go to my hips, fingers tense at first, then relaxing into something looser. Yielding.

      She’s already giving in.

      I inhale the scent of her, carbolic and stale smoke though I suspect Belomorkanal, rather than Marlboro like my father. Her pulse is rapid against my lips as I press them just below her ear, nipping the soft skin with my teeth. She is too aroused to care.

      My right hand trails along the inside of her thigh. She flinches, not from resistance, but anticipation. I pause only long enough to register the damp heat pressing through the thin fabric of her underwear. Then I roughly push the fabric aside and slide two fingers against her clit. She jerks, hips lifting, the sound that escapes her throat sharp and involuntary.

      I record everything.

      Her breath, fractured. Her thighs, tense, trembling. Her hands dig into the desk, not to push away but to hold herself steady as her body begins to rock with mine. I slide down further and allow my fingers to circle her entrance. She is soaked, ready for me. Then I’m in. Two fingers deep inside, fingers lost to her heat. I slide in deeper, and then pull back, then deeper still, building a steady rhythm, precise and deliberate, until her hips betray her, lifting to meet me. Her thighs part wider, oozing her arousal.

      There’s a moment, just one, where her head tips back and I can feel her give up the last of her control. Her heel scrapes hard against the desk’s edge, and the first cry she makes is almost choked off by her own surprise. Hot liquid gushes over my fingers as I pull out, a smug grin on my face.

      Her second climax is quieter, but not less desperate.

      And still, I watch her.

      I don’t look away, not even when she comes hard against my fingers again, her body folding in on itself, the tension snapping like piano wire. Her legs twitch. Her breath comes in ragged bursts. Her hands scrabble behind her for purchase. Her blouse is half untucked now, collar askew, and I pull it apart to reveal a practical bra, the cups off-white from overwashing. I wrench it down and her nipple, hard and erect, springs forth. Fuck, she is glorious. All women are when they come, I think as I suck her breast into my mouth and make her moan all over again. Beautiful and messy and mine.

      She is undone, and completely mine for the taking.

      My own orgasm takes shape the way a storm does over still water—quiet, gathering power as I watch her lose hers. There’s no sound. No gasp. Just the quiet ripple of something internal breaking open under the weight of what I’ve done to her. Because of what I’ve done to her.

      Her eyes flutter open. I see the attempt at recovery forming before she can speak.

      But then her hand moves. Trembling. She reaches beneath my skirt.

      Fingers searching. Finding. Her breath catches when she discovers wetness—undeniable, intimate proof that I came without her ever touching me.

      That should be her victory. Instead, I take her wrist and stop her. I step back. Pull her hand away. Straighten my skirt. Slowly. Calmly. Deliberately. Not a word spoken.

      She’s still on the desk—legs parted, skin flushed, pulse still erratic. Her blouse gaping. Her hands now useless in her lap. I am standing. Dressed. Unshaken.

      She doesn’t speak. Neither do I. I gather my things and catch her looking at me with something approaching awe.

      “You planned this,” she says.

      “I planned nothing. I simply paid attention to what you wanted and gave you permission to take it.”

      “That’s not how it works. I’m the teacher. You’re the student.”

      “Is that right?”

      She straightens her uniform, checks her reflection in the dark window, tries to become Major Shubin again rather than the woman who just came over her own desk.

      “This doesn’t happen again,” she says finally.

      “Of course not.”

      “I’m serious, Aleksandra. This was a mistake.”

      “If you say so.”

      But we both know she’s lying. We both know this will happen again, probably soon, because I’ve given her something she was starving for—the experience of being completely, expertly controlled by someone who understands her psychology better than she understands it herself.

      I grab my bags and head for the door, pausing with my hand on the lock.

      “Major?”

      “Yes?”

      “Next time you want to test my assessment skills, you might consider that the most interesting subjects are the ones who think they’re doing the observing. And next time… because there will be a next time, I want you on your knees, ready to lick me clean.”

      I leave her standing in the harsh fluorescents of the classroom, and I know without looking back that she’s touching her lips, still tasting the lesson I’ve just taught her about power, control, and the dangerous pleasure of surrendering to someone who sees exactly who you are.
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      Present Day, London

      The hotel room seems different when I return. As though the air is disturbed, energy shifted, like someone has been moving through my space. I catch the scent before I see her, expensive, Parisian with a hint of musk. The particular combination of French sophistication and Russian hunger that could only belong to one person.

      Yelena.

      She’s positioned herself in the chair by the window, legs crossed, looking effortlessly elegant. At least she isn’t lying naked on my bed, playing with herself while she awaits my return. It wouldn’t be the first time. Thankfully, she’s fully dressed, although she’s removed that ridiculous suit jacket she wore earlier. Now the tailored blouse beneath clings to curves I remember with dangerous clarity.

      “How did you get in here?” I ask, though I already know the answer. Yelena can seduce anything into opening—locks, legs, and everything in between.

      “Professional courtesy,” she says. “Moscow wants to look after your welfare to make sure you get back safely.”

      I set my purse on the dresser, noting how she tracks the movement. Twenty-five years of history between us, and she still watches me like a hawk eyeing a dormouse. Perhaps I should suggest she try meditation.

      “I take it you want a report.”

      “I want details.” She uncrosses her legs, recrosses them the other direction, the silk of her stockings whispering against itself. “How did our shy little tech genius respond to Francesca Marchetti?”

      Her tone is condescending. It always is when Yelena’s interest has a personal investment beyond professional curiosity. Territorial is how I’d describe her attitude toward my missions, but this feels different. More intimate than usual. Perhaps because I was a free agent the last time we worked so closely together. I didn’t even know of Amber’s existence back then.

      “She’s exactly as advertised,” I tell her, moving to the minibar and pouring myself a soda water. “Paranoid, brilliant, closed off.” Strangely, I don’t feel the need to pass on all the details to my employers.

      “But you found a way in.”

      “I found a potential crack.” I take a sip of the soda. “Wine. She’s starving for someone who understands her passion.”

      Yelena rises from her chair and moves toward me with the confidence that once made my pulse quicken in ways that are hard to forget. She is a beautiful woman, irresistible in many ways, but right now I have to keep my focus on Nora.

      “And how did you exploit that... crack?” she asks, voice dropping to an intimate register.

      “With patience. She’s not like our usual targets. Crude manipulation would send her running.” I lean against the minibar, creating distance between us even as she approaches. “She needs to feel understood, not conquered.”

      “Understanding.” Yelena stops just outside my personal space, but close enough that I’m aware of the heat of her body. “Such a gentle approach for someone trained to break people.”

      “Some things break more beautifully when you apply pressure slowly.”

      Her smile is sharp with memory. “Like that ambassador’s wife in Prague. What was her name? Helena?”

      “Helga,” I correct automatically, then curse myself for engaging with the game she’s clearly playing.

      “Helga, yes.” Yelena steps closer, a spark of excitement firing in her eyes. “You spent three weeks courting her, making her feel like the most fascinating woman in Eastern Europe. By the end, she was begging to give us her husband’s files.”

      “That was different.”

      “Was it?” Another step closer. “You made her feel special, understood, appreciated. Just like you’re doing with our little doctor.”

      I set down my glass with perhaps more force than necessary. “This conversation has a point, I assume.”

      “The point is that I know you, Aleksandra—or should I say Suzette? Whatever name you choose, it doesn’t alter one fact. I know you better than anyone. I know how you work. How you seduce. How you make people fall in love with versions of yourself that don’t exist.”

      “It’s called doing my job.”

      “Is it?” The heat from her skin seems to burn the air between us. “Or are you enjoying this particular assignment more than you should?”

      Yelena has always been perceptive, but this level of insight into my psychological state is invasive, dangerous.

      “Careful, Yelena,” I warn. “Professional curiosity and personal jealousy aren’t the same thing.”

      Her laugh is low, throaty. “Jealousy? Of some awkward tech billionaire who’s afraid of her own shadow?”

      “Then what is this?”

      “This,” she says, reaching up to brush a strand of hair from my face, “is me reminding you that some hungers are more dangerous than others.”

      Her fingers linger against my cheek, and despite every rational thought screaming warnings, I don’t pull away. History doesn’t disappear just because I’ve chosen a different life, a different kind of love.

      “Remember Budapest?” she murmurs, her thumb tracing my jawline. “That arms dealer with the private art collection. You spent two months becoming her perfect woman—refined, cultured, appreciative of beauty.”

      “Yelena—” I stand my ground, not flinching nor acquiescing. I have Amber’s blessing to engage with Yelena in whatever way I see fit, so I’m not holding back on that account.

      “By the end, she would have given you anything. In fact, she did, didn’t she? Her codes, her contacts, her life.” Yelena’s hand slides down to rest against my collarbone. “But I found you in her bed afterward, crying. Do you remember why?”

      I remember. God help me, I remember everything about that night: the way the moonlight fell across stolen paintings worth millions, how empty I felt despite the mission’s success, the loneliness that comes from being loved for someone you’re not.

      “Because you’d forgotten where you ended and she began,” Yelena continues, her voice barely above a whisper. “Because for two months, you’d lived as someone who could love her honestly, and when it ended...”

      “When it ended, I remembered who I really was.”

      “Yes.” Her hand moves lower, fingers finding the top button of my blouse. “The question is whether you’re remembering now, or forgetting again.”

      I should stop this. Should step away, reassert boundaries, remind both of us that this is a different time. We are different people.

      Instead, I watch her fingers work the button free.

      “This is a mistake,” I tell her.

      “Probably.” The second button follows the first. “But you’re not stopping me.”

      “Amber—”

      “Isn’t here.” The third button. “And she knew what she was agreeing to when she let you take this mission.”

      “Did she?”

      “She knows you, Suzette. Knows what you need, what you crave.” Her fingers undo the fourth button, and my blouse falls open. “The question is whether you’re brave enough to take it.”

      The challenge in her voice is unmistakable, designed to provoke exactly the response she wants. Her fingers slide across my skin, teasing beneath the lace trim of my bra, and despite myself, my clit twitches in anticipation of her mouth. Yelena has always been skilled at finding pressure points, at pushing until something breaks or bends to her will.

      “You haven’t changed,” I observe, trying desperately not to crack. The throb between my legs grows.

      “Neither have you.” She steps closer, her body almost touching mine. “Still the same woman who fucked me against a hotel room wall in Paris while someone else’s blood was still drying under our fingernails.”

      The memory hits me, urgent hands, desperate mouths, the particular high that comes from violence transformed into sex. How alive we’d felt, how completely present in our bodies after taking a life.

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “Was it?” Her fingers push beneath the lace until she cups my breast, and my traitorous nipple hardens, needy for her caress. “Because your pulse is racing exactly the same way it did that night.”

      She’s right, and we both know it. My body remembers hers intimately—the weight of her against me, the sound she makes when she comes, the way she tastes, the way she makes me taste.

      “What do you want, Yelena?”

      “I want to remind you what you’re really good at,” she says, pushing my blouse off my shoulders. “Not this gentle seduction you’re playing with the doctor. Real hunting. Real power.”

      Her hands slide up my arms, fingers tracing the scar on my shoulder, a parting gift from a disgruntled CIA agent whose operation we’d disrupted. Each touch carries memory, and the particular intimacy that comes from killing together.

      “The doctor isn’t like us,” she continues, her mouth close enough to my ear that I can feel her breath. “She’s soft, civilized, probably thinks violence is something that happens to other people. But you and I...”

      “We’re what?”

      “We’re apex predators playing at being house cats.” Her teeth graze my earlobe, and God help me, I let out a groan. “And sooner or later, the pretending becomes exhausting.”

      I catch her hands before they can continue their exploration, holding them still against my skin. “Stop.”

      “Stop?” Her eyebrows arch with amused surprise. “That’s not a word you used to know.”

      “I need to focus.” I step back, putting distance between us as I re-button my blouse. “Tonight is important. I can’t afford distractions.”

      “I’m a distraction now?” Her voice carries mock offense, but I catch the genuine irritation beneath it.

      “You’re many things, Yelena. None of them helpful to this operation right now.” I move to the window, looking out at London’s evening traffic rather than at her. “I’m meeting Nora tonight. Dinner. Private dining room.”

      “How romantic.” Her sarcasm is thick enough to cut. “Wine, candlelight, intimate conversation about biodynamic farming?”

      “Something like that.” I don’t turn around, but I can feel her studying me. “She’s agreed to share a bottle of wine with me. Something that matters to her.”

      “And then?”

      “Then I begin the real work.” I pause, considering how much to reveal. “She’s more fragile than Moscow’s intelligence suggested. This isn’t going to be a simple recruitment.”

      “Fragile how?”

      I think about Nora’s nervous hands, the way she clutched her purse like a shield, how she blushed when she gave me her name. The vulnerability of someone brilliant who’s been hurt by people who didn’t understand her.

      “She’s been dismissed, probably betrayed. She’s built walls, but they’re defensive, not offensive. She needs someone who sees all of her, not just what they can get out of her.”

      “And you’re that someone?”

      “I’ll become that someone.” I finally turn to face Yelena, noting how her expression has shifted from seductive to calculating. “But it requires delicacy. Patience. Time to build trust. Genuine trust.”

      “Genuine trust,” Yelena repeats. “How charmingly... thorough of you.”

      There’s something in her tone that makes me study her face more carefully. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you need to be careful. She’s a target. Nothing more or less.” She says it like a diagnosis, clinical and final. “You could easily blur the lines with that kind of talk.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it? Because the Aleksandra I knew would have had her eating out of your hand by now. Desperate, compliant, ready to do anything to keep your attention.” Yelena moves closer. “Instead, you’re talking about patience, delicacy, building trust. Like she’s someone worth protecting rather than using.”

      The accusation is interesting, but wrong. I don’t have feelings for Nora, what I have is professional pride and operational instincts. I simply haven’t decided what I want to do with her yet, and I won’t be letting Moscow make that decision for me.

      “She’s an asset,” I say firmly. “I’m handling her appropriately for the situation.”

      “You’re handling her like she matters.” Yelena raises a single eyebrow in smug assumption. “Which changes everything about this operation.”

      “Nothing has changed except my assessment of the most effective approach.”

      “I’m not so sure. Moscow needs to trust you to make the hard choices when they become necessary.” She moves toward her jacket, draped over the chair. “Which means they’ll need someone else to ensure mission success.”

      “Someone else?”

      “Someone willing to do whatever it takes. Someone who understands that assets are expendable when they’ve served their purpose.” She slips her arms into the jacket, adjusting the fit across her shoulders, which now seem more angular than I remembered. “If I see you falter, Aleksandra, know I will step in.”

      The threat isn’t subtle. If I won’t deliver Nora according to Moscow’s timeline and methods, Yelena will. And her methods won’t be gentle.

      “You think that’s going to make me jealous?” I ask. “The prospect of you seducing someone else?”

      “I think it’s going to make you remember what you’re really here for.” She picks up her purse, checking her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. “But if jealousy motivates you more effectively than professionalism, I’m happy to provide that service as well.”

      “I’m not jealous, Yelena. I’m annoyed.”

      “Annoyed?”

      “That you think I’m stupid enough to fall for such obvious manipulation.” I cross my arms, aware of the defensive message I’m sending. “You want me to feel threatened so I’ll either speed up the timeline or step aside and let you handle it your way. Or just let you fuck me so that you feel you have control.”

      I pause and watch her closely. Her lips part but she doesn’t speak, as though she is considering her next play, but I refuse to give her an inch of control. She needs to remember which one of us is here for the brain.

      “And if you think you can have me pleading for your touch again, you’ll need to try considerably harder. You always underestimated how much I hate being managed.” I move toward the door, opening it. “I need to prepare for tonight. You should leave.”

      “Suzette—”

      “I’ll handle Nora my way, on my timeline, according to my assessment of what the operation requires.” I hold her gaze. “Moscow hired me because I’m the best at this. Let me do my job.”

      For a moment, I think she might argue, might try to reassert control through authority or seduction or simple stubbornness. Instead, she gathers her things and chooses a tactical withdrawal over direct confrontation.

      “Don’t let sentiment compromise operational security,” she says as she passes me.

      “Don’t let impatience compromise operational success,” I counter.

      She pauses in the doorway, looking back with something that resembles respect. “This isn’t over.”

      “It never is with you.”

      After she leaves, I close the door, engage both locks, then lean against the wood as I try to sort through the tangle of emotions she’s left in her wake. Anger at her presumption. Concern about her threats. And underneath it all, the truth she’d identified. The protective instinct, the growing sense that Nora Pelletier shouldn’t be used as a mere pawn.
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      Present Day, London

      The Cellar Door doesn’t advertise its existence, which makes it perfect for conversations that shouldn’t happen. Tucked into a Mayfair basement, it offers the kind of discretion that powerful people require and wealthy people can afford. The private dining room swallows sound and secrets in equal measure, its subdued lighting designed to flatter complexions and hide surveillance equipment. Moscow’s money, of course, but I’d have been happy to bankroll an evening with Nora Pelletier regardless.

      Nora arrived ten minutes early, which tells me she’s the type who hates being late more than being awkward. She’s changed since this afternoon. Gone is the casual attire, replaced by a tailored suit cut for her body. Her dark hair has that deliberately tousled look that takes effort to achieve. She wanted to look good for me, though she’s trying to hide it.

      I watch her from the doorway before entering, noting how she checks her phone, adjusts her jacket, touches her hair. When she sees me, she rises quickly, then hesitates as though unsure whether to shake hands or wait for my lead. I make the decision for her, stepping forward to kiss her cheeks in the European manner. Her body goes rigid for a fraction of a second, then I feel the tiny tremor that runs through her as my cheek brushes hers. Her skin is warm, flushed, and I catch the subtle intake of breath when my lips graze near her ear.

      I continue to note these minute details while she pours the wine. The bottle she brought, the seventeen-thousand-pound Domaine Leroy, sits open between us like a thousand possibilities of where this evening might lead.

      “This is incredible,” I murmur, swirling the wine. The scent rises between us, complex and layered, making my head spin. “1988 was a legendary vintage, but this...” I take a careful sip, letting my tongue linger on my bottom lip as I taste. “This is poetry.”

      Nora’s face lights up when I say this, but I catch her eyes following the movement of my mouth, the way her breathing almost imperceptibly shudders. She’s watching me taste the wine like she’s imagining other things I might taste.

      “Most people think I’m crazy for spending that much on a single bottle.”

      “Most people gulp wine like beer,” I reply, setting down my glass, deliberately trailing my fingertip around the rim. “They swallow the story before it has a chance to speak.”

      She leans forward, drawn in despite herself, close enough that I can smell her. Desire with an undercurrent of Jasmine. If I’m not mistaken, it’s Creed’s White Amber she is wearing.

      “Between the vineyard and the vintage, between the winemaker’s intention and what time does to it.” I trace the stem of my glass, watching her eyes follow the movement, noting how her lips part slightly. “This wine has been waiting thirty-seven years to tell its story. Tonight, it chose us to listen.”

      The romantic language is calculated, but watching her respond, moistening her lips, as she shifts in her chair, I find myself meaning it more than I’d intended. There’s something about her genuine passion that makes the usual manipulation feel insufficient.

      “Tell me about your collection,” she says, then immediately looks embarrassed by her own boldness. “I mean, if you want to. You mentioned having access to rare bottles. I’m curious about your... sources.”

      I lean back in my chair, letting the movement emphasize the curve of my waist and breasts, projecting casual confidence. “I work with private estates, mostly. Collectors who’ve spent decades acquiring specific bottles, who wish to own the wines too precious to leave in commercial hands.”

      “Like the Henri Jayer you mentioned?”

      Her pupils dilate slightly when she says his name, and I file this response away along with the way she’s been stealing glances at my cleavage when she thinks I’m not looking.

      “Among others. The current owner is fascinating, she inherited the collection from her mentor, a man who believed wine was spiritual rather than commercial.”

      “She?”

      I let a small smile play across my lips, tongue darting out to wet them. “Dr. Margot Beaumont. Brilliant woman who was a professor emeritus of viticulture. She owns perhaps the most extraordinary private collection in France, but nobody has ever heard of her, which is exactly the way she likes it.”

      This is complete fiction, of course, but Nora doesn’t need to know that. What she needs is the image of a sophisticated woman who treats wine as an elevated art form.

      “What’s she like?” Nora asks, and there’s hunger in her voice, not just for wine, but for the idea of someone who might understand her obsession.

      “Intimidating but inspiring. She can taste a wine and tell you not just the vintage and vineyard, but the weather patterns that year, possibly down to the emotional state of the winemaker.” I take another sip, letting my eyes drift closed in apparent pleasure, then opening them to find her staring at my mouth. “She’s very selective about sharing what she covets. I’ve seen her turn away billionaires who thought money alone could buy access.”

      Nora shifts in her chair, crossing her legs, and I notice the flush creeping up her throat.

      “What does buy access?”

      “Passion. Understanding. The ability to appreciate what you’re experiencing rather than simply consuming it.” I meet her eyes directly, my voice dropping to something warmer. “She’d find you fascinating.”

      Color rises in Nora’s cheeks, genuine pleasure at the compliment. “I don’t think I’d know what to say to someone like that.”

      “You’d surprise yourself. When you talked about terroir expressions today, about biodynamic farming, your whole body came alive when you spoke about something you love...” I let the sentence trail off, watching her reaction. “That’s exactly the kind of conversation she lives for.”

      We’re interrupted by the arrival of our first course, but I note how Nora’s posture has changed. She’s leaning closer, her nervous energy becoming focused attention, and there’s something almost feline in the way she’s watching me now.

      “Can I ask you something personal?” she says as we begin eating, her voice softer now, more intimate.

      “Of course.”

      “How did you end up in wine? As a career?”

      I consider my response carefully, weaving fiction in a way that will resonate with her particular vulnerabilities. “I grew up around it. My grandmother had a small vineyard in Tuscany. Nothing commercial, just family tradition. She taught me that wine wasn’t about impressing people or displaying wealth. It was about honoring the earth, respecting time, understanding that some things can’t be rushed.” I pause, letting my fingers graze hers as I reach for my glass. “Like seduction.”

      “That sounds beautiful.”

      “It was. But when she died, the family sold everything. Developers turned it into a resort.” I let genuine sadness tinge my voice. “I spent years trying to find that connection to something bigger than myself again.”

      “Did you? Find it, I mean?”

      “In other people’s vineyards. In private collections. In moments like this, sharing something extraordinary with someone who understands its value.” I lean forward slightly, close enough that she can feel my breath. “In beautiful women who make my pulse race.”

      The compliment hits as intended. She flushes again, but this time her smile is radiant, unguarded, and I catch her tongue darting across her bottom lip.

      “What about you?” I ask, genuinely curious now. “How does a tech genius develop an obsession with wine?”

      Her expression shifts, becomes more guarded. “It’s boring compared to your story.”

      “I doubt that.” I let my fingertip trace a tiny drip of red on my wine glass, noting how her eyes follow my movement. “Nothing about you strikes me as boring.”

      She takes a long sip of wine, deciding how much to reveal, and I watch the way her throat moves as she swallows. “I spent most of my twenties building algorithms, living on coffee and takeout, thinking success was measured by how many hours I could work without sleep. When I finally had money, real money, I thought I’d buy all the things I’d missed. Expensive dinners, luxury travel, rare wines.”

      “But it didn’t work?”

      “The first bottle I bought cost three thousand dollars. Some famous Bordeaux that wine magazines said was essential.” She shakes her head, smiling at the memory. “I drank it alone in my apartment, expecting some revelation. Instead, it just tasted... expensive.”

      “Loneliness can ruin even the finest wine,” I observe, letting sympathy warm my voice. Married to Lev, I knew the sentiment well. “What changed?”

      “I met someone at a charity auction. An older French woman, probably in her eighties. She was bidding on the same lot, a case of vintage Burgundy. When she outbid me, I was annoyed, so I approached her afterward.”

      Nora pauses, swirling her wine with increasing confidence. The alcohol and my attention are working seamlessly together.

      “She invited me to share a bottle with her that evening. Not the auction wine, something from her personal collection. And she taught me how to taste properly, how to listen to what the wine was saying.” Her voice becomes softer, more vulnerable, and I notice how she’s begun unconsciously mirroring my posture and the way I’m resting my chin on my hand. “It was the first time in years that I’d experienced something that couldn’t be quantified or optimized or reduced to data points. She taught me how to appreciate a great many things.”

      Nora looks away, a distant haze clouding her eyes. It’s an expression I’ve seen many times before. Of lost love.

      “Where is she now?”

      “She died two years later.” Genuine sadness flickers across Nora’s features. “Cancer. But she left me her tasting notes, handwritten books going back decades. Reading them was like having conversations with her again.”

      I feel an unexpected tightness in my chest. Recognition, perhaps, of someone else who’s learned to find meaning in things others dismiss. “She sounds extraordinary,” I say, and mean it.

      “She was. Marie-Claire Dubois. She used to say that wine was the only honest art form. You couldn’t fake terroir, couldn’t manufacture authenticity. Either the wine told the truth about its origins, or it didn’t.”

      “Wise woman.”

      “Mmm.” Nora meets my eyes with increasing directness, emboldened by wine and what she perceives as mutual understanding. “She also said the best conversations happened between people who respected what they were drinking... and each other.”

      The opening is perfect, and I take it. “I’d love to have met her. Though I find myself more interested in her protégé.” I let my gaze drift over her face, lingering on her mouth. “Much more interested.”

      “Protégé?” Nora laughs, but there’s pleasure in it and something breathier in her voice. “I’m hardly that sophisticated.”

      “Aren’t you? You tracked down a specific vintage of Domaine Leroy, researched its provenance, understood exactly what you were buying.” I lean forward slightly, close enough that she’ll feel my presence. “That shows dedication. Passion. I find both incredibly attractive.”

      “Maybe I’m just obsessive.”

      “Maybe you know what you want when you see it.” I let my fingers brush against hers where they rest beside her wine glass. “There’s a difference.”

      The moment hangs between us, charged with possibility. I can see her calculating, weighing the risk of intimacy against the jolt of desire she’s experiencing, and the way her breathing has become shallower tells me exactly what she’s thinking about.

      “Can I tell you something?” she says suddenly.

      “Anything.”

      “I don’t usually open up to people like this. Most conversations feel like I’m going through very polite motions with people. Where everyone tries to impress everyone else, and nobody is actually listening.” She takes another sip of wine, gathering courage, and I note how her free hand has moved to rest near mine. “But this feels real. You feel real. Sincere.”

      The irony is almost painful, but looking at her face, seeing the genuine pleasure and relief, I find myself wishing it could be real. “It is real,” I tell her, the words rolling off my tongue, and for a moment, I almost believe it myself.

      “Good.” Her smile is radiant now, unguarded, and she lets her fingers deliberately brush against mine. “Because I was starting to think I was imagining this... electricity between us.”

      “You’re not imagining anything.” I turn my hand palm up, letting our fingers intertwine. “Though I should probably warn you about something.”

      “What?”

      I lean closer, dropping my voice to something more intimate. “I find women absolutely intoxicating. The way you think, the way you move through the world, the complexity of everything you are.” I let my thumb stroke across her knuckles. “Especially brilliant women who blush when they’re aroused.”

      Her eyes widen slightly in surprise, but also with unmistakable heat. Her lips part and she doesn’t pull away.

      “I... no, that doesn’t make me uncomfortable,” she says quietly, voice slightly hoarse. “Though I should probably admit I’ve never... that is, I don’t have much experience with...”

      “With women?” I supply gently, noting how her pupils have dilated.

      “With anyone, really. Not in any meaningful way.” The admission makes her blush deeper, but wine and attraction have loosened her tongue. “I’ve always been better with algorithms than people. Better with data than... desire.”

      “People are more complex than algorithms,” I agree, turning her hand over and letting my finger trace the pulse point on her wrist. “But also more rewarding when you find the right chemistry.”

      She’s staring at me now with unconcealed fascination, and I can practically see her mind working, processing new information, recalibrating possibilities.

      “Are you...” she starts, then stops, color rising in her cheeks.

      “Am I what?”

      “Are you interested in me? I mean...” She swallows hard, summoning courage. “Sexually?”

      The question is so direct, so vulnerable, that I feel an unexpected twist in my chest. She’s putting herself out there with the kind of courage that obviously doesn’t come naturally.

      “Very much so,” I tell her honestly, my voice rougher than I intended. Because despite the manipulation, despite the mission, that answer is becoming increasingly true. “You’re beautiful, brilliant, and watching you discover what you want is incredibly arousing.”

      Her smile when I say this is luminous, and I catch the way she presses her thighs together under the table. “Good. Because I was hoping... that is, I’d like to see you again. Soon. Very soon.”

      The way she stumbles over the words, the hunger now evident in her voice causes my body to respond with an unexpected jolt of want that has nothing to do with any operational objective.

      “I’d be more than interested.” I keep stroking the sensitive skin, watching how her eyes follow the movement like she’s imagining what else these fingers might do. I offer a knowing smile as her body shudders. “Though I should warn you that I’m only in London for a short time.”

      “How short?”

      “That depends on several factors.” I meet her gaze directly. “But perhaps, if you’re truly interested in seeing that collection I mentioned, in meeting Dr. Beaumont... I could arrange an introduction.”

      “In France?”

      “In Burgundy. Her estate is extraordinary, not just the wines, but the history, the setting. She has guest accommodations for serious collectors.” I pause, letting the invitation settle while my thumb continues its seduction. “Though she’s very particular about her visitors. It wouldn’t be a casual weekend.”

      “What would it be?”

      I lean back slightly, creating just enough distance to make her lean forward, bringing her closer. “An education. An experience. A chance to taste wines that most people only read about in magazines... and explore other kinds of pleasure.”

      “With you?”

      “If you’d like the company.” I inhale deeply and focus on her beautiful, full lips, imagining the damage they could do. “And you’re ready for that kind of intensity.”

      She’s breathing faster now, pupils dilated, and I can see her nipples pressing against the fabric of her blouse. “I’d like that very much,” she says, barely above a whisper.

      The want in her voice makes my clit throb with need. Not yet, I remind myself. The anticipation will make everything more explosive.

      “Then we should discuss logistics. When you’re available, what kind of timeline works.” I signal the waiter for another bottle. “Though first, I’m curious about your work. Building AI systems must be fascinating.”

      Her expression shifts slightly, becomes more guarded despite her arousal. “It’s complicated.”

      “I imagine so. The applications must be enormous. What sector do you focus on? Healthcare, finance, logistics?” I keep my tone conversational while letting my fingers continue their gentle exploration. “Are you working on anything particularly exciting?”

      “Always,” she says, but there’s carefulness to her answer. “Though most of it is too technical to be interesting to non-programmers.”

      “Try me. I’m more technical than I look.” I lean forward, letting her catch a glimpse of my cleavage. “I find intelligence incredibly sexy.”

      She studies my face, clearly weighing how much to reveal. “Defense applications, mostly. Predictive modeling for supply chain optimization.”

      “Military?”

      “Among others.” She takes another sip of wine, clearly uncomfortable but trying not to break the spell between us. “But I’d rather not talk about work tonight, if that’s all right. It’s rare that I get to have conversations that aren’t about algorithms.”

      I let her redirect, giving her back control while my fingers continue their subtle torture. “Of course. Though I have to say, the combination of technical brilliance and untapped sensuality is making me wet.”

      She nearly chokes on her wine. “You’re—what?”

      “Aroused. Absolutely.” I lean forward again, close enough that she can feel my breath. “You’re different. Complex. Innocent in ways that make me want to corrupt you.”

      “I don’t feel particularly innocent.”

      “That’s because you haven’t discovered what you’re capable of yet.” I let my fingers still. “But some of us can see the fire waiting underneath.”

      Her breathing catches, and I see the moment she makes a decision. Her courage overcoming her caution, desire winning out over fear.

      “Francesca?”

      “Yes?”

      “I know this might sound presumptuous, but... would you like to come back to my hotel? I have a bottle of something special, and I...” She swallows hard, summoning courage. “I’d like to be alone with you.”

      I imagine stripping her slowly, kissing every inch of newly revealed skin, teaching her exactly what her body can do. I could take her invitation, could complete the seduction tonight, could have her thoroughly compromised within hours. But something holds me back and it isn’t professional parameters, but genuine desire to make this perfect for her.

      “I’d love to,” I say finally, “but I think tonight should end here.”

      “Oh.” Her face falls, embarrassment and rejection warring with confusion. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to presume⁠—”

      “You didn’t presume anything,” I interrupt gently, bringing her hand to my lips and pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles. “And I’m absolutely, desperately interested. But when I take you I want it to be unforgettable.” I lean close enough that my lips brush her ear. “I want to take my time with you, explore every response, every sound you make when you come apart.”

      When I pull away, her pupils are blown wide and her lips are parted. “When?”

      “Soon. Very soon.” I signal for the check. “But anticipation makes everything more intense. Makes you wetter. Makes the eventual release more shattering.”

      “Yes,” she breathes, and I can see her imagining exactly what I’ve described. For a terrible moment I think she might climax right there in front of me.

      Outside the restaurant, London’s evening air whips around us. Nora’s car is waiting.

      “Thank you for tonight,” she says as her driver opens the door. “For the conversation, for making me feel...” She pauses, searching for words. “Alive.”

      “Thank you for sharing your wine. And yourself.” I lean forward and kiss her cheek, noting how she goes very still. I let my lips linger, then move to brush against the corner of her mouth. “Sweet dreams, Nora. Dream of Burgundy... and other pleasures.”

      I watch her car disappear, and experience the tingle of satisfaction as she turns to look back through the rear window, her hand pressed to her cheek where I kissed her.

      The manipulation was flawless. She’s thoroughly hooked, aching for more contact, willing to travel to France for wine and my touch. But as I walk back toward my hotel, I can’t ignore the truth. Tonight didn’t go exactly as planned.

      I’m genuinely looking forward to seeing her again. Not for the mission, but because I want her. Want to taste her, touch her, be the one who makes her come undone.

      I catch sight of Yelena in the bar window opposite, watching. Damn her. She’ll have questions about why I didn’t take Nora home, why I’m prolonging the seduction.

      What she won’t understand is that the best hungers demand patience.
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      Amber. Provence, Present Day

      The kitchen holds the earthy aromas of garlic and rosemary, the last traces of dinner still warming the evening air. I’m washing our wine glasses by hand, delicate crystal that’s followed us from Moscow to Prague and finally to this peaceful kitchen. Victoria’s laughter drifts through the open terrace doors. She and Abby are sharing a nightcap, their voices mixing with the sound of crickets and the distant rustle of vines in the evening breeze.

      They arrived three days ago for what was supposed to be a working holiday to start on the book Victoria is writing for Suzette, The Seven Ways to Kneel, a guide for dommes and submissives alike in the art of sapphic submission. But instead they’re getting me and my attempts to keep them entertained while my wife plays spy games in London. Though honestly, the only thing that gets hard when entertaining women like Victoria and Abby is me.

      Not that they know she’s playing spy games. As far as Victoria and Abby are concerned, Suzette is reaching out to a wine buyer with more money than sense, the kind of wealthy eccentric who pays obscene amounts for obscure wines, and our little chateau has wines more obscure than most.

      The lie comes easily because it’s mostly true. Suzette is consulting with a collector, though her current client happens to be courtesy of the Russian government rather than some hedge fund billionaire with an interest in our little patch of land.

      I’ve just finished drying the last wine glass when my secure phone buzzes against the denim of my jeans. I always keep it on me when Suzette is working away, alone. The display shows only a number, but I recognize the country code. My pulse quickens as I set down the glass cloth and step away from the sink.

      Victoria and Abby are deep in conversation, so I leave them to it, moving toward the stone staircase that leads up to Suzette’s study. The walls will muffle whatever conversation is about to happen.

      “I did not expect to hear from you,” I say by way of greeting. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine.” Suzette’s voice carries that tone of exhaustion that comes from wearing someone else’s skin. “I thought you might be wondering how things were going.”

      “I’m always wondering. But you calling me while operational...” I lean against the cool stone wall. “That’s not like you.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      I’ve never known Suzette to have broken protocol during a mission. Never compromised operational security for the comfort of hearing my voice. Whatever’s happening in London has shaken her more than she wants to admit.

      “Are you somewhere secure?” I ask.

      “Hotel room. Swept it myself when I arrived.”

      “Yelena?”

      “Probably listening from the room next door, but she doesn’t have the equipment to penetrate proper TEMPEST shielding.” A pause, then “How are our guests?”

      “Charming. Victoria has been teaching me about narrative structure over breakfast, and Abby spent the afternoon photographing the vineyard. We’re about to retire but it won’t be the same without you.” I pause for a second but she don’t respond, and I wonder who is filling her head.

      “They think you’re finding a buyer for our wine,” I say breaking the silence.

      “Close enough to the truth.” I hear the sound of wine being poured. “They’re not suspicious?”

      “Why would they be? Rich people pay absurd amounts for wine all the time.” I glance toward the closed window that overlooks the terrace where our guests are enjoying their nightcap. “Though Victoria did say the timing was disappointing.”

      “For me too,” she tells me. But I can sense there is something she isn’t saying.

      I pause. My wife knows that I don’t need reassurance of her love. Our relationship is built on a transparent understanding of our needs and sexual appetites, on trust, but for it to work it does require complete honesty.

      Several beats of silence follow. Then I hear her clear her throat.

      “Amber, I need to tell you something.”

      The shift in her tone makes my stomach tighten. It’s the voice she uses when something has gotten under her skin in ways she didn’t expect.

      “The target,” she continues. “Dr. Pelletier. She’s not what I anticipated.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She’s...” Suzette struggles with words in a way that’s deeply unlike her. “Brilliant, yes. Paranoid, absolutely. But also genuinely lonely, and when she talks about wine, about art, about beauty having value beyond its price tag...”

      “You like her.”

      “I do.” The admission comes out in a rush, as if she’s been worrying about telling me. “She could be family, Amber. Real family, not just operational convenience.”

      Family. Our code for the rare people who fit into the complex constellation of our relationship. Those precious few who understand that love doesn’t require exclusivity, that intimacy can be shared without diminishing its value. Over the years we’ve built a family of ten, including us, and the couple sitting on the terrace. The others, all lovers, also bring something extraordinary to our unit and expertise to keep us all safe.

      “Tell me about her,” I say, taking a seat behind Suzette’s desk, placing my feet on an open bottom drawer.

      “She spent her twenties building algorithms, living on takeout, thinking success meant never sleeping. When she finally had money, she tried to buy happiness the way rich people always do, with expensive wines, luxury travel, all the things she thought she’d missed.” Suzette’s voice warms as she speaks, the way it does when she’s genuinely fond of someone. “But all she found was disappointment.”

      “What changed?”

      “An older French woman at a charity auction. Marie-Claire Dubois. Taught her about wine, but—” There’s something tender in Suzette’s voice now, the tone she reserves for stories that matter.

      “But?”

      “I think they may have been lovers. Marie-Claire died two years later, and I think she’s been adrift ever since, clutching onto her personal papers as a way of keeping herself afloat. Her file didn’t mention it but she is so much more than her file, Amber.”

      I pick up Suzette’s Montblanc, surprised she left it out, and write down the name Marie-Claire Dubois on the blotter. “She sounds perfect for you... us.”

      “That’s the problem.” Suzette’s laugh is rueful. “Moscow wants me to seduce her, extract information about her AI systems, then deliver her as a compliant asset. But I’m not convinced she should be used that way. Imagine if someone tried to do that to Princess or Jo or Alex.”

      I close my eyes, recognizing the familiar weight of Suzette’s conscience asserting itself at the worst possible moment. As a teenager, she was classified as having psychopathic tendencies, but that assessment bears little resemblance to the woman I know and love. I suspect her father may have been behind that particular orchestration—he always was a man to use every potential angle for his own purposes. But Suzette’s empathy has grown as she has matured, which puts her at odds with intelligence work. She’s too capable of seeing targets as people rather than objectives. It’s what makes her unbeatable in the field... and what’s slowly killing the woman I love.

      “What does Moscow want specifically?” I ask.

      “Access to HELIOS. Her AI defense system that’s apparently designed to integrate with NATO networks.” The wine glass chimes again as she sets it down. “Yelena says it could disable allied air defenses, create windows of vulnerability for... well, you can imagine.”

      “And you believe that assessment?”

      “The technical details are above my expertise.” Another pause. “But I know what they’ll do to her if I deliver her as promised.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking maybe I don’t deliver her.”

      Going rogue against Moscow isn’t just career suicide, it’s the kind of decision that gets people disappeared in creative ways, along with anyone they care about.

      “That’s dangerous thinking, Volchitsa,” I say, using the Russian endearment that’s been ours since our first night together. My little wolf. “And if you don’t do this, then they will send someone else. You know this.”

      “I know. But something feels wrong about this whole operation.”

      “Wrong how?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it. The timeline is too aggressive, Moscow’s too invested, and Yelena...” She trails off, but I can hear her thinking. “Yelena’s not acting like herself either. She’s being more possessive than usual.”

      “Have you fucked her yet?”

      The question is blunt, but necessary. Suzette and Yelena have a history that transcends professional cooperation. Twenty-five years of missions, murders, and sex. Their physical connection is as inevitable as gravity, and we both know it.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because...” Another struggle with words. “Because I don’t want to complicate what’s happening with Nora.”

      Interesting. In all our years together, Suzette has never let emotional attachment interfere with physical need. She’s fucked assets, handlers, and targets with equal professional detachment. Until I arrived.

      “What is it then?” I ask gently. “I can hear something in your voice, Volchitsa.” She knows I won’t let this go.

      “I think...” She stops, starts again. “I think there’s more going on here than anyone’s telling me. The target, the mission parameters, even Yelena’s involvement. My instincts are screaming that nothing is what it seems.”

      “Your instincts are usually right.”

      “Are they? Because right now they’re telling me to protect Nora, seduce her for personal rather than professional reasons, and trust my gut over decades of training.” Her laugh is bitter. “Maybe I’m just losing my edge.”

      “You’re not losing anything.” I glance at my watch—five minutes since she called. “You’re one of the most insightful people I know, Suzette. If something feels wrong, it probably is.”

      “Then what do I do?”

      “Two things.” I straighten up, switching from concerned partner to former operative. “First, keep this close to your chest. Don’t let Moscow know you’re questioning the mission parameters. Whatever’s really happening here, you need to figure it out before anyone realizes you’re looking.”

      “And second?”

      “Be careful. We both know nothing is ever as it seems in this business. If your instincts are telling you something’s wrong, trust them. But watch your back until you understand the game in play.”

      “Even from Yelena?”

      “Especially from Yelena.” The timer chimes in the kitchen, but I ignore it. “She’s not your friend, Volchitsa. She’s Moscow’s insurance policy to ensure you deliver. You are as much their prisoner as she is.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you? Because eight years ago, I was Moscow’s insurance policy too. Sent to watch you, manage you, ensure you didn’t become too independent after your husband’s death.” The confession comes easily now, ancient history that’s become foundation rather than betrayal. “The only difference is you turned me before I could complete my mission.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Is it? Or is it just proof that the most dangerous traps are the ones that feel like salvation?”

      Silence stretches between us while she processes this. From the kitchen, the soft comfort of par-baked brioche buns fills the farmhouse air, but I don’t move.

      “Amber?”

      “Yes?”

      “I may need you.”

      The admission is so quiet I almost miss it. Suzette has faced down arms dealers, assassins, and the occasional angry oligarch with steady nerves and even steadier, deadlier hands. But I hear the vulnerability in her voice.

      Nothing is as it seems.

      “I will be there. You tell me and I will come.”

      “We may come to you... I could bring consequences that will include Moscow’s displeasure.”

      “Then we will face them together.” I drop the pen onto the blotter and push myself up from the chair, heading back toward the kitchen where our guests are probably wondering about dessert. “I didn’t give up a promising career in assassination to worry about Moscow’s feelings.”

      Her laugh is genuine this time, lighter. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Volchitsa. Now go do whatever you need to do, even if that means fucking Yelena. You need to do what you need to do to stay alive, but remember—trust your instincts. They’ve kept you alive this long.”

      “They’ve kept us both alive.”

      “Exactly. Don’t stop listening to them now.”

      After she hangs up, I stand in the kitchen for a moment, processing what I’ve learned. Suzette’s in deeper than she wants to admit, questioning a mission that doesn’t make sense, developing feelings for a target who might be more than she appears. And then there is Yelena, circling like a vulture that’s spotted something dying.

      I’ve seen this pattern before. The only difference is that this time, I’m not there to watch her back.

      “Amber?” Victoria’s voice drifts in from the terrace. “Everything all right? We’re thinking of opening another bottle if you’d like to join us.”

      “Just finishing up in here,” I call back, as a blast of buttery steam fogs the kitchen when I pull six pale brioche buns from the oven. They look sleepy, half-done, the way I should feel, but don’t. Tomorrow, ten minutes in a hot oven and they’ll wake up golden. As will we.

      I dry my hands and step onto the terrace where Victoria and Abby wait in the soft glow of citronella candles. I smile and accept the wine they offer and listen to their stories about writing and photography and the simple pleasures of a life lived honestly. In an hour we will go to bed together, make love as though it is the most natural thing in the world, because for us it is.

      Some secrets are worth keeping. Some lies are worth telling. And sometimes the most important thing you can do for someone you love is trust them to make the right choices, even when those choices might destroy everything you’ve built together.

      Especially then.
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      Suzette, London, Present Day

      The phone buzzes against the marble surface of the bathroom counter while I’m still wrapped in steam from the shower. Only one person has this number. I gave it to her when we exchanged details at the Thornberry cellar. The early hour of the call makes me reach for it with wet fingers, anticipation already building.

      “Hello?”

      “Francesca?” The voice is soft, uncertain. “It’s Nora.”

      I pause with the towel halfway to my hair, noting how she doesn’t assume I’ll recognize her voice. As if I could forget the way her eyes dilated when I brushed her fingers, or how she blushed when she invited me back to her hotel.

      “Good morning.” I keep my voice warm but not overeager. “How are you feeling? Not too much wine, I hope.”

      “No, I’m... I feel good, actually.” There’s something different in her tone this morning. Less nervous, more decided. “I was wondering what you’re doing today.”

      “Nothing that can’t be rearranged.” I move to the window, looking out at London’s gray morning light. “Did you have something in mind?”

      “I thought...” She pauses, and I can picture her gathering courage. “I thought it might be nice to spend some time together. Away from restaurants and wine cellars. Somewhere we could actually talk. Be alone…”

      The request surprises me. Most targets become clingy after initial contact, desperate for validation. But the tone in Nora’s voice makes her invitation sound like it has come from a decisive decision rather than need.

      “What kind of somewhere did you have in mind?”

      “There’s a place I go sometimes when London feels too crowded. Well, not exactly a place, more of an escape. It’s probably silly, but...” Another pause. “Would you trust me to surprise you?”

      Trust. Such a loaded word between us, though she doesn’t know it yet. But the question itself is interesting. She’s asking for control over our next encounter, taking initiative in a way that suggests growing confidence.

      “I’m intrigued,” I tell her honestly.

      “Good. Can you meet me at Westminster Pier? In an hour?”

      “Westminster?” I can’t hide my curiosity now. “Are we taking a river cruise?”

      “Something like that. I promise it’s worth it.” Her voice carries a note of excitement that transforms her from the nervous woman I met yesterday. “Unless you’d rather stay on dry land?”

      “No, I...” I find myself smiling despite my instincts telling me to maintain greater control over the situation. “I’d love to see what kind of escape you have in mind.”

      “Bring layers,” she says, then adds more quietly, “and maybe sunglasses. It can get bright on the water.”

      After she hangs up, I stand at the window trying to piece together what just happened. Dr. Nora Pelletier, the paranoid recluse who supposedly trusts no one, just invited me on a spontaneous boat trip to an undisclosed location. Either she’s far more impulsive than Moscow’s intelligence suggested, or something about our evening has her breaking her own habits.

      I should be pleased. Targets who take initiative often reveal more about themselves than those who remain passive. But as I choose clothes for whatever adventure she has planned, I find myself less focused on operational advantages and more curious about the woman behind the invitation.

      Layers. Sunglasses. Water.

      Whatever she has in mind, it’s going to take me somewhere completely off anyone’s radar. And that can’t be a bad thing, can it?
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      Suzette, London, Present Day

      Westminster Pier bustles with the usual mix of tourists and commuters, but I spot Nora immediately. She’s standing beside a sleek speedboat moored at the private dock, wearing dark jeans, a navy blue Helly Hansen sailing jacket, and sunglasses that give her an air of nautical competence. When she sees me approaching, her smile is radiant, unguarded, and despite myself my chest tightens. Please don’t tell me that was a thrill of excitement!

      “You came,” she says. As if there was any doubt.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      “I thought you might change your mind. Decide I was being presumptuous.” She gestures toward the boat with obvious pride. “Twenty-eight feet of pure freedom.”

      I take in the vessel—not a rental or tour boat, but something privately owned, expensive, well-maintained. “This is yours?”

      “Friend of a friend arrangement.” Her confidence surprises me as she holds out a hand to help me aboard and then moves to untie the mooring lines. “I grew up on boats in Canada, summers on the lakes with my family. When I need to disappear in London, I call in favors.”

      I’m struck by the transformation in her demeanor. Yesterday’s nervous energy has been replaced by something far more confident, assured. This is her element, her sanctuary, and that’s confirmed by the ease with which she moves as she jumps aboard.

      “Where exactly are we going?” I ask as she starts the engine.

      “Somewhere we won’t be interrupted.” She lowers her head and glances at me over the top of her sunglasses, a sparkle of mischief in her eyes. “Somewhere no one will think to look for us.”

      In my line of work statements like that are usually a threat and every word she speaks waves its own flag redder than a Soviet banner at a May Day parade: isolation, secrecy, no backup, no witnesses.

      If trust doesn’t come easily to Nora, what I’m doing borders on professional suicide. But I pull the life jacket over my head and tie the loops around my waist with a tug, choosing instinct over intelligence.

      The boat responds to her touch like it’s part of her body. We pull away from Westminster Pier with smooth acceleration, and suddenly London transforms around us. The Thames flows beneath us as we speed eastward. Westminster’s grandeur gives way to the glass towers of Canary Wharf, then industrial landscapes. Places where arms deals happen in converted warehouses, where bodies disappear into tidal mud.

      But with Nora at the helm, hair whipping in the wind, these aren’t operational landmarks. They’re just backdrop to her obvious joy at being in control of something fast and powerful.

      “What made you call this morning?” I ask when she reduces speed as we approach a wider stretch of river.

      Color rises in her cheeks. “Last night was the first time in months that I’ve had a conversation I really enjoyed. When I woke up this morning, I didn’t want it to be over.”

      “So you decided to kidnap me and flee along the Thames?”

      “I decided to share something I care about with someone who might understand it.” Her hands rest confidently on the wheel, but I catch slight tension in her shoulders. “Is that terrible?”

      “No. It’s honest. I appreciate honesty.” More than you know, I think ironically.

      “I’m not usually like this with people I’ve just met.”

      “What are you usually?”

      She considers this seriously, adjusting course around a slower pleasure craft. “Polite. Distant enough that they don’t ask follow-up questions.”

      “And with me?”

      “With you, I seem to forget why I want to be elusive.”

      The admission carries on the wind between us as London’s density gives way to green spaces and quieter water. I should push deeper, probe the reasons behind her usual caution, but something stops me. Maybe it’s the way she commands the boat, or how she’s chosen to share this private escape rather than another public venue.

      “Tell me about this,” I say, gesturing to encompass the boat, the river, her obvious expertise.

      Her face lights up. “Borrowed her from someone who owed someone a favor. A friend of a friend.” She pauses, hands steady on the wheel. “But I grew up around boats since I was a kid. My family has a cottage in Muskoka. That’s lake country north of Toronto. Spent every summer learning to read water, weather, wind patterns.”

      I absorb this information, trying to reconcile it with Moscow’s intelligence profile. Family cottage. Summer boating. None of this was in her file.

      “Muskoka?” I ask, filing away the detail.

      “Georgian Bay, actually. My grandparents bought property there in the sixties, before it became trendy. I have a Sunseeker I keep moored there during the summer.” Her voice grows softer with memory. “Best part of my childhood, those summers on the water.”

      The insight reveals more gaps in Moscow’s intelligence than I’m comfortable with. They missed family property, recreational habits, an entire network of connections that could provide resources. A Sunseeker is easily three to five million dollars worth of boat. Either their research was sloppy, or Nora’s better at operational security than we’ve given her credit for.

      “Thames Barrier ahead,” she calls, pointing to the massive steel flood defenses rising from the water like sleeping giants. “After this, we’re in open water.”

      The river widens dramatically beyond the barrier. London’s grip loosens, becomes memory. The banks spread apart until we’re flying across something that’s more sea than river, the Kentish coast a distant line of green.

      I find myself laughing, experiencing actual pleasure. The speed, the freedom, the way she handles the boat while spray catches sunlight like scattered diamonds.

      “How fast are we going?” I shout over the engine noise.

      “Fast enough!” She grins back. “Hold on!”

      “What do you do out here?” I ask. “Besides escape surveillance capitalism?”

      “Run. Think. Sometimes I anchor and swim, though the Thames isn’t exactly pristine.” She grins at me. “Sometimes I bring a book and find a quiet mooring where I can watch the light change. And sometimes...”

      “Sometimes?”

      “Sometimes I bring someone I want to know better to a place where we can talk without being overheard.”

      The suggestion in her voice makes heat shoot through me. Not just the words, but the way she says them, so direct, intentional, no longer hiding behind shyness.

      Ninety minutes out, she throttles back and points ahead. “There.”

      At first, I see nothing but water and sky. Then a dark smudge resolves into an island. It’s maybe two hundred meters long, low and wooded, with a narrow beach on the lee side. No buildings, no other boats, no signs of human presence except a small wooden dock that looks handmade.

      “Does this belong to that friend of a friend as well?” I ask as she maneuvers toward the mooring.

      She laughs and then cuts the engine, letting momentum carry us to the dock. “Technically it belongs to a nature trust, but nobody ever comes here. To disappear without a trace, there’s nowhere better.”

      For a few lengthy seconds we hold each other’s gaze, then she looks away.

      We drift closer, and now I can see the island properly. Wild grass, stunted trees shaped by salt wind, a few scattered rocks. Primitive, isolated, beautiful in its emptiness.

      “Ready to jump?” she asks, holding us steady against the dock.

      “Jump?”

      “Tide’s a bit low. You’ll need to step up onto the dock.” Her grin is mischievous. “Unless you’d prefer to get wet.” She delivers the innuendo with a mischievous grin. There is so much more to this woman than her file suggested.

      I gauge the distance of open water between boat and dock—a couple of feet maybe as the boat bumps back and forth, but enough of a gap that requires commitment rather than caution.

      “Trust me?” she adds.

      That word appears to be ever-present today!

      I meet her eyes and recognize that look for what it is. A challenge.

      “Always,” I tell her, and jump.

      I land solidly on weathered planks, the dock swaying slightly under my weight.

      “Catch,” she says and tosses two large cool bags toward my outstretched hands. One makes a clinking noise. “I brought lunch, and maybe some light refreshment.”

      Nora hitches the line, secures the boat, then follows with a graceful leap.

      “Welcome to nowhere,” she says, taking the heavier of the two bags. “Population: us.”

      The island feels ancient, untouched. I pull out my phone and there’s no mobile signal, as promised. No sounds except wind through grass, water lapping against the shore, and the bump of the boat against the makeshift jetty. It’s the kind of complete isolation that makes rules feel irrelevant.

      “How did you find this place?” I ask as we walk up a narrow path of flattened grass.

      “A private research project three years ago. Mapping private data networks across the Thames Estuary.” She pushes through tall grass toward a clearing. “Found dozens of these little islands in the shipping records. This one kept catching my attention. It was close enough to reach easily, far enough to guarantee privacy.”

      “Were you looking for an escape plan?”

      Her smile is self-deprecating. “I’ve always been the type to need exit strategies.”

      We reach a clearing, a patch of level ground sheltered by wind-bent trees, with views across the water in three directions. She spreads a blanket from the boat, claiming the territory as her own.

      “Shall we eat?” she asks, and I suddenly realize how hungry I am, having skipped breakfast. I accidentally—perhaps on purpose—forgot to update Yelena before I left the hotel. Instead, choosing to send her a cryptic message about furthering the mission rather than knock on her hotel room door. I tap the phone in my pocket and smile. It’s good to keep Yelena on her toes. It keeps her young.

      A spread of rustic sourdough, artisan cheeses, and a fruit platter are laid out on the blanket next to where we sit. I reach out and pluck a grape, giving a moan of appreciation as the sweetness bursts in my mouth.

      “This is elaborate for something you planned this morning,” I observe, settling back on my elbows as I watch her fill two champagne flutes with straw-gold bubbles. If she isn’t planning on sailing back a little tipsy, then she wants to get me very drunk.

      “I may have been optimistic when I went shopping.” Color rises as she hands me the glass. “I hoped you’d say yes to seeing me again.”

      “And if I’d said no?”

      “Then I’d have had a very expensive lunch alone while questioning my eagerness for optimism.”

      She says it lightly, but I hear her vulnerability. Why is she so surprised when someone chooses her company?

      “Your judgment seems sound so far,” I tell her.

      “Does it? Because bringing someone I barely know to a place where no one could find us might not qualify as sound judgment by most people’s standards.”

      “Lucky for you, I’m not most people.”

      “No,” she says, studying my face with those dark eyes. “You’re definitely not.”

      We eat slowly, the island’s stillness settling into us breath by breath, wave by wave, and I realize something that should worry me. I’m enjoying this not as successful manipulation of a target, but as genuine pleasure in her company. The way she notices details, or how the salt air changes the taste of wine, or the formations different seabirds make as they fly overhead. How she’s relaxed enough to be physical, reaching across to offer me food, letting our knees touch on the blanket.

      But more than that, I’m struck by the intelligence gaps this reveals. A woman who can navigate Thames shipping channels, who has contacts for borrowing expensive boats, who knows enough about data networks to map the estuary. None of this matches Moscow’s profile of a paranoid recluse who barely leaves her offices.

      “Can I ask you something personal?” she says as we finish eating, lifting our plates and napkins and placing them to the side.

      “Of course.”

      “Last night, when you said you found women attractive...” She pauses, gathering courage, then meets my eyes directly. “Have you been with many women?”

      The question is direct, especially coming from someone who was stumbling over words yesterday. “Some. Why?”

      “Because I’ve been thinking about it. About what that might be like.” Her voice drops lower, more intimate. “My romantic history has been... limited. A couple of men in university, a woman in graduate school, another woman a few years after I started the company. But nobody for over four years now.”

      I can’t help but raise my eyebrows. Four years of celibacy for a woman who’s passionate and clearly capable of deep emotions. I start crawling the walls if it’s been five days. “Why so long?”

      “Because I only give myself to people who understand me. Who see past the money and the success...” Her voice grows quieter. “I thought I might never find that again. Until last night.”

      The confession makes my breath catch. This isn’t just physical attraction or loneliness. This is someone who’s been waiting years for genuine connection, who’s offering me something precious and rare.

      “What do you think you found?” I ask, though part of me dreads the answer. She is a target, I remind myself. An asset to be delivered to Moscow. End of story.

      “Someone who understands me.” She reaches across the space between us, fingers tracing along my hand. “Someone who might understand what I need. That when I give myself to someone, it matters.”

      I want to devour her innocence. Right here. Now. My pulse quickens despite every instinct screaming warnings. She’s moving faster than I expected, showing more courage than yesterday suggested. The isolation, the boat, the privacy. This isn’t seduction. For that, she would have me take her in her hotel room. But this scenario has been designed to be memorable, the start of something, not an interlude.

      Why couldn’t the FSB have given me someone like Nora when I was nineteen, instead of the Neanderthal Lev Abramov? My life would have been so different. I would have been so different.

      “What are you thinking?” she asks, her head cocked so that her dark fringe falls over her eyes. Instinctively I reach out and sweep it to the side so I can see those dark eyes.

      “About how four years is a long time.”

      “I just want my next time to be with the right person.”

      “And you think I might be that person?”

      “I think you already are.” She’s put herself out there with the kind of courage that would usually demand honesty in return. But what honesty can I offer? That I’m here to seduce and betray her? That everything she’s feeling is being calculated and encouraged for reasons she can’t imagine?

      Instead, I reach out and stroke her cheek. “Nora...”

      “I know we barely know each other. I know I’m probably being ridiculous.” The words tumble out in a rush. “But I can’t stop thinking about how it felt when you touched my fingers last night. About what might happen if you touched me— somewhere else.”

      Heat shoots through me at the image her words create. A genuine physical response to the idea of her beneath my hands, around my fingers, as I slide inside her.

      “You’re not being ridiculous,” I manage.

      “Then what am I being?”

      “Brave.”

      Her smile when I say this is glorious. “I don’t feel brave. I feel terrified and excited and like I might vibrate out of my skin if you don’t kiss me soon.”

      This submission should feel like victory. Instead, it feels like responsibility.

      “Here?” I ask softly, looking around as though I expect someone to step out from behind the line of trees.

      “I brought us here so we could be alone. So I could tell you what I want without worrying about who might be watching.” Her voice barely carries over the lap of water on the shore.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to kiss me. I want to know what your hands feel like on my skin. I want...” She takes a shaky breath. “I want to stop being afraid of wanting things.”

      Damn Moscow. If this were my choice, I’d claim her completely, take her now, carry her home to Provence, keep her safe from everything and everybody who wants to use her. She’s asking for permission to want, and my body aches to give it.

      “Nora.” I move closer on the blanket.

      “Yes?”

      “When I kiss you, everything changes.”

      “I know.” Her pupils are dilated despite the afternoon sunlight. “I’m counting on it.”

      I lean closer, close enough to see gold flecks in her dark eyes, close enough that she can feel my breath against her lips.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “More sure than I’ve been about anything in years.”

      So I kiss her.

      Soft at first, tentative, almost testing her resolve. Part of me wants her to pull back to save herself from me, and I’m giving her time to change her mind, but she responds immediately, her hand coming up to cup my cheek, fingers threading through my hair. Her lips are warm, soft, tasting faintly of the champagne.

      When I deepen the kiss, she makes a small sound in the back of her throat that shoots straight through me. Not feigned arousal, but want sparked by her genuine desire. This isn’t just seduction anymore, this is mutual hunger.

      “Francesca,” she breathes against my mouth when we finally break apart.

      “Yes?”

      “You were right. Everything just changed.”

      We’re both breathing harder, pupils dilated. The island feels like another world, a place outside normal rules where anything could happen. And will.

      “What do you want to happen now?” I ask.

      “Everything.” Her voice is steady despite the flush in her cheeks. “I want everything.”

      “Here?”

      “Here. Now. While we’re completely alone.” She reaches for her top with trembling hands. “I want to touch you. I want you to touch me. I want to know what we feel like together.”

      I catch her hands gently, stopping their progress. “Nora...”

      “Don’t.” Her eyes flash with frustration, maybe annoyance at being held back. “Don’t tell me to wait. Don’t tell me to be careful. I know what I want.”

      “I’m not telling you to wait.” I bring her hands to my lips, kissing her knuckles. “I’m asking if you’re certain. Four years is a long time, and we can’t undo something once it’s been done.”

      “Good.” Her smile is fierce, determined. “I don’t want to undo what’s about to happen.”

      The sun warms our skin as clothing falls away piece by piece. Her body is beautiful in ways that have nothing to do with conventional standards. I notice the elegant line of her collarbone, the soft curve of her waist, skin that’s never seen sunlight and feels like silk under my hands.

      When I lay her back on the blanket and settle beside her, she’s trembling but not with cold, just sheer anticipation and want and the vulnerability of being seen completely.

      “Beautiful,” I murmur, tracing my fingers along her ribs, watching her arch into the touch.

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” she breathes.

      “We don’t have to do anything if you’re having second thoughts.”

      “Third and fourth thoughts. But I don’t care.” Her hand finds my hip, pulling me closer. “I want this. I want you.”

      When I take her nipple into my mouth, she gasps and arches beneath me, one hand fisting in my hair, the other gripping the blanket. Every sound she makes, every movement of her body, fits so naturally against mine. I want to be the one who helps her discover her endless capacity for pleasure.

      Her skin is warm beneath my mouth, salt-sweet from the river air. I kiss lower, slowly, deliberately tracing a line down the gentle slope of her belly, savoring the way her breath catches, the way she exhales with a sound somewhere between a sigh and a moan. She smells like sun-warmed cotton and ripe fruit, like memory and longing. Her thighs tense beneath my hands, but she doesn’t pull away. She opens to me like she’s been waiting years to be touched like this.

      I press a kiss to the inside of her knee. Then higher. I want to worship every part of her. Not because I have to. Not because it serves the mission. Because the essence of her is already undoing the hardest parts of me.

      When my mouth finally finds her centre, she lets out a low, unguarded sound, a sound I know no one else has ever coaxed from her. She’s still trembling, hips shifting toward me with hesitation that’s already melting into want. I slow down, tasting her as though she is the most precious gift I’ve ever received. Every motion is gentle, controlled. She is unraveling beneath me, strand by strand, until she’s nothing but sensation and gasping breath with my name half-formed on her lips.

      “Francesca…”

      It’s the way she says it that stops me. Not a plea, not a command. A surrender. As if my name is the only thing anchoring her to the earth.

      I glance up and see her eyes, glassy, wide, and so full of want I almost have to look away. And behind that layer something deeper lurks. Not lust. Not even gratitude. Trust.

      God help me.
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      Suzette, London, Present Day

      I suck her in again, this time with more pressure, and she shudders, thighs tightening around my shoulders. Her fingers find my wrist, grip tightening as I circle her with my tongue, slow, then faster.

      But I don’t stop there.

      I flatten my tongue and draw it upward from the base of her opening to the peak of her clit in a long, languid stroke. She gasps, a sharp, startled breath like I’ve touched the very core of her being. I do it again, slower this time, letting the tip of my tongue flick her clit before easing back down, savoring the taste of her arousal, the slick heat of her need. I hear her whispering something, my name maybe, or just a mantra of arousal broken by breath.

      I spread her wider, holding her open with gentle insistence, then close my lips around her clit and suck. So swollen, so ready, pulsing on my tongue. She cries out, not loudly, but from deep inside her body, want turning to fire. Her hips jerk, the tremor of four years’ restraint beginning to give way.

      My tongue finds her clit, deliberate and demanding. She watches me work her like she's witnessing her own destruction. Her hands are in my hair now, fingers clenched, like she needs to anchor herself to something solid while the rest of her dissolves.

      Then I flatten my tongue again, lick her dirty and fuck her with it. Pushing inside her, slow and rhythmic, back and forth, again and again until she’s lifting off the blanket, thighs trembling, a low moan rising and breaking in her throat. She tastes of everything I want and everything I shouldn’t. She’s so wet I feel it spill down my chin, pooling in the hollow of my throat, and I want to drown in her.

      I slip one finger inside her, and her whole body jolts. I whisper nothing but breath against her as I curl it, finding the place that makes her cry out louder. Another finger. She arches violently, gasping my name like it’s a curse, condemning me to hell, and a benediction, exalting me ever higher.

      When I touch the exact spot and press with my tongue at the same time—hard, firm, relentless—her body seizes, and she lets out a sound I will never forget.

      It isn’t elegant.

      It isn’t controlled.

      It’s feral.

      It’s a scream swallowed by the sky.

      And then she comes apart.

      Her orgasm crashes through her with enough force to make me hold her hips down. Her thighs clamp around my ears and I welcome it. Welcome the pressure. Welcome the fact that she is completely, utterly lost to it.

      She’s shaking, legs trembling violently, slick coating my fingers, dripping down my wrist. She tries to speak but it’s just broken syllables. Her body contracts around my fingers again, the aftershocks as brutal as the climax itself, and when she finally collapses, her chest is heaving like she’s run for miles.

      I pull back slowly, licking her gently, reverently, until she flinches and gasps, “Too much. I—I can’t…”

      I kiss her thigh. Her hip. Her belly.

      Then I crawl up her body and lie beside her, and only then do I understand what’s happened.

      She’s crying.

      Not sobbing, not collapsing into grief, but tears have pooled in her lashes, and her face is open in a way that makes my heart wince.

      She clings to me now, without reservation. Her arms wrap around my shoulders and she buries her face in the curve of my neck. She’s shaking, still trembling from the orgasm, from the trust she gave, from the years she’s spent untouched, unchosen, and suddenly, utterly desired.

      I hold her, one hand cupping the back of her head, the other tracing gentle circles on her spine. Her skin is so soft, and her breath fans across my collarbone in staccato bursts.

      “I didn’t know it could feel like that,” she whispers into my skin.

      “Feel like what?” I murmur, stroking her hair.

      “Like being worshipped.” Her voice catches. “Like being seen and not judged. Like I could… give someone everything and not lose myself.”

      I say nothing. I just hold her. The moment is too pure for words.

      She pulls back and kisses me, gently then with more urgency. More determination. Her lips press against mine like she’s trying to breathe through me. Her hand touches my cheek, then my jaw, then slides into my hair and pulls, not roughly, but with intent. Her kiss is heat and honesty, her tongue searching, tasting her own release on my lips.

      And when our mouths part, the look in her eyes is incandescent.

      Like fireworks.

      Like a million tiny stars exploding behind her pupils.

      “I want to make you feel what I just felt,” she whispers, eyes locked on mine. “I want to give you something back.”

      “Nora—”

      “I’m not asking.” Her voice is low, steady, different now. “You gave me this. Let me give you something in return.”

      And the way she says it, with a confident, raw reverence fills my chest with warmth.

      I nod once.

      She rolls us carefully, pressing me into the blanket with a kiss that tells me she’s still trembling but won’t be stopped. When her mouth closes over my nipple, I moan, not from sensation alone, but from the fact it’s her doing this. Nora, vulnerable and new and bold, sucking gently, her hand sliding slowly down my belly with deliberate intent.

      And now it’s my turn to shake.

      Nora’s hand is on my waist now, her lips brushing against my sternum. Each kiss is soft, exploratory, like she’s learning me one square inch at a time. I watch her—this woman who hadn’t touched anyone in four years—move with the deliberate care of someone rediscovering not just another body, but her own permission to want.

      Her tongue circles my nipple, then flicks once, teasing. I gasp. She does it again, and my back arches without thought. She hums as if satisfied with the reaction, then pulls away, trailing her mouth down the center of my torso, pausing at my navel to kiss the skin just above it, then rest her cheek there.

      “You’re shaking,” she murmurs.

      I am. And I hate that she’s the one who notices. Hate it more that I don’t want her to stop.

      She looks up at me, her eyes shining in the fading gold of the day. “May I?”

      It’s a strange question. Tender. Unassuming. It knocks the breath out of me.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, Nora.”

      She parts my thighs and settles between them with surprising surety. Her hands are steady now, braver. Her tongue is soft and deliberate, sliding over me slowly, like she’s tasting language she once forgot how to speak. She flattens it and presses up firmly, drawing it through the length of me with aching precision. I gasp and clench the blanket beneath me.

      She does it again, slower this time, then pulls away.

      “Too much?” she asks, breath warm against me.

      “No,” I manage.

      But she waits anyway. Watching me. Watching my breath. Then, with devastating control, she resumes. Tongue firm, measured, circling my clit in a pattern that makes my legs tense. Just when I’m starting to rise, just when my hips begin to move in rhythm, she stops again, resting her cheek against my inner thigh.

      I look down, panting. “What are you doing?”

      “Learning you.”

      “Nora—”

      “I want to make this last.”

      I bite down on a curse.

      She dips her head again. This time she sucks gently, catching the very edge of me in her mouth. My body jolts. Then she lets go. Waits.

      This repetition is exquisite agony. She builds me up, each time higher than the last, then pulls away just as I begin to tip forward into release. I want to scream. I want to grab her by the hair and drag her back to me. But I don’t.

      Because I need to give her this. She teases me again, tongue pressing in tight circles, then dipping lower, licking softly where I’m slick and aching for more. She slides her tongue into me and groans like she’s missed this taste for a lifetime.

      I moan, high and helpless, and her hands come up to pin my hips, holding me in place as she fucks me with her mouth, slowly, thoroughly, like she intends to leave no part of me untouched. I arch into her, but just as the edge begins to crest again, she pulls back.

      “Oh my god! Nora!” I scream, having only just caught myself from swearing in Russian.

      She rests her forehead against my thigh, lips parted, breathing as hard as I am. “I want to see what you look like when you fall apart.”

      “You’re going to kill me.”

      She smiles. “Not yet.”

      Her fingers find me next, sure and warm and slow. She circles my entrance, watching my face, then slides one finger inside, curling it so precisely I swear I see stars. Then another. She moves in slow strokes, filling me, climbing up my body until she’s staring into my eyes, fucking me with hard deliberate thrusts. I never let anyone take me like this, except Amber, but right now I want this, I want her, rough and hard. When her thumb finds my clit I all but levitate, only her weight pinning me down, forcing me to swallow every last ounce of pleasure. Then she slowly pulls out and I whimper. A sound that causes her to smile. It’s only then I realize how decidedly the power balance has turned on its head, and I can’t stop myself.

      “Nora—”

      “Do you want me, Francesca?” She holds my gaze and I find myself nodding.

      A fleeting thought cuts through the haze. She said four years… but no one with that kind of drought moves like this. No one finds the exact rhythm to make me⁠—

      Except I don’t beg.

      I don’t beg.

      God! How is she this good?

      And yet here I am, hips lifting, breath breaking, hands gripping her shoulders hard enough to bruise.

      “Nora—please…”

      I choke on the word. The shame of it. The surrender.

      She lifts her head just enough to murmur, “Say it again.”

      I stare at her. “Don’t make me.”

      She slides her fingers deeper and strokes that place inside me like she was born knowing where my pleasure lives.

      “Please…” I whisper. “Please don’t stop. I want you.”

      And then—she lets go. Her smile is like that of a child who has just won first place in a race, so endearing it almost breaks my heart, for both of us. The only solace is that in this moment, at least, there is no deceit.

      And no more teasing.

      She straddles my leg, three fingers inside me, using her weight to push deeper. Her arousal coats my thigh as her pinkie slides back, filling me differently. Her thumb circles my clit and I’m gone. I throw my head back, releasing every thought, every calculation, giving myself over to her and the blinding sensations coursing through me.

      “I want you to remember me, to want me,” she says as she rolls her hips forward, grinding against my thigh. She fucks me with the full sincerity of that statement, and all I can do is grunt in return.

      I’m teetering on the edge, about to topple, and as if she realizes, she grinds harder. We’re both going into oblivion in complete surrender. I cry out—louder this time—and the orgasm begins. I’m drowning in sensation, pulled under, my body crushed, battered by the force. Every sinew in my body tightens, lifts, possessed, unable to hear, to see, to speak, in oblivion… Then I break apart, crashing against the rocks, in a rush of wet heat and sound and light.

      She doesn’t stop.

      Another orgasm tears through me before the first has even finished. I shake, actually shake, hands grabbing around her shoulders as if I can’t bear to let her go. The only thing connecting me to the present is the way she rides out her own orgasm.

      When I finally land, breathless, drenched in sweat, thighs twitching, heart pounding, a shiver rolls through me, the air tickling against the wetness covering me. Hers? Mine? Both? I’m so gone I’m not even sure I know my name. Aleksandra? Suzette? Francesca?

      I swallow hard. I am Francesca Marchetti, Italian wine consultant. My body tenses now for very different reasons. This was wrong. I never allow myself to be dragged under like this. Never. Until now.

      Nora’s body lies heavy, limp, sweating on top of me, and then as though sensing my rigidity, her eyes search my face, uncertain now, as if she’s afraid she’s crossed a line. I can’t afford to break this moment for her. I pull her to me and kiss her. A deep, open-mouthed kiss, with everything I have left. Her body melts against mine, soft and sure. She holds me like I’m a treasure she wants to keep, not conquer.

      And that… that is what destroys me.
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      Suzette, London, Present Day

      The boat ride back had been torture. Not because of any awkwardness between us, but because I didn’t want it to end. Didn’t want to return her to London’s surveillance cameras and Moscow’s attention. On that island, she’d been safe. In my arms, she’d been untouchable.

      But the Thames carried us back toward reality with inevitable momentum. She handled the boat with the same competence as before, but her bearing changed as though she was more present in her skin. The kind of glow that comes when someone makes love to you like you’re the answer to every question they’ve ever asked.

      “Thank you,” she’d said as we approached Westminster Pier, her voice carrying new intimacy.

      “For what?”

      “For today. For letting me see you.” Her smile was soft, private. “For making me remember what it feels like to be brave.”

      I’d wanted to shake her, to tell her she was making a terrible mistake. That trusting someone like me went against every instinct that had kept her safe for five years. That I was dangerous in ways she couldn’t imagine, that everything about our meeting should have set off alarms. But the words stuck in my throat, trapped behind the weight of everything I couldn’t tell her without destroying us both.

      Instead, I’d kissed her goodbye at the pier, soft and lingering, trying to memorize the taste of her mouth and the way she leaned into me like I was something solid to hold onto.

      “When can I see you again?” she’d asked.

      “Soon,” I’d promised, though I had no idea what soon might bring. “Very soon.”

      She’d smiled at that, radiant, then turned and walked away into London’s crowds. I’d watched until she disappeared, fighting the urge to follow, to stay close enough to intercept any threat that might come near her.

      Back in my hotel room, the afternoon replays in fragments. Her hands on my skin, the trust in her voice, the way she’d made me forget my own name.

      I strip off clothes that still carry salt air and Nora’s scent, then stand under the shower’s scalding spray trying to wash away the afternoon. But some things don’t rinse clean.

      The woman who made love to me on that island isn’t the paranoid recluse from Moscow’s files. She’s someone who waited four years to trust again, who chose me to end that painful solitude. Someone who deserves better than being turned into Moscow’s puppet.

      I towel off, and my hands still shake, muscle memory of how thoroughly she unmade me. In the mirror, I look different, but I can’t pin down what or why. Three names echo in my head. Aleksandra, Suzette, Francesca. But which one came apart in Nora’s arms? Which one begged? Which one wants to protect her from what’s coming?

      All of them. None of them.

      I’m losing myself in this operation, blurring lines that could kill us both.

      My secure phone buzzes against the nightstand, displaying the one number that always fills me with comfort, although today, it might be tinged with a slither of guilt.

      “Hello, my love,” Amber’s voice carries across the distance between London and Provence, warm and familiar and completely trusting.

      “Hi.” The word comes out with a strained edge I can’t hide.

      “Long day, Volchitsa?” She knows me well enough to read the intonations even in a single syllable. “How did your meeting go?”

      Meeting. Right. The fiction we’re maintaining for Victoria and Abby, the story that keeps our guests from asking uncomfortable questions about why I’ve abandoned them, or indeed anyone else listening, for business that couldn’t wait.

      “Complicated.”

      “Difficult client, or...” She trails off, letting me fill in whatever truth I’m ready to share.

      I close my eyes, picturing her in our kitchen, pouring wine, concern creasing her forehead as she processes my tone. Amber who gave up everything for me, who built a life around the promise that we were done with deception and manipulation. At least with each other. Amber who trusts me completely while I lie to someone else’s face about everything that matters.

      “She’s not what they told me,” I say finally.

      “The buyer?” she asks, using our euphemism for Nora.

      “She’s...” How do I explain? That I spent the afternoon falling for someone I’m supposed to betray? That I came harder in her arms than I have in years with anyone but Amber? That I want to protect her from the very people who sent me to seduce her? “She’s so much more than I anticipated… and in a good way.”

      Silence stretches across the connection. Amber knows the difference between professional appreciation and personal involvement. I know she’s hearing something in my voice that goes beyond successful asset development.

      “Suzette,” she says, her voice becoming quieter. “Are you all right?”

      Am I all right? I’m sitting in a London hotel room, still feeling another woman’s touch on my skin, planning how to protect her from my own employers while not being able to talk freely with my wife about everything I need to.

      “I don’t know.” An admission of honesty is all I can give her.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Yes. No. I want to tell her everything—how Nora trusted me with her body and her vulnerability, how she made me forget my own name, how I’m terrified Moscow will destroy her. But I also want to protect Amber from the weight of knowing, from having to carry the guilt of my choices.

      “Not yet,” I say. “But I might need you. Soon.”

      “I’m here.” No questions, no demands for explanation. Just unconditional support offered without hesitation. “Whatever you need, whenever you need it... wherever you need it. Victoria and Abby are fine, the vineyard is fine, and they can manage without me if need be.”

      “I need you to just be there for me. I may return... abruptly.” Amber will know exactly what I mean, and that is all that matters.

      “I will be waiting.”

      Waiting for me. But which version of me will return? You cannot do what is asked of you—no, demanded of you—in this life and not change.

      “I love you.” I mean it with desperate intensity, one that wants to reach out into the digital ether that connects us and pull her close to me.

      “I love you too, Volchitsa. Come home to me.”

      After she hangs up, I sit in silence.

      Nora chose me. Out of all the people she could have let past her defenses, she chose me. And I’m here to destroy her for it.
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      Suzette, London, Present Day

      I stand outside Yelena’s door before knocking, listening to the muffled sounds of London traffic through the corridor windows. Room 612, two doors down from mine, close enough for surveillance, far enough to maintain plausible deniability.

      She holds information I need, and she’s being deliberately evasive about Moscow’s real plans for Nora. Twenty-five years of partnership have taught me exactly how to get what I want from Yelena Federova, and sex has always been our most effective currency.

      The calculation is cold, professional. If I need to seduce her to protect Nora, then that’s what I’ll do. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve used my body, and it’s hardly a hardship. Though it would be the first time with Yelena that wasn’t born from the twisted lust that follows violence, the hunger that comes from killing together and needing to feel alive in its aftermath. To celebrate the fact it was us who get to live another day.

      This time, it would be strategic. Calculated. A means to an end rather than an end in itself.

      I make peace with the decision as I raise my hand to knock. For the greater good. For Nora’s protection. For information that might save a brilliant woman from a lifetime of enslavement.

      My knock when it comes is soft. Professional courtesy between old partners who know how to move through the world without drawing attention.

      She opens the door wearing a hotel robe, hair damp from the shower, no makeup. Twenty-five years of history, and she still looks like the same woman who taught me that violence and sex were just different expressions of the same hunger. She looks good.

      “I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow for your debrief,” she says, stepping aside to let me enter. Her words are clipped, professional irritation that’s clearly been building with each hour I remained off the grid.

      “This can’t wait.”

      Yelena huffs out a breath that’s pure sarcasm. Her room is identical to mine—same furnishings, same view of London’s glittering indifference, same sense of fleeting luxury that money rents but never owns. A bottle of vodka sits open on the desk, two glasses next to it as though she knew I would come.

      “Drink?” she offers.

      “Why not.”

      She pours two neat vodkas in glasses. The ritual gives us both time to assess, to calculate, to decide what this conversation will become.

      “Did you close?” she asks, handing me the glass.

      “No.” I’m lying, but I need to stall for time.

      “Why not?”

      I take a sip, letting the vodka burn away the bitter taste of emotion. “Because rushing would have been counterproductive. She’s not someone you fuck and turn. She’s someone you cultivate, develop, turn into a willing asset rather than a resentful prisoner.”

      “Moscow doesn’t have patience for cultivation.”

      “Moscow hired me for my expertise. If they wanted crude manipulation, they could have sent anyone. You, for instance.”

      Her face twists as she looks away, knowing I’m right, then settles onto the bed, legs curled beneath her, the robe falling open enough to reveal the curve of her thigh. Not deliberate seduction—we’re past such obvious games—but the casual intimacy of someone comfortable with her own power.

      “Tell me about today and your disappearing act. Do you have a death wish, removing the battery from your phone?”

      I smile inwardly at her presumption, and at Nora’s apparent grasp of operational security. But I suppose if you develop technology for defense contracts, it’s a job requirement.

      “She could be something special, Yelena. Not just a standard asset.” I look out into the night, at our reflections staring back at me.

      “You’re developing feelings.”

      “I’m developing perspective.” I meet her gaze in the window’s reflection. “What happens to her after I deliver her to Moscow?”

      “That’s not our concern.”

      “It’s my concern. What happens, Yelena?”

      She takes a long sip of vodka. “Why does it matter? You’ve turned dozens of assets over the years. Why worry about this one?”

      “Because you’re being evasive, which means you know something you don’t want to tell me.” I turn to face her directly. “What aren’t you sharing?”

      “Maybe the same thing you’re not sharing with me.”

      “Which is?”

      “The real reason you didn’t complete the seduction tonight. The real reason you’re here, in my room, asking questions you don’t need to know the answers to.” She sets down her glass and holds my gaze. “You’re stalling, Suzette. Question is why.”

      The accusation is a direct challenge. She’s not wrong—I am stalling, trying to buy time to figure out what’s really happening here. But admitting that would confirm her suspicions about my loyalties.

      “I’m trying to understand the parameters of my mission,” I say.

      “Bullshit!” She stands, then moves closer, her presence dense with the memory of death and fucking. “You’re questioning orders, Aleksandra. Moscow will not like that.”

      “Maybe I’m evolving.”

      “Maybe you’re compromised.”

      Compromised. In our world, it’s a death warrant with delivery options. Clean execution if you’re lucky, radioactive agony if someone wants to make an example. Either way, you become fertilizer for unmarked ground.

      “Careful, Yelena.”

      “Or what? You’ll kill me? We both know how that would end.”

      But do we? She’s close enough now that I can see time’s careful accounting around her eyes. This work devours beauty as fast as it devours souls, our value measured in curves that will soften, in faces that will age past usefulness. Soon they’ll prize her cruelty over her looks, send her on missions where wisdom matters less than expendability.

      The mathematics of misogyny. We grow more dangerous as we become less valuable. Which is why we must be smarter, sharper, more ruthless—not for them, but for ourselves.

      “Tell me what happens to Nora,” I say quietly.

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to know what I’m delivering her into.”

      “Since when do you care about the aftermath?”

      “Since I started seeing targets as people rather than objectives.”

      Yelena’s eyebrows lift slightly. I’ve revealed too much of my hand. But there’s something in her expression, not mockery, but understanding. Recognition of a struggle she knows intimately.

      “I told you, that’s dangerous thinking,” she says, a touch of sadness in her voice.

      “So you keep telling me,” I say as I sit on the bed next to her.

      “Because it’s true. The moment you start caring about assets as people, you stop being effective as an operative.” Her fingers trace my jaw with melancholy familiarity. “But you already know that.”

      “Do I?”

      “You’ve known it since Budapest. Since you cried after we eliminated Kozlov because you’d spent three months making her believe you loved her.” Her thumb brushes across my lower lip. “Empathy is your gift and your curse, Aleksandra. It makes you irresistible and it makes you vulnerable.”

      “What happens to Nora?” I press, refusing to let her deflect.

      Her fingers still against my skin. For a long moment, the only sound is her breathing. When she speaks, her voice is barely above a whisper.

      “If she cooperates, they’ll monitor her. Twenty-four-seven surveillance, handlers disguised as friends, every aspect of her life controlled and documented.” She pauses, then adds quietly, “If she doesn’t cooperate, they’ll eliminate her as a security risk. If Moscow can’t have the trapdoor, then no one will.”

      “Monitor her how?”

      “You know this.” Her hand drops away, her attention turning back to the vodka. “Phone taps, cameras, digital surveillance. But mostly through people close to her. They already have her assistant. She doesn’t know, of course. Been there for eight months.”

      The scope of the operation starts to crystallize. This isn’t just about turning one person. it’s about building an entire network of control around her, ensuring she never has a moment’s privacy or peace again.

      “What about when she returns to Canada?”

      Yelena’s smile is bitter. “If she turns, they’ll provide her with a husband. Someone charming, successful, suited to her interests. Someone who happens to work for Moscow.”

      “A husband.” I close my eyes for a second. Even in an age of artificial intelligence, Moscow knows the ever-present danger that comes from corrupt humanity far exceeds that of technology. “They’re going to trap her in a marriage to a handler.”

      “A move you’ve experienced yourself, except—wait—you were the handler. As you said, she’s starving for attention, and Moscow will give it to her. It might just not be the attention she hoped for.”

      “You’re talking about enslaving her.”

      “We’re talking about asset management.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Is it?” Yelena stands to refresh her drink, as I walk to the window and look out into the darkness. Even in the reflection I can see her hands are less steady now.

      “How is it different from what we do to any target? Seduce them, turn them, use them until they’re no longer useful?” she asks.

      “Because this isn’t temporary. This is a lifetime of control, manipulation, surveillance. This is turning her into a possession rather than a person.” My words come out faster, my tone rising.

      “And that bothers you? Your conscience wasn’t this evident when the asset was your late husband,” she says, cocking her head.

      “It should bother you too.” I clench my hands to stop them from shaking. Entirely fury, not fear. Yelena can make all the jokes about Lev she wants. She wasn’t there. She doesn’t know what Moscow’s official reports left out.

      She’s quiet for a moment, staring into her vodka as if it might offer answers to questions she’s not ready to ask.

      “It does,” she admits. “bother me. Sometimes.”

      “Then why are you going along with it?”

      “Why are you? Because of that damned file? Your agenda for revenge? That’s what you’re trading Pelletier’s life for.” The words spit out of her mouth like bullets zeroed in on the thinnest cartilage of my conscience, shattering every inch of armor I have left.

      Yelena is right, and I can’t allow this to happen.

      “Besides, what choice do I have? Do we have, for that matter?” She runs her hand through her hair, tugging it a little before knocking back what’s left of the vodka. “We’re not the ones making these decisions, Suzette. We’re just the ones implementing them.”

      “We always have choices.”

      “Do we? Because the alternative to completing this mission is becoming the next target—without a pulse.” She meets my eyes with something that might be desperation. “You know what they will do to us.”

      The truth is stark, ugly when spoken aloud. We’re not handlers in this operation. We’re prisoners with the illusion of agency, following orders because there is no alternative that allows us to complete the mission and know the miracle of another sunrise.

      “So what do we do?” I ask.

      “We complete the mission. We deliver the asset. We collect our payment and try not to think about what happens next.”

      “And if I can’t do that?”

      “Then you’d better find a way.”

      But there’s something in her voice that belies the conviction of her words. A hint of conscience, of the recognition that maybe we haven’t lost our souls so completely that we cannot claw our way back.

      “Yelena...”

      “Don’t.” She sets down her glass and moves toward me, grabbing my shoulders. “Don’t make this harder than it already is.”

      She’s close enough now that I feel the heat radiating from her skin, see the conflict in her eyes between duty and desire, between professional necessity and personal cost. There are no black teardrops tattooed on her face, but every kill and every act of deceit has left its mark.

      “We’ve always been good at not thinking about consequences,” she murmurs, her grip loosening. “Maybe we could try that again.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I want to stop thinking about trapped women and forced marriages and the sound you make when you come.” Her eyes close for a fraction of a second, and when they open again I can see the plea. “I want to remember why we used to be good together.”

      “But were we, Yelena? Good together?”

      “We were something.” Her eyes fall to my lips, and my chest aches for her, for us, for Nora and Amber and everyone we touched and ruined over the years. “Maybe not healthy, maybe not sustainable, but we were real.”

      I should stop this, remember that she’s Moscow’s representative.

      Instead, I cup her face in my hands and kiss her.

      She tastes of vodka and I almost cry for the tenderness which coexists with such brutality. Her robe falls away as my hands move over skin. It’s softer than I remember, marked with new scars that tell stories I don’t know.

      “What happened?” I ask, fingers tracing a thin line that travels from sternum toward her left side, the trajectory suggesting someone aimed for her heart and missed by the width of a breath.

      “SBU knife. Last year in Prague.” Her breath catches as I kiss the scar. “He thought being bigger meant being stronger.”

      “He was wrong.”

      “Very wrong.” Her back arches against my touch. “I missed this.”

      “Just this?”

      “This. You. The way you make everything else disappear.”

      She reaches for my chin, pulling me up to face her. “Why do you want to save Nora?”

      Our breathing falls into rhythm, chests rising and falling together in intimate synchronization.

      “Because women like her remind me of what I might have become if we had been born in a different time, a different place,” I tell her.

      Yelena lets out a long, shaky breath, eyes fluttering closed for just a moment. There’s no one else who sees her like this, so vulnerable, present. Where she allows herself to just be. “She doesn’t have to become their prisoner,” I say quietly.

      “She already is. We all are.”

      “We could disappear. Both of us. Take her with us. Somewhere safe.”

      “And go where? Moscow’s reach is longer than you think.”

      “I have resources. Amber has contacts. Places we could disappear until this blows over. I have money. For that matter, so does Nora.”

      “Amber.” She laughs. “How pleased she would be to have me insert myself into her life. Besides, a betrayal would never be forgotten. You know that.” But there’s a flicker of hope in those pale gray eyes. She might not believe it’s possible, but she wants to, and sometimes that’s all it takes. Pushing her, though, would be a mistake. There’s a better way.

      “Then what do you suggest?” I ask.

      She’s quiet for a long moment, staring out at London’s lights as if they might offer answers.

      “I suggest we figure out how to complete this mission without destroying what’s left of us,” she says with a finality that makes my heart drop.

      “And if that’s not possible?”

      “Then I guess we find out what really lies at our core.”

      She moves closer, not with seductive intent but tenderness, as though seeking comfort. Her hand finds mine, fingers intertwining in a way that is unfamiliar in its gentleness.

      “We should sleep,” she says eventually. “Tomorrow, there is much to do.”

      “Sleep?”

      “What, you want to stand here until morning, pretending we have choices that don’t exist?”

      But her fingers tighten around mine, and I understand that what she really means is stay with me tonight, so neither of us need be alone.

      “Yelena,” I say quietly. “I need to tell you something.”

      “What?”

      “When I came here tonight... it was to seduce you. To use sex to get whatever information you have about Nora.” I swallow down the harsh truth, only hoping Yelena will be able to do the same. She deserves the truth. “I made peace with it because I thought it was for the greater good.”

      She turns away, quiet for a long moment, and I can’t read her expression.

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No. I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because when you started talking about women being turned into possessions... I realized that using you the same way would make me part of the problem.”

      Her hand shifts in mine, thumb tracing across my knuckles.

      “Thank you,” she says, her voice soft. “For not... for choosing not to.”

      “I’m sorry I even considered it.”

      “Don’t be. We’ve both done worse things for less important reasons.” She pauses, then adds, “But I’m glad you didn’t. That’s not how I want you. That’s not how I want any woman.”

      “Not now, you mean?”

      “Not ever. What happens between us in the future... if anything happens... it should be because we choose it, not because one of us needs something from the other.”

      In our world of deception, this is a rare glitch of honesty.
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      Suzette, Moscow, 1998

      The Metropol ballroom glittered with the particular wealth that emerged from Russia’s chaos. Oligarchs whose billions arrived decades before their table manners, power so absolute that civility became performance art rather than necessity. The new ecosystem, predators and prey sorted by net worth. Natural selection, Russian style.

      Oligarchs and their wives circulated beneath crystal chandeliers, speaking heavily accented English when foreign investors approached, otherwise commanding the room in rapid guttural Russian. The charity auction was theater, designed to show the world that Russia’s new elite understood civilization.

      I stood beside my husband of six months, watching him command his space with the casual arrogance of someone who’d never questioned his right to power. Lev Abramov at thirty-eight was a steel magnate, political kingmaker, the kind of man who spoke to presidents and expected them to listen.

      “The Americans think they understand resource extraction,” he was saying to Dmitri Barinov, another oligarch whose aluminum empire funded half the Duma. “But they lack vision for long-term strategic thinking.”

      Barinov nodded, though his eyes kept drifting to my neckline. Men like him saw wives as ornaments, beautiful, expensive, and silent. If only they knew how I’d been chosen, how strategically I’d been placed.

      “Lev believes Russia should control the world’s metal supplies,” I said softly, letting admiration color my voice. “Imagine the leverage that would provide over aerospace, military electronics, anything requiring advanced materials.”

      “Exactly.” Lev’s hand found the small of my back, possessive and proud. “My brilliant wife understands geopolitics better than most ministers.”

      The irony was exquisite. I did understand geopolitics, well enough to know that Lev’s vision for metals monopoly terrified Moscow. Independent oligarchs with defense contracts made the Kremlin nervous. Men who could influence American defense manufacturing through market manipulation were threats to be neutralized.

      “The Americans are consolidating mining operations in South America,” Barinov observed. “If they lock up Bolivia and Chile...”

      “Then we pivot to Australia and Afghanistan,” Lev replied without hesitation. “I have preliminary agreements with mining consortiums in both countries. The key is diversification before consolidation.”

      I absorbed every word, logging details to report back. Lev’s expansion plans, his international partnerships, his growing independence from Russian state interests. Moscow had been right to worry. My husband was building an empire that could rival governments.

      “Ladies,” Viktor’s wife appeared at my elbow, diamonds sparkling. “Shall we examine the auction items while the men solve the world’s problems?”

      The dismissal was polite but firm. Wives were expected to admire jewelry and artwork while their husbands discussed real business. I smiled graciously and allowed myself to be led away, though I remained within earshot.

      “The Americans underestimate how quickly markets can shift,” Lev continued.

      “Your husband is very impressive,” murmured Elena Barinov, though her eyes tracked a younger woman across the room. “So young to have achieved such success.”

      “He works very hard,” I replied, playing the dutiful wife while cataloging the venom in her voice. “Sometimes I barely see him.”

      This was true. Lev did work obsessively, driven by ambition that consumed everything in its path. What Elena didn’t know was that his work increasingly put him at odds with the very system that had enabled his rise. And that I was documenting every detail for Moscow.

      “The mining rights in Kazakhstan are being renegotiated,” I heard him tell Petrov. “If the Americans bid against us, I have alternative arrangements.”

      Alternative arrangements. Code for bypassing Russian state control, dealing directly with foreign governments and corporations. The kind of independence that made oligarchs disappear into Siberian prisons or London hospital beds.

      “Aleksandra.” A voice behind me, soft and familiar.

      I turned to find Major Yelena Federova, stunning in black silk, playing the role of someone’s plus one. Our eyes met for the briefest moment.

      “Yelena,” I said warmly, as though greeting an old friend. “How lovely to see you.”

      “Your husband is very knowledgeable,” she observed, loud enough for Elena Petrov to hear. “His predictions about energy markets are sophisticated.”

      “He studies trends obsessively,” I agreed, then added more quietly, “Perhaps we could catch up privately?”

      “Of course.” Yelena’s smile was warm and completely innocent. “I’d love to hear about married life.”

      We moved toward the ladies’ lounge, two women seeking private conversation. Elena Petrov didn’t follow. She’d spotted a more interesting target near the Chagall paintings.

      “He’s planning to bypass Moscow entirely,” I murmured as we walked. “Direct deals with foreign governments, independent from state oversight.”

      “Timeline?”

      “Eighteen months. Maybe less if the American election changes trade policy.” We reached the lounge, empty except for an attendant who suddenly found urgent business elsewhere. “He’s meeting with Australian mining executives next week.”

      “In Moscow?”

      “Sydney. Then Perth. He wants to establish processing facilities outside Russian jurisdiction.”

      Yelena’s reflection in the mirror showed no emotion, but I caught the slight tightening around her eyes. This was worse than Moscow had feared.

      “His security arrangements?”

      “Minimal. He thinks money makes him untouchable.” I touched up already prefect lipstick, buying time to organize my thoughts. “He’s arranged a private jet, just the two of us and minimal staff.”

      “Good. You’ll have full access to his communications, his meetings, his plans.”

      “And after?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. “How long does this continue?”

      Yelena’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “Until he’s no longer a threat to Russian interests.”

      The euphemism landed. Until he’s no longer a threat meant until he was dead, disappeared, or so thoroughly compromised that Moscow controlled every aspect of his business empire.

      “He’s not a bad man, Yelena. Arrogant, yes. Naive about political realities. But not evil.”

      “No. But he’s dangerous. Men with his resources and independence always are.”

      She was right, and I knew it. In the brutal realities of politics, individual goodness mattered less than systemic threat. Lev’s vision for industrial independence might benefit Russia economically, but it would also make him too powerful to control. The Kremlin had learned that lesson with other oligarchs who’d grown their empires too fast.

      “Are you having doubts?” Yelena asked quietly.

      The honest answer was yes. Six months of marriage had shown me aspects of Lev that intelligence files couldn’t capture. His genuine affection for his elderly mother. How he remembered the names of every employee in his Moscow office. But doubts were a luxury I couldn’t afford.

      “No doubts,” I lied. “Just gathering intelligence about timeline and methodology.”

      “Good.” Yelena’s smile returned. “Moscow is pleased with your progress. You’re doing well.”

      Because in many ways, it was becoming authentic. That was the most dangerous aspect of deep cover operations, the risk of forgetting where performance ended and reality began. The nights were the worst part. When Lev’s hands found me in darkness, I learned to transform him in my mind, imagining Yelena’s lean body above me, her fingers instead of his, the press of silicone rather than flesh. It was the only way I could respond, could make the sounds he expected, could fake the breathless surrender that convinced him of my devotion.

      Some nights I was so successful at the deception that I forgot whose name I was supposed to moan. Afterward, while he slept satisfied beside me, I would slip away to meet someone whose touch could remind me who I really was. Stolen hours with women who knew nothing of my marriage, who could give me back the pieces of myself that each night with Lev cost me.

      Her fingers brushed mine as we made our way back to the ballroom, but that touch was replaced as Lev immediately appeared at my side, slipping his arm around my waist.

      “There you are, my love. Viktor wants to introduce us to a German industrialist.”

      “Of course.” I smiled up at him. He believed in our marriage, in my devotion.

      The guilt should have been crushing. Instead, I was satisfied. Moscow had trained me well.

      “You look beautiful tonight,” he murmured against my ear as we walked toward Viktor and his German contact. “Have I mentioned how lucky I am?”

      “Only three times today,” I replied, with a shy smile. “But I don’t mind hearing it again.”

      His laugh was rich, unguarded, believing he was loved, protected, secure. He had no idea that his greatest threat wasn’t business competitors or political enemies. It was the woman whose hand he held, whose smile he trusted, whose presence in his bed had been designed by the very system he sought to bypass.

      As we approached the German industrialist, I caught Yelena watching from across the room.

      Lev Abramov would continue building his metals empire, making his plans, dreaming of industrial independence and global influence. And I would continue documenting every detail, every contact, every vulnerability that Moscow could exploit.

      Until the day they decided he was no longer useful.

      Networking complete, having talked to everyone worth talking to, the dance floor was cleared and the orchestra began playing Rachmaninoff. Lev offered his hand with old-world gallantry. We danced beautifully together. Other couples smiled approvingly at us, the handsome oligarch and his devoted wife, the fairy tale marriage that proved love could bloom even in Russia’s new reality.

      If only they knew that fairy tales were just another form of propaganda, designed to serve the storytellers’ purposes.

      But as Lev held me close, whispering endearments, I found myself wondering which one of us was really being controlled.

      And whether the ending Moscow had written would destroy us both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzette, London, Present Day

      I wake to cold rumpled sheets and an empty space beside me. Gray London light filters through hotel curtains, and for a disorienting moment I scramble for emotional traction, grounded only by the scent of Yelena’s perfume.

      My clothes scatter across the carpet like evidence of betrayal, though who’s being betrayed remains the question. Memory floods back. Vodka, confessions, the weight of decisions that aren’t mine to make.

      A note sits on the pillow where Yelena’s head should be, black ink on crisp ivory hotel stationary:

      Moscow wants progress report. Meeting arranged for eleven. - Y

      I sit up, head pounding from vodka and emotional hangover, but my resolve has only strengthened with daylight. I cannot let Moscow take Nora. But first, I need coffee and a strategy for staying alive long enough to prevent it.

      I stumble back to my room. My phone buzzes as I push open the door. Café Noir, Marylebone. One hour. Y.

      Not a request. An order.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m walking through London’s churning humanity toward what feels increasingly like my own execution. The café sits on a quiet street corner. A quick walk around the block reveals a back entrance opening onto Marylebone High Street, fifty meters from the Underground entrance where you can disappear into the Bakerloo line within seconds. There are some rules you never break: Never enter a building without having at least two exits already mapped out.

      I spot Yelena immediately, sitting at a corner table with perfect sight lines to both entrances. But she’s not alone.

      The man across from her wears an expensive but nondescript suit, white shirt open at the neck, conformity camouflage. Sharp features, narrow eyes, and rigid shoulders set him apart from other café patrons. I’d know that profile anywhere. Too many operatives have died looking at that face. Yevgeny Zaitsev. Moscow’s head of foreign asset acquisition management. He’ll sign your death warrant with less thought than he gives to ordering takeout, and that man likes a Big Mac.

      “Aleksandra.” He doesn’t stand as I approach. Doesn’t smile. Doesn’t pretend this is anything other than what it is. “Sit.”

      I take the chair opposite him, hyperaware that Yelena won’t meet my eyes. Whatever conversation they’ve been having hasn’t gone well for me.

      “Yevgeny.” I keep my voice level, professional. “I hadn’t realized you’d be joining us.” I glance at Yelena, but her attention fixes on a young woman with a pushchair struggling through the café’s narrow door.

      No one gets up to help her.

      Yevgeny signals the waitress, who brings two pots of tea, three cups (that’s a relief), and a large bowl filled with sugar sachets. “Your progress reports have been interesting reading.”

      The Earl Grey tastes flat, over steeped. Or maybe it’s adrenaline twisting my taste buds. Around us, people carry on their morning business, ordering coffee, indulging in oversized pastries, sharing office gossip or mothers’ group updates. So ordinary. None of them understand they’re witnessing a conversation that could reshape global defense networks, and with it their tiny worlds.

      “I believe I’ve made substantial progress with the target.” I take another sip, buying time while my mind races through options. None end well.

      “Substantial.” Yevgeny’s smile has the warmth of Siberian January. “Tell me, how exactly does taking our target to an isolated island qualify as mission progress?”

      A folder containing satellite surveillance photos lands on the table between us, leaving no doubt about how thoroughly the seduction was documented. High-resolution photography reveals more than anyone wants recorded, or maybe it’s just the angle.

      Yelena stares at me, hurt at being lied to, being played, etched into her face. But that can wait. My more pressing issue taps the open folder with a firm index finger, still waiting for my answer.

      “Relationship building takes time with this target.” I don’t flinch, don’t reach for the photos. “She’s not someone you seduce in a hotel room. You need to give her an element of control. She needs to trust.”

      “Trust?” Yevgeny’s laugh cuts across the café. Several patrons glance our way, then quickly look elsewhere. Self-preservation instincts. “Since when do we care about the emotional comfort of assets?”

      Since I realized what we’re planning to do to her. Since I understood that Nora Pelletier is exactly the kind of brilliant, lonely woman I might have been if I’d been born in a different country… to a different father. Since I spent an afternoon falling for someone I’m supposed to destroy.

      “Since this particular asset requires a delicate approach.” I meet his gaze directly. “I am here precisely because traditional methods have failed. She’s paranoid, careful, resistant to pressure. The only way to turn her is through genuine connection, one that she feels responsible for building.”

      “Genuine connection.” He repeats the words like they taste foul. “Sentimental nonsense.”

      My phone buzzes against the table. Nora’s name flashes on the screen, and Yevgeny’s eyes track the sound.

      “Answer it,” he commands.

      I glance at Yelena, who finally meets my eyes. There’s something desperate in her expression, a warning perhaps, but I can’t read it. And really, what choice do I have?

      My finger taps the green accept. “Salve,” I say, elongating my vowels to offer an inviting Italian lilt.

      “Francesca?” Nora’s voice carries excitement. “I hope I’m not calling too early.”

      “No. No, I love to hear from you.” I force warmth into my voice while Yevgeny leans forward, listening to every syllable. “How are you feeling after yesterday?”

      “Wonderful. Alive.” Her laugh makes pain twist in my chest. “I’ve been thinking about what you said, about meeting Dr. Beaumont. I’ve cleared my schedule completely. When can we leave for Burgundy?”

      Yevgeny’s smile widens. Beside him, Yelena has gone still.

      “That’s wonderful news.” I stumble over the words, realizing I’ve just delivered Nora directly into Moscow’s trap. “When would work for you?”

      “Immediately. Today, tomorrow, whenever you can arrange it.” The eagerness in her voice makes me want to reach through the phone and shake her. “I’ve been researching Dr. Beaumont online. There’s almost nothing about her, which makes me even more curious.”

      Because she doesn’t exist, I want to scream. Because this is a trap and I’m the bait and you’re swimming directly toward the hook.

      “Let me check with her and call you back.” My voice sounds strange, hollow even to me, but Nora doesn’t seem to sense it. “These things require coordination.”

      “Of course. Take your time.” Pause. “Francesca? Thank you. For yesterday, for this opportunity to spend time with you.”

      The line goes dead. Yevgeny applauds softly, the sound obscene in the quiet café.

      “Good. You have her hooked.” He closes the folder and slides the surveillance photos back into his briefcase, his brief smile dropping to something far more dangerous. “Now bring her in.”

      “In now?”

      “Do you think you’re going to France?” He sneers. “There is Gulfstream at Biggin Hill for her. You put her on it. Make excuse. Then you walk away.”

      The room tilts. My chest contracts, squeezing air from my lungs. I can’t bring myself to look at either of them for fear my anger might betray me.

      “Once she’s isolated,” Yevgeny continues, “we begin proper questioning. Past British airspace, no one interferes.”

      “And if she doesn’t cooperate?”

      “Such brilliant mind would be wasted, but better that than her be weaponized against us.” He checks his watch, bored by discussion of murder. “AI systems are too dangerous to leave in unreliable hands. Better to eliminate the creator than allow your enemy to have such power.”

      Yelena finally speaks, her voice neutral. “What about the timeline?”

      “Immediate. Dr. Pelletier’s eagerness works in our favor.” Yevgeny stands, leaving Yelena to pay the bill. “You have forty-eight hours to make arrangements. Yelena will handle logistics.”

      I know better than to ask if I have a choice, but he stops at my shoulder, forcing me to look up at him.

      “And so we are clear, if you don’t deliver, Aleksandra, then your lovely wife in Provence might find herself receiving unexpected visitors.” His smile never wavers. “I understand she’s quite devoted to that vineyard. Would be shame if something happened to it. Or her.”

      I refuse to let panic show. Amber. Victoria and Abby, still there as our guests. Everyone I care about, vulnerable because of choices I made decades ago.

      “I see we understand each other.” Yevgeny adjusts his cufflinks. “Yelena will provide operational details. Don’t disappoint us again, Aleksandra. There are many who still cannot forgive you after Brussels.”

      He walks away, leaving Yelena and me alone with the wreckage of my conscience and impossible choices.

      “This is wrong, Yelena. We can’t do this to her.”

      “Wrong doesn’t matter.” Her voice carries exhaustion that goes bone-deep. “Only survival matters. For us, for people we care about.”

      “There has to be another way.”

      “There is no other way. There never was.” She reaches across the table, her fingers finding mine. “We complete the mission. We deliver the asset. We try to live with what we’ve done. It’s what we’ve always done.”

      But as I sit in the café, watching London’s morning unfold around us, I wonder if that’s true. The younger versions of ourselves believed in something. Patriotism, our people, an answer far bigger than ourselves. But now the world feels turned on its head. The big picture in which we placed our faith just a convenient blanket, muffling life’s awkward complexities. Reality isn’t built on grand concepts but on small, almost inconsequential everyday decisions. The choices made in the moment, and their endless ripples.

      “At least you’ll get what you’ve always wanted. Your file. Access to names of those who need to answer for what they did to you. Maybe that will bring you sleep.”

      I glance up, absorbed by the overwhelming sadness surrounding my old friend, and right there my decision is made.

      Moscow thinks they’re using me to trap Nora. But they have no idea what I’m capable of.

      I pull out my phone and type:

      Rappelle Terri traiter vignes charançon noir avt retour. À ds 2j.

      To anyone else, the message is just a pesticide treatment reminder for Amber to pass to our head vintner. But she will know the reality of what I had said.

      And if Moscow wants to play games with people I care about, they’re about to learn that some lessons in power come with a very high price.

      “Forty-eight hours then,” I say, my eyes set on watching every micro-expression unfold across her face. The ramifications of the next two days will blow her world apart, force her to make choices once inconceivable. She averts her gaze.

      “I need to go,” I say and pick up my bag. “Will you want to know?”

      Tension works her jaw. When she finally meets my eyes, there’s something like relief there. “Do what you have to do, Aleksandra.”
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      Suzette, Brussels, March 2011

      The rain on Place du Luxembourg sounds like applause, steady and insistent against the umbrellas of parliamentary assistants rushing between buildings. I stand beneath the awning of a café that serves overpriced coffee to people who mistake proximity to power for power itself. Across the square, the European Parliament’s glass façade reflects a city that believes in its own importance.

      She’s late. Not unusual for Vivle Moreau, wife of NATO’s Deputy Assistant Secretary General for Defense Policy. In the three months since I engineered our introduction at a BOZAR fundraiser, she’s been consistently fifteen minutes behind schedule. Her small rebellion against a life measured in diplomatic protocols.

      When she finally appears, her Burberry trench coat dark with rain, I feel that familiar tightening in my chest. Not desire, though she’s beautiful in that refined way diplomatic wives cultivate, but pity. She moves through the world like someone perpetually apologizing for taking up space.

      “Aleksandra.” Her smile transforms her face, makes her look younger than her forty-nine years. “I’m sorry. The driver insisted on the long route because of some protest.”

      “No apologies.” I kiss her cheeks in the European fashion, lingering just long enough to feel her pulse quicken. “Shall we walk?”

      We move toward Parc Léopold, sharing my umbrella. Our bodies close enough that our shoulders touch with each step. She’s trembling, though whether from cold or anticipation, I can’t tell.

      “I’ve been thinking about what we discussed,” she says quietly, voice barely audible over the rain.

      Three weeks ago, after too much Chablis at my apartment overlooking the Ixelles Ponds, we lay naked in bed talking of our darkest fantasies. I had primed the conversation, admitting I enjoyed being restrained, that the idea of being taken by multiple women sent shivers through my body. Her eyes had widened, arousal flooding her face. Then she’d taken it further, as Vivle always did. Her words rushed out, years of suppressed desire finally finding voice. She too wanted to be taken. Controlled. Used by someone who saw her as more than a diplomat’s accessory.

      Specifically, she wanted to be kidnapped by what she called “une femme masculine.” Her French making it sound almost romantic rather than desperate.

      “And?” I keep my voice neutral, though I already know where this conversation leads.

      “I want it.” She stops walking, turns to face me despite the rain. “I know how that sounds. I know what you must think of me.”

      “I think you’re brave.” I reach up to push a wet strand of hair from her face. “Most people die without ever admitting what they really want.”

      “My husband would be horrified.” Her laugh has sharp edges. “Thirty years of marriage, and he still asks permission before touching me in bed.”

      “This isn’t about your husband.”

      “No.” Her eyes meet mine with surprising directness. “This is about feeling alive before I’m too old to remember what passion means.”

      We reach my apartment as darkness falls. The Ixelles Ponds below reflect the streetlights like silent sentinels. Inside, I pour wine while she stands by the window, watching rain streak the glass.

      “I can arrange it for you, but you need to agree to the parameters,” I say, joining her with two glasses of Meursault. “It has to be done correctly. Safely.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      “I have friends who could help.” Not entirely a lie. “They would act as your femme masculine, though I have to warn you, such an encounter would be intense. The abduction would need to feel real, or else what would be the point?”

      Vivle’s hand shakes as she takes the wine. “Would you be there?”

      “I can be if you like. Not at the point of abduction, but perhaps later. Provide you with aftercare. Make sure you’re safe.” I set down my glass and take her hands. “But Vivle, you need to understand. Once we begin, you’ll need to follow the script exactly. For your safety and theirs.”

      “Theirs?”

      “The women who would do this for you are doing so at extreme risk to themselves. If someone were to see them, they might not understand it was consensual.” I watch her pupils dilate. “So you cannot deviate from the agreement. Is that acceptable?”

      “Yes.” The word escapes on a breath. “God, yes.”

      I retrieve a folder from my desk. Inside are faux consent forms, limit lists, detailed negotiations that transform fantasy into something that appears legally and ethically defensible. She reads each page with the attention she probably once gave to international treaties.

      “Sign here,” I indicate the lines. “Initial here. And here.”

      She hesitates, her eyes meeting mine. “But no one will see, will they? No one can ever know.”

      “Of course not. They won’t, as long as you do exactly what I say.”

      She nods and grips the pen. This is too easy. But her signature is steady, and when she finishes, I take the papers and lock them in my safe.

      “When?” she asks.

      “Tomorrow. Your husband has the NATO ministerial lunch. You’re not attending.”

      “How did you—” She stops herself. “Of course. You know everything.”

      Not everything. But enough. I know her husband is voting tomorrow evening on whether to support the expulsion of six Russian intelligence officers operating under diplomatic cover. I know his vote could swing the consensus. I know Moscow wants leverage.

      And I know they’re willing to destroy Vivle to get it.

      “Be at the corner of Rue Keyenveld and Rue du Président at midday. Ask your driver to drop you several streets away and walk to the rendezvous point. Dismiss your driver for the day. Say you’re meeting a friend for drinks but don’t give a name.” I trace my finger along her jaw. “There’s a small bookstore. Pretend to peruse their window display. When it happens, you must pretend to struggle, to make the fantasy real, but not enough to draw attention.”

      “What if I change my mind?”

      “Your safeword is ‘Magritte.’ Say it, and everything stops immediately.” I kiss her forehead. “But Vivle? Once you’re in the vehicle, once it begins, they control the scene until you use that word. Can you surrender that completely?”

      “With you waiting at the end? Yes.”

      She leaves an hour later, flushed with anticipation. I watch from my window as her diplomatic car pulls away, then reach for my secure phone.

      “It’s arranged,” I tell the handler when she answers. “Tomorrow at twelve, as discussed.”

      “The bookshop?”

      “Yes. Exactly as agreed.” I pause. “Remember, masks for everyone. No names.”

      “Understood. And the recording?”

      “Multiple angles. High definition. But do not harm her. Pushed to her limits, yes. Broken, no.”

      “I know the difference.”

      After the call, I stand at the window watching rain distort the city lights. Vivle thinks this is about her fantasy, about one night of controlled danger. She has no idea she’s about to become leverage in a game that started long before she met me.

      

      My handler calls an hour later. “The husband?”

      “He’ll receive footage of the kidnap via secure message ten minutes before the vote.”

      “Too late for him to do anything meaningful to save her before he has to play his part in influencing the decision.”

      “Precisely. He’ll be panicked. He won’t be able to contact her. When he dials her number, all he’ll get is a redirected call to a kidnapper.” I light a cigarette despite having quit years ago. “By the time the vote has gone in our favor and is being announced to international media, Vivle will be thoroughly debauched and ready to return home to her vanilla husband, none the wiser.”

      “And if he doesn’t do what we want?”

      “Then his colleagues receive the second video. The one where his wife is begging to be fucked by our trio of butches, screaming to the rafters how much she prefers sex with them to her husband. His marriage ends. His career ends. His wife’s reputation is destroyed.” I exhale smoke into darkness. “He loves her, in his own sad little way. He’ll comply.”

      “Moscow wants the woman eliminated afterward. She’s a liability.”

      “No.” The word comes out sharper than intended. “She lives. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “They won’t like that. A loose end that could come back to haunt us. That’s not the way it works.”

      “I’m being practical. Dead diplomats’ wives trigger investigations. Live ones stay silent to protect themselves.”

      He’s quiet for a long moment. “The operatives have their orders, from pay grades higher than ours. Don’t make this personal.”

      But it already is. Not because I care about Vivle, though I do pity her, but because I refuse to let Moscow turn me into their butcher. I’ll deliver leverage. I’ll destroy marriages. But I won’t execute innocent women whose only crime was trusting me.

      

      The morning comes wrapped in fog that turns Brussels into a ghost city. I dress for practicality in dark jeans, leather jacket, and boots that could break bones. The uniform of someone capable of anything.

      My phone buzzes with a text from Vivle: “Driver dismissed. Walking to corner now.”

      Another from the handler: “We are in position. Have sight of target.”

      I watch from the window of a new-build apartment across the street. An Airbnb I rented for the occasion, curtains part-drawn so no one, not even my colleagues, knows I’m here. Vivle reaches the corner wearing a tight-fitting dress I’ve never seen before. She checks her phone, looks around nervously, then turns to face the bookshop window.

      In the split second that follows, a black van pulls up fast but smooth. The side door opens and two masked operatives appear in a blur of silent activity. The bag is over Vivle’s head and her feet are off the ground before she knows what’s happened. Only the faint kick of her legs shows as she’s thrown into the van before the door closes and it’s gone. As if nothing happened. As though it had never been there, and Vivle too for that matter.

      In broad daylight, a woman was snatched from a city center street and nobody saw a thing. Well, almost no one. The man with the Chihuahua on its cute pink leash emerges from a doorway, glancing up to where I stand. The nod that follows is almost imperceptible but tells me everything I need to know.

      The footage of Vivle’s abduction will be her husband’s Netflix original coming to his own small screen.

      

      At any other time, I would have left the teams to do what they do best, but there was something about that handler’s eagerness to follow Moscow’s termination order that makes me uncomfortable. That’s why I find myself at the warehouse.

      The side door is unlocked. I slip in unnoticed, passing the van from earlier before coming upon the makeshift movie set centered around a large bed. Vivle’s pale, slight frame is spread-eagled, each limb pulled taut toward the corners and secured with what looks like chains and soft handcuffs. A blindfold covers her eyes. She has no idea her entire fantasy is being recorded for posterity and her silence. A muscled woman, naked apart from a leather harness with dildo attached, stands before her. Her face is hidden by a leather hood, but it does nothing to muffle her voice.

      “You are a filthy slut. A whore who needs to be fucked every minute of every day, and we are here to see that’s what happens now that you are ours,” she says with a Liégeois accent. It’s overplayed for my tastes, but Vivle seems to be responding well, her hips rising when the tip of the dildo makes contact with her center.

      I watch it all. Every moment. Every surrender. It’s rough, hard, but that’s how she wanted it.

      The first woman’s thrusts are relentless yet calculated, drawing gasps and cries from Vivle. Her hands clench and unclench against the cuffs, her body arching to meet every movement. The leather of the harness squeaks faintly with their rhythm, the air thick with her growing pleasure.

      When the woman finally withdraws, she leans close, voice low and teasing in Vivle’s ear. “We’re going to keep you here, take turns. Who knows, maybe invite some friends round,” she purrs, tracing a line down Vivle’s trembling thigh.

      Vivle gives an appreciative moan, and I suddenly realize how vanilla our sex must now seem to her. As for her poor husband, I doubt he’ll ever satisfy her again, if he ever could.

      The second woman steps forward, taller and broader, her own harness glinting in soft light. She runs rough fingers over Vivle’s ribs, then down to her hips, gripping firmly. Vivle shudders, anticipation vibrating through her, but as the third figure moves into view, I wonder if she’s getting more than she bargained for.

      “Does our filthy little slut want more?” the second woman murmurs, letting her accent curl around the words. She slides the tip of her toy between Vivle’s thighs, teasing, making her beg with small, desperate sounds. “If you beg, I’ll give it to you.” I can hear her smile behind the mask.

      “Please, Mistress. I need more. Please, can I have some more?” Vivle’s refined accent creates such juxtaposition to the scene it gives everything a surreal quality. Like an erotic take on Dickens’s Oliver. “I’ll do anything. Anything you want!”

      “Does your husband make you this wet, you horny little slut?” the woman asks with a slap over Vivle’s gleaming center.

      “He can’t get an erection unless he’s watching animals!” Vivle admits, and my mouth falls open. There are few things left in this world that surprise me, but I didn’t see that coming.

      These women are private operatives who certainly can’t be faulted for the quality of their work. There’s much to be said for enjoying your work so thoroughly.

      “Mélissa, suffocate her with your cunt while I fuck her until she can’t walk!” the second woman shouts.

      My eyebrows raise as the third woman straddles Vivle’s face, the tattoos on her toned thighs flexing as she lowers herself into place. A punishing rhythm builds. Vivle writhes, hips lifting, the blindfold evidently rendering every sensation sharper, more urgent.

      “I want to fuck her from behind next! We can use that clit clamp too,” the other woman says as Mélissa lets out a guttural moan, raising herself up and squirting over Vivle’s face. I watch with odd awe as the diplomat’s wife opens her mouth like a child trying to catch raindrops.

      I’ve seen enough and leave them to it, finding a small kitchen area with half a pot of overbrewed, still-warm coffee on the side. I pour myself a cup, carve slivers of cheap Herve with a cheese knife, and check my phone. The video’s there, encrypted and ready for Vivle’s husband. If only he knew how much his wife was enjoying her afternoon.

      When I return an hour later, the final scene is playing out. Vivle, hands tied behind her back, is working her way between thighs to show her gratitude. I suspect she would happily stay longer if I allowed it.

      I’m about to break into her fantasy when her husband replies. Curiously, his first question isn’t when he can get his wife back safely, but what will happen to her should he vote against the Russian prisoner exchange. When I explain she will die, his response isn’t raised concern but intellectual justification for why it may not be possible to meet our demands.

      My resolve is immediate. Vivle needs the name of a good divorce lawyer.

      It’s only when I send a further clip of what played out earlier, asking if the animals are domestic or farm, that he capitulates. We have our decisive vote. Both Moscow and Vivle will be deliriously happy.

      That’s when I hear the main door open and recognize the voice. The handler.

      I step forward from the shadows and watch as he draws his gun. The women scatter to the edges of the space, screaming. Vivle is left floundering on the bed, unable to remove her blindfold.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Her head spins around in darkness, trying to pin her attention to any sound, any clue to the sudden change in tension. The first sound she hears is the safety being released on the Glock.

      The second is a quieter squelch as I slide the four-inch cheese knife into the side of the handler’s neck.

      Why people refuse to adhere to the simplest instructions is beyond me. Getting good staff is becoming harder.

      Before I step in to provide Vivle with the aftercare she desperately needs, I cover his body, request a cleanup crew, and dismiss the local girls for a job well done. A healthy tip will ensure their silence, and if that doesn’t work, they know how adept I am with a cheese knife.

      “Aleksandra? Is that you?” Vivle’s voice is small in the large space now, almost childlike.

      “Yes, darling.” I gather a soft blanket and throw it over her shoulders, then remove her blindfold and pull her into my embrace. “Did you have fun?”

      She blinks in the sudden brightness of the camera lights, confusion clouding her face. “What—” she asks, pointing to the equipment.

      “I thought it would be nice for you to have something as a memento,” I say, then add, “apart from chlamydia.” My grin is wicked, but poor Vivle looks horrified. “I’m only teasing. The women were checked and had a clean bill of health. But I thought a recording of your fantasy would be something we could watch together.”

      She swallows audibly and shudders.

      “But I can keep it safe for you. We wouldn’t want your husband to get his hands on it, would we?” My soothing tone contrasts with my clear yet unspoken message.

      Vivle may hate my manipulation, but at least she’s still breathing. Moscow will crucify me for killing their handler instead of the asset, but some lines I refuse to cross. Let them rage about my insubordination while I sleep soundly, knowing one innocent woman didn’t pay for her trust with her life.
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      Suzette, London, Present Day.

      I’m back in my hotel room, passport and essential documents in a small bag, enough clothes left scattered to suggest I’m still in residence. My phone buzzes with Amber’s reply: Terri has it covered. The bottom four acres are ready to be treated. With the correct care, this could be our finest vintage.

      She understands. Whatever I’m about to do, she’s ready.

      I strip down to skin that’s never been touched by Moscow’s surveillance equipment. Every thread, every fiber could carry their eyes and ears. The clothes I need are hidden where no sweep would find them, sewn into the false bottom of my vanity case, vacuum-sealed and sterile. Black jeans, silk blouse, leather jacket. Clean slate attire for a woman about to disappear.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m standing outside the Shangri-La’s penthouse floor, having sweet-talked my way past hotel security with a story about surprising a friend. It’s almost the truth. Nora’s room number came from Yelena’s surveillance reports, memorized like everything else that might keep me alive.

      I knock softly on her door.

      “Francesca?” She opens it wearing dark jeans and a cashmere sweater. She is understated handsome. “What are you... how did you find...”

      “When you want someone badly enough,” I tease. “We need to leave. I have a surprise planned and it’s happening now.” I step inside, scanning the room. “I just need you. Nothing else.”

      “Leave for where? I thought we might go tomorrow. I haven’t packed.”

      “Nora.” I catch her hands, stopping the nervous flutter of words. “I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      Her dark eyes search my face, looking for answers I can’t give her. Not yet. Not here where I don’t know who might be watching or listening.

      “Is something wrong?” she says quietly, her brow creasing. Then she makes to pull away, self-preservation instincts kicking in. So I do the only thing that might convince her to follow me into the unknown.

      I pull her close.

      Her body comes against mine with a soft collision, wool against leather, warmth against the cold that’s been sitting in my chest since this morning. For a beat, we’re frozen like that, her hands flat against my shoulders, mine around her waist.

      “Do you trust me, Nora?” I whisper, my lips almost touching hers. “You do, don’t you?”

      I feel the shudder that runs through her, the way her breathing changes, how her fingers curl into the fabric of my jacket like she’s anchoring herself to something solid.

      She nods, just barely.

      And then I kiss her.

      Not the gentle exploration from the island, but something desperate and claiming, my mouth covering hers with an urgency that has nothing to do with desire and everything to do with the knowledge that this might be the last time I get to touch her like this. Her lips part under mine, soft and yielding, and I taste mint.

      My hands find her face, fingers threading through short dark hair as I deepen the kiss, pouring every unsaid warning into the press of my mouth against hers. She makes a small sound in the back of her throat, something between surrender and surprise, and her body melts into mine like I’m the only person in the world that could ever make her feel this way.

      When I finally pull back, we’re both breathing hard. Her eyes are wide with desire, lips swollen and parted, and she has a dazed quality that in any other circumstances would have made my hunger stronger, but I can’t afford to acknowledge that now.

      “Trust me,” I say again, resting my forehead against hers. “Please.”

      “Okay,” she breathes, and I can hear the surrender in her voice, the way she’s choosing to follow me into whatever darkness I’m leading her toward. “Whatever you say.”

      “Freshen up. You have five minutes, then we go.” I push her away gently and watch her disappear into the bathroom, then search for her passport, which I find with surprising ease tucked under her closed laptop. I slide it into my pocket as she reappears.

      Getting her out of the hotel requires choreography disguised as spontaneity. Convincing her this is a phone-free, off-grid surprise adds a few more minutes to our departure. Still, the plan unfolds with a remarkable lack of challenges. I maintain a relaxed vibe while my awareness catalogs every detail. Security positions, camera angles, the rhythm of foot traffic through the lobby.

      “We should pick up a few things for the trip,” I tell her as we make our way toward the shopping concourse beneath the hotel. “Travel essentials.”

      Nora follows easily, her excitement building as she absorbs the boutiques and luxury shops around us. I guide us through the maze of retail spaces, using reflective surfaces and crowd patterns to check for surveillance while appearing to browse silk scarves and overpriced chocolates.

      “What about this?” she asks, holding up a bottle of French perfume.

      “Perfect.” I’m watching a man in a navy suit who’s been maintaining the same distance for three shops. “Why don’t you get that, and I’ll meet you at the exit?”

      By the time she’s completed her purchase, Navy Suit has moved on, and I’ve confirmed we’re clean. The shopping detour also puts us on street level two blocks from the hotel’s main entrance, where different cameras might tell different stories about our departure time.

      On the pavement, I keep my awareness sharp while maintaining my casual demeanor. When we pass beneath CCTV cameras, I time our steps to coincide with delivery trucks or clusters of pedestrians, using London’s natural chaos as camouflage.

      “Taxi!” I signal to a black cab approaching down the street.

      “Where to?” the driver asks as we settle into the back seat.

      “Chelmsford,” I tell him. “I’ll give you directions when we get there.”

      Only then do I turn my complete attention to Nora. She’s still buzzing with excitement about our trip, and I need to keep her in that headspace of relaxed trust, unaware that we’re running from anything. So I do what comes naturally when I want someone to focus entirely on me.

      I touch her.

      Not obviously, not in a way that would make the driver uncomfortable, but with the casual intimacy that suggests we’ve been lovers for months rather than days. My hand finds hers, fingers intertwining. When she turns to look at me, I lean closer, close enough that my lips brush her ear.

      “I love seeing you like this,” I murmur. “Excited. Spontaneous.”

      She shivers, and I feel the moment her attention narrows completely to my presence beside her. Perfect.

      I keep her focus on me through gentle touches. My fingertips trace patterns on her palm, my thumb strokes across her knuckles, the occasional brush of my lips against her temple when traffic forces us closer together. By the time we reach Chelmsford’s outskirts, her breathing has changed, and that flush in her cheeks that tells me she’s forgotten everything except how my hands feel on her skin is there.

      “Take the next left,” I tell the driver. “Then straight until I say stop.”

      The road narrows, becomes rural, Essex countryside rolling past the windows in shades of green and gold. Finally, I spot what I’m looking for. A single-lane track leading toward a cluster of low buildings.

      “Pull over at the end here,” I direct him.

      “Want me to wait?” he asks before we reach the break in the trees, where a small aircraft sits on grass runway, engines already turning.

      “We’ll be good from there.”

      The plane is smaller than I’d hoped, a six-seat Cessna Citation that’s seen better decades but still looks airworthy. The pilot, a weathered man in his sixties, casually dressed, nods as we approach.

      “Ms. Marchetti? We’re ready for departure when you are.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Francesca! How did you...” She stalls, and for a moment I think she’s going to balk.

      Not now. Don’t back down now.

      “A friend of a friend,” I tell her with a slow, conspiring smile, then grab her around the waist and pull her close so I can whisper in her ear. “The mild hypoxia once you get above thirty-five thousand feet increases the strength of an orgasm.” I pull back enough for her to see the teasing wiggle of my eyebrows.

      Her mouth falls open, but when I take her by the hand and lead her up the steps, she doesn’t offer any resistance. The tension in my chest eases as our pilot, Norman, pulls up the steps and secures the door. We’ve made it.

      Amber always insisted on exit strategies utilizing people like Norman. A network of similar contacts all kept on retainers, all happy to turn a blind eye where necessary.

      I help Nora up the narrow steps, noting how she grips the handrail tighter than necessary.

      Once we’re settled in the cramped cabin and the pilot’s begun his preflight routine, Nora’s relaxed state begins to shift. The reality of being on an unmarked plane bound for an unknown destination finally penetrates the haze of attraction I’ve created.

      “Francesca.” Her voice carries the first edge of real concern. “Where exactly are we going?”

      I meet her gaze across the narrow aisle, this brilliant woman who’s trusted me enough to follow me onto a stranger’s plane bound for an unknown destination. She deserves honesty, but honesty might get us both killed.

      “It’s going to be a surprise,” I tell her, reaching across to take her hand. “But I promise you’ll love it.”

      She searches my face for reassurance, and I gaze longingly back. “I do trust you. I do. But this feels...”

      “Dangerous?” I offer.

      “Impulsive. And I’m not impulsive. I plan everything, research everything, control every variable I can.” Her fingers tighten around mine. “But with you, I keep making choices that go against my instincts.”

      The engines reach full power, and the plane begins its takeoff roll across the grass field. Through the small windows, I watch lights fall away beneath us, taking with them any chance of turning back.

      “Trust me a little longer,” I say as we climb. “And Nora?”

      “Yes?”

      I lean closer, letting my voice drop to something more intimate. “I think we should pull that privacy curtain across the cockpit the moment we get the chance.”

      Her sharp intake of breath is audible even over the engine noise, and the flush that spreads across her cheeks makes something warm unfurl in my chest despite everything else that’s happening.

      “I think,” she says quietly, “you’re going to corrupt me.”

      “You have no idea.”
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      Suzette, Northern Italy, Present Day

      The runway at Campo Volo “Alta Langa” appears through darkness like a white-lit scar across the black sleeping countryside. High Langhe, Norman explains over the engine noise. Wine country where Nebbiolo grapes grow into Barolo. Italian Piedmont near the French border, remote enough that small planes arrive without attracting attention.

      We touch down on grass that’s been cut recently, makeshift landing lights marking the edges of the improvised strip. No control tower, no customs officials, just darkness and the smell of warm earth. One glance at Nora tells me she’s still in her postcoital haze, which is something of a blessing.

      “There will be a vehicle waiting,” I tell Norman as we taxi toward a cluster of farm buildings. My voice carries false confidence while my pulse hammers against skin. Grabbing what little we have, I thank him and help Nora out into the warm breeze of Italian night. She stumbles slightly on uneven ground. The altitude and sex have affected her balance, but her grip on my hand remains strong.

      As we approach the dark shape of a car parked beside a stone barn, a figure emerges from the shadows. An older man in work clothes steps forward, holding car keys.

      “Il serbatoio è pieno,” he says quietly, pressing the keys into my palm. The tank is full.

      “Grazie,” I reply, noting how quickly he melts back into darkness without waiting for further conversation.

      “Francesca.” Nora’s voice carries uncertainty as we walk toward the car. “This doesn’t look like Burgundy.”

      “It’s not.” I scan the area, noting possible threats, escape routes, places where snipers might position themselves. Nothing moves except shadows cast by weak moonlight. “Change of plans.”

      The engine of the dark Audi A4, unremarkable and powerful, turns over when I slide behind the wheel. In the glove box I find the phone, check the time. Just after eleven. I fire off a quick message to Amber, who’s waiting at our safe house in Niella Belbo, telling her we’re on our way, aware of Nora’s eyes on me. So far everything is going exactly to plan, and that makes me nervous. I have complete faith in my wife’s exceptional ability to circumnavigate every eventuality, but when things come together without a single hitch, that’s when complacency kicks in. And complacency kills.

      “Where are we going?” Nora asks as we pull away from the airstrip. Behind us, Norman’s plane disappears into darkness.

      “To see the collector I told you about. It’s about half an hour through the hills.” I force lightness into my voice while checking the mirrors. Empty road, just darkness and the distant glow of village lights. “The surprise I mentioned? Remember? She’s agreed to open something very special for us tonight.”

      Nora settles back in her seat, excitement replacing anxiety. “I still can’t believe this is happening. Meeting someone like that, tasting wines most people only read about.”

      “This will be a night you won’t forget.” I navigate winding roads that climb through sleeping villages, past stone churches and medieval walls. Everything peaceful, normal, exactly what a midnight drive through Italian wine country should be.

      For thirty minutes, we climb through terraced hillsides covered in Nebbiolo vines. Nora asks questions about the region, about my mystery collector’s cellar and the wines we might taste. I answer with enough detail to maintain the fiction while scanning mirrors for threats that don’t appear.

      Until they do.

      Headlights behind us, in the distance, never gaining, never pulling back. When I accelerate through a series of hairpin turns, they match our speed. When I slow for a village speed limit, they mirror the adjustment.

      “The hills are beautiful even in darkness,” Nora observes, gazing out at moonlit landscape. “You can almost feel the history in these stones.”

      “Mmm.” I take an unplanned left turn down a secondary road, testing whether our followers are coincidental or deliberate. The headlights follow.

      My chest tightens as understanding crystallizes. Our pursuers, and I use that word deliberately because there’s no attempt to hide their presence, must be intelligence assets. But how did they know we were coming here? How could they have people on the ground so quickly?

      “Is everything all right?” Nora asks, noting my increased tension. “You seem distracted.”

      “Just making sure we’re not lost.” I force another smile while calculating escape routes through unfamiliar terrain. “These hills can be confusing at night.”

      But I’m already reaching for my phone, typing a quick message to Amber as I drive. Package compromised. Going dark. Plan B. Fifteen minutes.

      “Francesca. If something was wrong, would you tell me?”

      I slide the phone into my jacket pocket as I calculate the most secure route to reach Amber.

      “Nora, I need to ask you a question, and I need you to stay as calm as you can. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she says, but there’s uncertainty in her voice.

      “Have you got any electronics on you? A phone maybe? A watch?”

      There’s a beat of silence before she answers, and when she does, disappointment is what I hear.

      “No, because you asked me to leave them behind. You wanted me to trust you and I did.”

      I can hear her pouted lip, but right now keeping her alive matters more than hurt feelings. “Could anyone have accessed your room while we were out yesterday without you knowing? Or perhaps you used the hotel laundry service?” I take another last-minute turn, pulling the wheel sharply down to my right. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her expression change. As though she can suddenly sense danger.

      “No. I don’t even allow housekeeping into my room, and I certainly don’t use the laundry service. That’s the deal when I stay there. Absolute privacy.”

      “What about your shoes?”

      “My shoes?” She looks down at her boots, confusion evident even in the dashboard light. “No, why would⁠—”

      The first bullet hits with an ear piercing explosion and spiders the rear window.

      I floor the accelerator as the second shot punches through the trunk, metal screaming against metal. In the mirror, muzzle flashes bloom like deadly flowers behind us. Two vehicles, possibly three, closing fast on the narrow country road.

      “Get down!” I shout, yanking the wheel hard left as automatic weapons fire rakes the asphalt where we’d been a second earlier.

      The Audi fishtails through a hairpin turn, tires shrieking against ancient stone bridges that weren’t designed for high-speed chases. Behind us, pursuit vehicles navigate the same turns with efficiency that tells me they know this terrain.

      “Francesca, what’s happening?” Nora’s voice cuts through the engine noise, steady despite the circumstances. No hysteria, no panic, just calm and assured.

      I wrench the wheel right, sending us down a farm track between vineyard rows. Grape vines whip against the windows as we careen through someone’s cultivated land, decades of agricultural tradition destroyed in violent seconds by necessity.

      “Hold on.” I see the stone wall approaching too fast, the gap between vineyard sections that might be our passage out of here or a dead end. There’s no choice except forward momentum and hope.

      We crash through wooden fence posts in an explosion of splinters and wire. The car goes airborne for a terrifying moment, then slams back to earth hard enough to make my teeth crash together. Behind us, pursuit vehicles follow with equal determination, their headlights cutting through dust clouds we’ve raised.

      The farm track ends at a stream crossing. No bridge, just water and rocks and the possibility of drowning the engine in a few feet of Italian countryside runoff. I gear down and plough straight through, water spraying over the windshield, engine coughing but holding.

      On the far side, the track climbs steeply through oak woods. Narrow enough they can’t overtake, but also narrow enough that we’re trapped if something blocks our escape route ahead.

      That’s when the dog appears.

      Golden retriever, limping, probably wandered from some farmhouse, crossing the track oblivious to danger hurtling toward it at speed. I have maybe two seconds to decide between killing an innocent creature or risking our lives.

      I wrench the wheel hard left, feeling the rear end slide out on loose gravel and fallen leaves. The car spins once, twice, then hits an oak tree with enough force to deploy the airbags and fill the cabin with chemical smoke and the taste of blood.

      Silence follows except for steam rising from the crumpled hood and the distant sound of engines growing closer.

      I taste copper where I’ve bitten my tongue. My right shoulder screams pain that suggests something’s been wrenched out of proper alignment. But I’m alive, conscious, and the gunfire hasn’t found us yet.

      “Nora?” I turn to check on her, expecting tears, shock, the breakdown that comes when civilians encounter real violence.

      Instead, she’s already moving. Seat belt off, scanning our surroundings. No hysteria. No questions about why people are shooting at us. I’m watching a mirror image of my own behavior.

      “Can you move?” she asks, her voice carrying the calm authority I associate with people who’ve been under fire before.

      “Yeah.” I force myself out of the driver’s seat, noting how she’s already checking the treeline. “We need to get clear before they find the car.” I pop the trunk and access the void where the spare tire should be, hauling out a small bag containing everything we need. Medical supplies, cash, documents, and two Glock 19s with extra ammunition.

      She nods, then does something that makes the world tilt on its axis.

      She takes both pistols, checking the action with movements so fast they’re obviously muscle memory. I stare at this woman who eight hours ago was stuttering over wine terminology and blushing at casual touches. The woman who’s now field-stripping a pistol to check for mechanical issues, and I know she’s done it a thousand times.

      “Nora, how do you⁠—”

      “Not important. The question is whether you were expecting this welcome, or walking into it.”

      The first shot whips past my left ear, close enough to feel the displaced air. Three more follow in rapid succession, bark exploding from the oak tree behind us.

      Without hesitation, Nora lunges left, hauling me with her and snapping off instinctive suppressive fire. The moment her shoulder meets the wall, she settles into a textbook-perfect modified Weaver, both eyes open, her breathing already steady amid the chaos.

      I roll right, finding cover behind a fallen log while my mind races through impossible possibilities. Either I’ve been spectacularly wrong about everything, or the woman I’ve been trying to seduce has been running a parallel operation this entire time.

      Another burst of automatic fire chews up the ground between us, and I take back a Glock, returning fire toward the advancing shapes moving through darkness. Professional teams, coordinated movement. They might even have night vision equipment, which would give them every advantage.

      “There are at least six of them,” Nora calls out. “Moving in standard sweep formation. We need to break contact and establish distance.”

      I want to demand explanations, to understand how a paranoid tech billionaire knows military terminology and handles weapons like a special forces operator. But bullets don’t pause for existential crises.

      “This way,” I shout, leading us deeper into the oak woods where shadows might provide concealment. I estimate we’re about half a mile from the Plan B pickup point where Amber and safety await.

      We move together with coordination that shouldn’t be possible between people who met three days ago. She watches our six while I navigate forward, both of us maintaining fire discipline and spacing that suggests we’ve trained for exactly this scenario.

      Behind us, our pursuers continue to gain ground. Professional killers who’ve done this before, who know these hills, and if they’re state-sponsored, they may have backup and extraction plans we can’t match.

      But as we clamber through darkness, my more pressing question is who the hell is Dr. Nora Pelletier?
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      Northern Italy, Present Day

      The Glock grounds me. Almost eighteen months of being the public face of Dr. Nora Pelletier, the brilliant but nervous tech billionaire, has led to this, though this wasn’t how I’d anticipated revealing my true identity. But the pretense of flinching at shadows and stumbling around Francesca like a hormonally compromised fifteen year old are gone, and it’s good to remember who I really am.

      Around us, muzzle flashes strobe through oak trees with choreographed maneuvers. Six hostiles, standard sweep formation, but the question is who sent them? And more importantly, are they here for me or for her?

      I track Francesca’s position thirty meters to my right, recounting everything I’ve observed over the past three days. The night flight, landing at a makeshift airstrip with waiting vehicle loaded with emergency supplies including two Glocks suggests not only operational planning but expectation of combat. Her fluid movement under fire, even with a wrecked shoulder, confirms what I’ve read in her file. Aleksandra Abramov (née Volkonsky) was Russian FSB royalty before the unfortunate demise of her husband Lev and the pivot to become Suzette Conner-Wakeman. Kudos to her for choosing that particular double-barreled name. But I take my hat off to the woman. The way she maintains that Italian accent with bullets slicing past her head takes commitment to her legend.

      But whose legend? FSB? SVR? Or has she gone rogue? There were even rumors that...

      “Movement, two o’clock,” I call out, dropping an advancing figure with a clean center-mass shot. Eighteen months of deep cover infiltration hasn’t dulled my edge. The man falls without drama, just a dull thud. Reality is far less theatrical than Hollywood, which can make it all the more disturbing.

      Francesca acknowledges with hand signals and we move deeper into the woods using textbook bounding overwatch, maintaining overlapping fields of fire. She’s good, better than good, which is just as well because we’ve invested considerable time, patience, and effort in gaining direct access to this woman. I’m damned if she’s going to die on me now.

      The irony of this situation isn’t lost on me. She thinks she’s been seducing a lonely, paranoid wine obsessive. Meanwhile, I’ve been playing the perfect mark while gathering intelligence on Russia’s most effective freelance asset. Parallel operations, each side believing they’re running the other.

      Except now people are shooting at us, which suggests someone’s operational security has been catastrophically compromised. One of us has broken protocol and it isn’t me.

      “Contact front,” Francesca whispers, pointing toward shapes materializing through tree shadows. “Two hundred meters. They’re channeling us toward the creek bed.”

      We’re being herded, forced into predetermined kill zones where crossfire becomes inevitable. But something in Suzette’s voice suggests genuine concern that extends beyond asset preservation. She’s protecting me, not just maintaining operational control of a valuable recruitment target.

      Which complicates everything about my mission parameters.

      For the last year I’ve studied everything available on Aleksandra Abramov (née Volkonsky), aka Suzette Conner-Wakeman, aka Francesca Marchetti. Former FSB operative turned freelance assassin, specialized in honey trap recruitment. Recently married to another ex-Russian asset, moving with stealth between houses in London, Provence, and a relatively new acquisition in Norway, until Moscow pulled her back for one final job. The one we were beginning to lose hope would ever happen.

      That job was to recruit Dr. Nora Pelletier, tech billionaire with access to NATO defense systems.

      What my handler didn’t mention was how she’d make me forget my own operational parameters with just her hands and mouth.

      Another burst of automatic fire forces us prone behind deadfall. I count muzzle signatures while processing tactical options. Four hostiles remaining, professional hunters who understand their prey might be their equals.

      “We need to break their advance,” I mutter, checking ammunition. Seventeen rounds remaining, plus one spare magazine. Standard load-out for urban surveillance, inadequate for sustained firefight against trained opposition.

      “There’s an old hunting blind about fifty meters northwest,” Francesca says, blood streaking her temple where bark fragments draw crimson patterns. “Stone construction, good fields of fire.”

      How does she know local terrain? My guess would be exceptional advance reconnaissance. Did she expect this scenario? Or just a scenario similar, minus the burden of a target? Another data point supporting the theory that she’s gone rogue, burning bridges with Moscow while building new networks.

      “Can you suppress while I reposition?” I ask, and her eyes find mine through darkness. For just a moment, I see past the operational mask to something that looks like concern. Fear, not for herself but for me. The same look she had when she thought I might pull back from her touch on that island.

      Jesus. She actually cares.

      “You’re not going anywhere alone,” she says with finality that brooks no tactical discussion.

      Professional protectiveness or genuine emotion? The distinction matters for mission completion, but analyzing her motivations while under fire requires processing power I can’t spare.

      We bound toward the hunting blind, alternating covering fire while our pursuers adapt their approach. Whoever wants us dead invested in a crack crew who know what they’re doing.

      The blind materializes from shadow. Rough stone construction, probably nineteenth-century vintage when Italian nobility hunted these hills. Defensible position with natural camouflage and multiple egress routes. Francesca knew exactly where to find it.

      “You’ve operated here before,” I settle into firing position behind weathered stone. Statement, not question. Testing how much she’ll reveal under stress.

      “Once or twice.” Her smile carries secrets she isn’t sharing. Yet. “Different circumstances.”

      “Better or worse than current circumstances?”

      “Less personal stakes.”

      I look at her for a moment, wide-eyed. Is she really saying what I think she’s saying?

      “Francesca.” I catch her attention as she scans the darkness. The question I’m about to ask violates every operational protocol, but gunfire has a way of clarifying priorities. “The island yesterday. Was any of that real?”

      She pauses mid-reload, eyes finding mine through battle haze. Truth versus operational necessity, personal confession competing with professional survival.

      “All of it,” she whispers. “Every fucking second.”

      Damn. She’s admitting emotional compromise during active engagement, acknowledging that whatever happened between us exceeded whatever parameters she’d been given for this mission. Which means I’m not the only one whose professional objectivity has been catastrophically breached.

      “Even the wine?” I ask, because humor helps process impossible revelations.

      “Especially the wine. Do you have any idea how much that Domaine Leroy actually cost?”

      Despite everything, I laugh. Actual laughter in the middle of a firefight, because she’s worried about wine expenses while people try to murder us. A year of deep cover, and she’s the first person who’s made me forget I’m performing a role.

      “Seventeen thousand pounds,” I remind her.

      “Exactly. And you opened it without proper decanting.”

      “I was maintaining character consistency.”

      “You were perfect.”

      Another exchange of gunfire interrupts our surreal conversation. Professional killers don’t pause for romantic revelation, unfortunately. They maintain tactical pressure until targets are neutralized or escape becomes impossible.

      That’s when I hear the engine.

      Someone approaching fast, but I’ve no way of knowing if it’s friend or foe. Francesca’s posture shifts, tension replaced by recognition.

      “Right on time,” she mutters, then louder, “This way. Move!”

      We abandon the blind, sprinting toward the engine sound while gunfire erupts behind us. They seem to recognize their operational window is closing. But Francesca is bleeding, and the way she moves suggests she’d take a bullet for me if she hasn’t already. I have to get her to whoever is waiting.

      The vehicle emerges from forestry access like mechanized salvation. Dark BMW, engine running, driver door open. A woman steps out. Compact frame, dangerous posture, moving with confidence.

      This is Ambra Kozlova, former Spetsnaz, Francesca’s operational partner and romantic attachment. This mission has just become far more complicated.

      “Get in!” she shouts, weapon sweeping our backtrail with lines of bullets.

      I reach the BMW pulling Francesca with me, previous conditioning surpassing a year of intentional physical softness. My cover identity requires me to be slightly out of shape, prone to anxiety, overwhelmed by physical stress. But survival instincts override the last eighteen months.

      “Wait.” Francesca’s voice stops me at the passenger door. Her expression shifts, becomes almost clinical with operational necessity. “Strip. Everything. Including the boots.”

      My mind processes the logic instantly. How did our pursuers track us? Surveillance technology, most likely. Something I’m wearing, something I didn’t detect during standard sweeps.

      “You’re wearing a tracker,” she says. “Has to be. Strip down, now.”

      My fingers move automatically, but my brain is calculating implications. If I’m carrying a tracker, someone placed it deliberately. Someone with access to my hotel room, my personal effects. Potentially, someone who knows exactly who I am.

      Jacket first, then the cashmere sweater. “The boots were delivered to my hotel room this morning,” I admit, stepping out of jeans while the BMW’s engine idles. “The concierge picked up the order for me.”

      Francesca’s jaw tightens, but it’s Amber who states the now obvious.

      “RFID chip embedded in sole construction, probably kinetic-powered. Effective range several kilometers. They’ll have tracked you to the plane, then tracked the plane to here, and picked you up again.”

      Francesca kicks the boots away with obvious anger. Not just professional frustration but personal betrayal. Someone used her feelings for me to compromise both our operational security.

      I climb into the passenger seat, naked, my mind working through every assumption I’ve made about this mission. Our driver, Amber, doesn’t even glance at my nudity.

      “Amber,” she says, offering introduction while checking mirrors. “Francesca’s wife.”

      Wife. My briefing mentioned their partnership but understated the legal component.

      “Pleasure,” I manage.

      “My wife does collect interesting projects.” Amber’s tone carries amusement and something sharper. Evaluation. Testing, perhaps.

      “I’m not a project,” I protest automatically.

      “No,” Amber agrees, eyes meeting mine in the rearview mirror. “You’re something much more dangerous.”

      The BMW launches forward with acceleration that presses me into leather upholstery. Through the side mirror, I watch muzzle flashes fade behind us, our pursuers denied their objective by superior escape planning and split-second timing.

      “So,” Amber says while navigating mountain curves at speeds that would terrify me if I could see the drop, “my wife meets a mysterious woman and in two days she’s risking everything to save her. This should be interesting.”

      “It’s complicated,” Francesca, or rather Suzette, says from the back seat.

      “It always is with you, darling. Though usually your complications don’t involve quite so much gunfire.”

      I’m naked in a car with strangers, racing through Italian countryside toward an unknown destination. My mission parameters are blown. My handler has no operational awareness of my current status. Professional killers of unknown affiliation just tried to kill me. Today is going swimmingly.

      But Francesca is alive, and she admitted her feelings were real, and somehow that matters more than mission completion.

      What the hell have I got myself into?

      “Question,” I say. “Are you kidnapping me, rescuing me, or something more complicated?”

      “Yes,” they answer simultaneously.

      Now I can only hope the woman bleeding in the back seat will forgive me when she discovers my truth.
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      Suzette, Northern Italy, Present Day

      The safe house is cut into a Niella Belbo mountainside. The low-slung exterior, the only visible feature on the property, is a rundown farmhouse with medieval stone walls and splintered terra cotta tiles on what remains of the roof. The real secret is cut deep into the hill, an imperceptible fortress camouflaged against the landscape, hidden in plain sight and only accessible via a long single-track road.

      Amber has been treating my shoulder for the past twenty minutes, her hands steady as she rinses splinters of bark from the wound. The pain pins me to the moment, stopping my mind from spiraling through fractured tactics and unsolved equations.

      She presses adhesive butterfly closures across the clean edges of the gash, fingertips warm.

      “Mild AC joint sprain,” she murmurs. “Ligaments stretched, not torn. You’ll favor that arm for a week. No heroics, or you’ll make it worse.”

      “We don’t have a week.”

      “No,” she agrees, checking the security monitors that show empty roads and quiet countryside in all directions. “Probably not even twelve hours. They’ll send up drones.”

      Nora, or whoever she really is, stands at the far window like a sentry. Gone is the nervous tech billionaire. Her posture suggests military, her earlier actions a propensity for violence. She’s borrowed clothes from Amber’s in-house stock. Black tactical pants, gray wool sweater, boots that actually fit. The transformation is so complete I feel like I’m looking at a stranger.

      Except I remember how she tastes. How she made me beg. How her fingers felt sliding inside me while I forgot my own name.

      Was any of that real? I almost laugh out loud at myself and my ridiculous notion that I was trying to save her.

      “Amber, I need you to take our guests to safety. Get them out of here, back home preferably. Tonight. Drive to Milan. There’s a six a.m. flight to Gatwick. I want you all on it. I need you to be there to look after our family.” I keep my voice steady, professional, though we both know this isn’t about logistics.

      “Suzette—”

      “Please. I need you to do this.”

      “You want me to leave you here with her?” Amber’s eyes cut to Nora, assessment and distrust radiating from every line of her body. “After what just happened?”

      “I need to know you’re safe. All of you.” I catch her hand before she can pull away. “Victoria and Abby didn’t sign up for this. They came for fun, not a firefight.”

      “And you think I’m going to just abandon you here?”

      “You’re not abandoning me. You’re protecting what matters most.” I press my palm against her cheek, feeling the tension in her jaw. “I can’t do what needs to be done if I’m worried about you. About them. The things I care about in this world, the precious things, I need them safe.”

      She studies my face, reading the subtext. Understanding that if Moscow comes, if this goes sideways, at least she’ll be clear of the blast radius.

      “This is a mistake,” she says quietly.

      “Maybe. But it’s mine to make.”

      I watch as my wife’s eyes flit to Nora in question. The stiffness that runs through her posture as she stands tells me she doesn’t want to go, to leave me with whoever this stranger is, but I insist and eventually she shakes her head and leaves. I sit in silence for several minutes until I hear the main doors thud closed and the sound of an engine come to life and then fade again into the distance. Just enough time to allow the painkillers to kick in, but it isn’t me that breaks the silence.

      “We need to talk,” she says without turning around. “Starting with who wanted us dead tonight.”

      I test the range of motion in my shoulder, calculating how much use I’ll have if this becomes violent again. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “No, it isn’t.” She finally faces me, and her eyes hold the kind of analytical coldness I’ve seen in mirrors for over twenty-five years. “You’re Russian intelligence. FSB or SVR, doesn’t matter which. I’m assuming you were sent to recruit me for Moscow’s agenda. But someone decided they’d rather see us both eliminated.”

      Her assessment slices through my ego without hesitation. She’s not wrong, exactly, but missing crucial nuances that might be the difference between death and survival.

      “Former Russian intelligence,” I correct. “Currently freelance. And the elimination wasn’t part of the original mission parameters.”

      “Freelance?” Her smile carries no warmth. “Answer me this. Did you go rogue, or did your employers just decide to try to kill you for kicks?”

      “As I see it,” I say carefully, “I’m a woman who got tired of being Moscow’s weapon and negotiated different terms. Or at least that’s how it started.”

      “And how it ended?”

      “Let’s just say I didn’t agree with how you were to be handled. Or how Dr. Nora Pelletier was to be handled,” I say, but hold back from asking the burning question. Who the fuck are you?

      “What terms?”

      “What?” I’m thrown for a second, in part due to my incredulity that she hasn’t seen fit to answer my question, even if it was only implied.

      “The terms you negotiated. What were they?”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with⁠—”

      “Well, I sure as shit do! They wanted you dead out there as much as me, so whatever price you demanded, the cost was too high. Unless they think you’ve betrayed them and are working for someone else.” She cocks her head, raising an eyebrow, inviting my answer. No, challenging me to answer.

      I consider how much truth serves our immediate survival needs. “I’m not currently working for anyone else, and they would have no reason to think I was betraying them. I’d already mentioned taking you to Europe.” This isn’t strictly true. Yes, I’d said about the trip to France as a means of building trust, but after the afternoon on the island, Moscow had decided the trust level had been sufficient for their purposes.

      But I’m an independent contractor. How I deliver the asset is my choice. Besides, Yevgeny gave me a forty-eight-hour window. I mentally calculate the countdown. That would still have given us another thirty hours before alarms would be raised. We even flew here without the need for passports. Nobody should have known we were here, unless...

      Yelena.

      If Moscow had deemed my cost too high a price to pay, then who better to take me out? She knows how I think, my vulnerabilities. She could have had access to Nora’s room. The pieces are all fitting together in the most grotesque design. Betrayed by Yelena.

      For a reason I can’t quite grasp, I tell the woman claiming to be Nora my terms.

      “Protection for my family. And my complete operational file, non-redacted.”

      She eyes me closely, and then I remember the last caveat. “And the right to choose which jobs I take, though that hardly seems pertinent after the hail of bullets they rained down on us.”

      She processes this information with visible calculation, cogs turning, weighing each variable. “What the hell is in your file you’re so desperate to see?”

      I give her a cold stare. “That’s not up for discussion.”

      She gives a shrug. “Fair enough.” Then a slow smile emerges at the corners of her lips. “So you were saving me, were you? That’s mighty chivalrous.”

      My eyes roll in disbelief. “That’s when I thought you were someone worth saving!”

      “But not now? Even though I hauled your ass through that forest to safety?”

      “You didn’t ‘haul my ass,’ and the only reason you had any chance was because I was organized enough to look after us. And you stole one of my guns.” My outburst is out of character, but in response to my increasing infuriation, she laughs. This woman whose name I don’t know laughs. Without thinking, I slam down my glass of water onto the table and wince as pain shoots through my shoulder.

      “Hey, watch it now,” she says with an edge of concern in her voice. “I’m not answering to Amber if you tear something.” She walks toward me, but I glance away for a second to hide the pain.

      “Who are you?” My question fires like a bullet, stopping her in her tracks. As ironic as it seems, being lied to, played, betrayed is hitting me harder than I’m willing to admit. I could chalk it up to professional embarrassment, but it’s more than that. Much more than that.

      My jaw flexes as I watch the hesitation play out on her face, calculating what information to share, if any.

      Finally, she speaks. “My name is Ashley Tremblay, CSIS.” She averts her eyes, as though shamed by the admission. I mean, the Canadian Security Intelligence Service is hardly FSB or even MI6 or CIA for that matter, but flat-out shame seems an excessive response. It’s the tennis equivalent of being Emma Raducanu to my Serena Williams, but Raducanu did win a tournament once. I think.

      “I’ve been Dr. Nora Pelletier for eighteen months.” The admission lands like a law of physics, inevitable once you recognize the governing principles. Moscow’s intelligence was too detailed. They had picked up the breadcrumbs they’d been left about Dr. Pelletier and ran with it, probably used Wikipedia and a quick ChatGPT search before sending me in.

      Why does nobody validate information anymore?

      “Where’s the real Dr. Pelletier?” I ask.

      “Next question.”

      I stare at her in disbelief. She can’t think I’m going to accept her non-answer, but then I see her swallow and know immediately whatever she isn’t telling me is vital.

      “Where’s the real Dr. Pelletier?” I repeat, not moving my gaze from her face. That beautiful face, those full lips, that mouth. Despite myself, my chest tightens, until I remember that the woman I was trying to safeguard is an illusion, and one it seemed not made by my own hand. “I’ll keep asking until you tell me. You owe me that much at least.”

      An incredulous laugh bursts from her chest. “Owe you? That’s rich, Francesca! Or are we dropping the pretense now we’ve officially become acquainted? What do you prefer, Suzette or Aleksandra?”

      The names, my names, hit hard like a slap. Not to my face but to my ego. Heat crawls up my neck, my fingers curl into fists at my sides.

      How long has she known?

      “You can call me Suzette.” My teeth grind at my own ineptitude. No one has ever outfoxed me on this scale. Never. And it strikes me that we could dance around each other for another year and a day, or we could be pragmatic.

      “Look,” I say, holding up my hands. “We’re two intelligence agents holed up in a safe house in the Italian mountains while men with bigger guns than brains are trying to eliminate us.” I watch Nora, no, Ashley, as I now know her name to be, and try to gain a baseline to gauge the truthfulness of her words that will follow in response to my suggestion. “If either of us are going to get out of this alive, then we need to work together.”

      For the briefest moment, I think of Victoria, my friend and occasional lover, and how proud she would be of me for seeking a more compassionate resolution to the issue at hand. Twenty years ago, a single bullet between Ashley’s eyes would have been the answer.

      “Whatever agendas brought us together, they are irrelevant until we deal with the more pressing issue at hand, and that means we need honesty. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Ashley’s fingers trace the edge of the sofa that dominates the center of the room as she looks away, assessing her next move. I take a step toward the desk in the corner. You can never be too sure of an operative’s next move.

      “If you’re looking for this, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      My attention turns toward her, or more specifically, what she’s holding in her hand.

      How did she?

      The Glock lies flat in her palm. I should be relieved that she isn’t pointing it at me, but more than anything, I’m outraged. I put my life on the line, not to mention the life of those I care about, to keep her safe. I even blew the location of our best safe house, and she has the audacity to stand with my gun in her hand for the second time tonight. But before I can voice my outrage, she lets out a laugh as though my indignation is nothing more than an amusement, a sideshow.

      “Give that to me!” I lurch toward her and she takes a step backward, raising the gun above her head.

      “Whoa there, cowgirl!”

      “Cowgirl?” I don’t need a mirror to know my face must be a violent crimson. I can feel the burn all the way to the roots of my teeth. “How fucking dare you—” I move again, faster this time, practically vaulting the furniture. But she darts out of the way, a smug grin on her face.

      “Okay!” she says as I lunge, her hand pushing me back but with no sign of relinquishing the weapon. “My mission was to identify and neutralize assets targeting NATO defense systems.”

      “HELIOS? The AI system?”

      “Is real. And yes, it does integrate with NATO networks the way Moscow suspected. But there’s no backdoor. They’ll never access it.”

      “That’s a bold statement!”

      “Bold but true.” Her chin tilts upward, the slightest quirk of a smile at the edge of her mouth, and I can’t help wondering which version of her is sexier. The coy or the confident?

      “And what’s to stop them from going after the real Dr. Nora Pelletier? Once I tell them it isn’t you. Or is she harder to turn than you?”

      If she really believes that Moscow will stop at the first hurdle, she underestimates her enemy.

      “Suzette, you will never tell them, and they’ll never know.” Her voice takes a harder edge and my chest tightens as I watch the Glock twist around in her hand, her trigger finger sliding into place.

      There’s no time to think. Instinct and the will to survive take over.
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      Northern Italy, Present Day

      Suzette doesn’t flinch. She lunges. Not at me, at the gun.

      She’s fast. I’m faster.

      But not fast enough.

      We hit the floor like a detonation. Knees, elbows, breath knocked out of both of us. My spine bounces off the polished concrete, and for a second everything fractures into splinters of noise. The gun stays in my grip by instinct alone, my knuckles white around it.

      Suzette scrambles, not for distance but for leverage. Her body crashes into mine again, hands clawing up my side, trying to pry the weapon loose. But I’m taller, longer-limbed. I twist my torso, using my shoulder to block her reach while shoving my gun hand up and back. The weapon stretches just beyond her grasp.

      “Stop,” I growl.

      She ignores me, clawing despite her wounded shoulder, fighting with everything she has left.

      Aleksandra Volkonsky. My guilty pleasure, the woman I obsessed about during my training. She was somewhere between myth and legend, and back then there were no images, just a code name. Matryoshka. That’s what western intelligence called her, like the Russian nesting dolls where nothing is ever what it seems. Always one layer deeper. Always hiding more. The ultimate psychological weapon.

      Her chest drags against mine. Her thigh slides across my hip.

      I use my body as a lever, twisting my weight, shifting the angle. The movement pins her where I want her, sprawled on top of me, chest to chest, one of her legs caught awkwardly between mine.

      Her breath hits my cheek, fast and hot.

      I loop my free arm around her lower back. Pin her there. The gun stays high, unreachable.

      “Fucking stop,” I snap.

      Her reply is a guttural sound, but as her body shifts against mine, I realize the source is half frustration, half arousal.

      She pushes up against me again, and I feel it. That heat, that friction. Her thigh slides between mine now. Deliberate or accidental? It doesn’t matter. My pulse spikes. The struggle is no longer clean. No longer purely tactical.

      She’s panting. So am I. I don’t let go. I don’t even blink.

      The fight is melting into something molten, ragged, hungry.

      “Still need the gun?” I ask, my voice lower now. Dangerous.

      Her eyes flick up. She’s caught midway between fury and need.

      I wait. Then I make a show of it.

      I lower my arm. Slowly. Deliberately.

      Her gaze follows the weapon as it comes down.

      Then I toss it across the floor. It skitters into shadow beneath the desk where I found it earlier. Taped to the underside.

      She stiffens, eyes darting back to mine. She doesn’t move. Doesn’t speak. Her breathing sharpens. Her body’s still straddling mine, hips locked with mine in a clash of material and heat.

      Her thigh presses against the inside of mine. I can feel the tension, coiled and electric, in every line of her. And in me.

      Christ, it’s like every nerve is rewiring. Like she’s the short circuit I never saw coming.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” I say, though it’s more for me than her.

      Her eyes meet mine, feral. Knowing.

      “Oh, I do,” she whispers.

      That’s it. That’s the line. The surrender, or the bluff, or maybe both.

      I move.

      One quick shift and she’s beneath me. I straddle her now, knees planted, weight anchored through my thighs. My hands catch her wrists and slam them to the floor above her head. One-handed hold. Easy.

      She bucks. I press down harder. Not to hurt. To claim.

      My thigh grinds against her center, forcing her legs wider.

      The contact is brutal. Exhilarating. I feel her through the layers. I feel her need. And it mirrors mine, one-to-one.

      “Just be a fucking good girl for once!” I grin. The words come from some primal part of me that’s been unleashed by her proximity, her heat, her goddamn legend made flesh beneath me.

      She shudders. Not from fear. From friction.

      My free hand curls into her shirt. Yanks. The buttons give with a shriek. Fabric tears. Her chest arches up and I pause for a breath, just to look.

      Christ, she’s beautiful. Flushed skin, hair spread across the floor, eyes dark with want.

      “I fucking need you,” I rasp. “More than I did when you were Francesca. More than I should now.”

      Her mouth parts, but nothing comes out.

      Something in me snaps.

      I lean down, press my lips to her collarbone, biting just enough to mark. Then lower, tracing heat with breath.

      And then I stop. My hand presses flat against her sternum. I lift my gaze to hers.

      “You didn’t say yes.”

      She stares at me. Lips parted. Eyes dark, almost black now.

      “Tell me to stop,” I say. “Tell me to get off you.”

      Silence.

      “Say it, Suzette. Tell me no.”

      Her voice breaks like gunfire. “Fuck you!”

      I exhale, all the restraint I was clinging to collapsing in a single beat, and my mouth crashes to hers. There’s nothing soft about it. It’s lips, teeth, tongue, and desperation.

      She kisses back like she’s trying to burn me from the inside out, her tongue urgent, rough, sliding against mine. The driving need is blinding and I don’t know if I want to consume her or have her consume me.

      My mouth breaks free and I move to her nipple, sucking, pulling, teasing, biting.

      My hand finds the edge of her waistband, pulling it down in a single movement. Her hips jerk, and I can feel her heat through the fabric.

      “You’re soaked,” I whisper into her mouth, voice wrecked, fingers finding dampness even through the layers.

      “Stop talking and fuck me,” she snaps.

      So I shut up.

      Her clit is swollen, engorged, and she flinches in delight as I slide over and around, her hips bucking against my weight. This isn’t just eighteen months of frustration spilling out or teenage fantasies realized. This is more. The way her face flushes, the way her hair spills over the floor, those dark eyes staring straight into my soul. She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and even knowing she’s dangerous doesn’t make me want to stop. Quite the opposite.

      My hand lowers to trace her entrance. I try to force myself to slow this down, but her eyes widen as though she’s questioning why I’m not already there. In her, deep inside her.

      Fuck.

      She tenses as I slide in, two and then three fingers, clamping tight around me. I find my rhythm, using my body weight to lock her down, forcing her to follow my lead, setting the pace for her pleasure. She’ll take it the way I give it, and as her eyes narrow and she groans, I’m hyperaware of my control.

      I own every sound she makes. Every tremble. Every wordless gasp.

      I’m going to ruin her for anyone else.

      And when she finally breaks, when her breath stutters and her whole body goes taut beneath mine, something fierce and possessive unfurls in my chest.

      I hold her there, thigh tight between hers, one hand braced beside her head, the other tangled in what’s left of her shirt. It’s ruined, torn clean down the front, one sleeve off her shoulder, collarbone exposed and bitten.

      She looks wrecked.

      And I’m not far behind.

      There’s a sheen of sweat across her chest, catching the overhead light in slick streaks. Her lip’s bleeding where I bit it. Or she bit herself. Doesn’t matter. Her mouth is red, parted, kiss-bruised.

      “More,” she pants.

      It’s not a question. It’s not even a demand. It’s a need.

      I press lower. My hips rock. The friction between us is incendiary now. I’m soaked through and she is too. I can feel it, slippery as fuck, and she can’t hide the way her body is reacting.

      And I need her to feel every second of this.

      “You don’t get to be silent now,” I mutter, dragging my mouth along her jaw. “I need to hear everything.”

      She tilts her chin defiantly. “Make me.”

      So I do.

      I roll my hips slow and hard against her, grinding until she gasps loud and involuntary. Her thighs clamp tighter around mine.

      “There she is,” I whisper, dragging my teeth along the edge of her throat. “Come on, Suzette. I need you to come for me. Not for Nora. For me.”

      Her nails dig into my back. Hard.

      “Ash,” she hisses. “Harder.”

      Gladly.

      I fuck her with everything I have, sweat sticking the fabric of my top to my skin. Then when I feel her thighs tremble again, I pull back, watching the bereft expression change to anger at the loss of my touch.

      I need skin. All of it. My hands move with desperation, yanking away what’s left of our clothes, tearing fabric aside until there’s nothing between us but heat and need. She lifts her hips to help me.

      And then she’s bare to me.

      Every inch.

      Every breath.

      She’s gorgeous like this. Flushed, furious, open. Her thighs are trembling. But if I want this to last, I need her off this concrete floor. Finding a bedroom would take too long, so I eye the couch, grab her tight to me and lift. She gasps in surprise, her legs instinctively wrapping around my waist, but gives me a hungry look of irritation as I dump her onto the leather.

      “Spread them,” I say.

      She hesitates just half a second, enough to make it a choice. Then she obeys.

      I drop between her legs and slide one hand up, slow, deliberate, until I reach the soft heat of her.

      She gasps.

      And I smile.

      “You’re going to come in my mouth,” I tell her with complete certainty.

      She’s wet. Drenched.

      “You’re shaking,” I whisper.

      Her head tilts back, throat bared. “So are you.”

      She’s not wrong.

      I’m barely holding on.

      My fingers tease her. Light, testing, coaxing. Watching her fall apart is as addictive as touching her.

      She arches. Curses. Whimpers.

      I don’t stop.

      “Look at me,” I order.

      Her eyes snap open. They’re glassy. Wild.

      “I’m going to eat you out and you’re going to fucking love it.” The words come from somewhere primal, spoken with certainty.

      “Yes! Please...”

      I dip my head and run my tongue over the length of her entrance, smiling as I feel the grip of her hand on the back of my head, her hips lifting to meet my mouth. So smooth, so perfect.

      I lick her, long flattened strokes allowing her desire to coat my tongue, then shift to short flicks as I reach her clit. She writhes beneath me, and Christ, the noises she’s making. The groans, the whimpering. It’s all I can do to stop myself from coming.

      I glance up and meet her eyes, her mouth open, an expression of pure want making her even more stunning.

      There’s a spark between us, a moment of connection that goes deeper than anything we’ve shared so far. She’s inviting me in, and I’m lost to everything except her.

      I move back to her entrance, sliding my hands under her butt, then slide my tongue inside. She tastes glorious. Deep, intoxicating, sweet yet almost salty. The thought of being lost in her, truly immersed, makes my head spin with want.

      I remove my hand from her ass cheek to flick my thumb over her clit and she quivers, pushing harder against me as I fuck her with my tongue. She gasps for breath, then swears at me, demanding more, her fingers pushing my head down roughly. Then it happens. She’s fucking my face with every thrust of her hips and I’m gone, tumbling in the most consuming pleasure, not caring about my next breath.

      “Fuck,” she says, her tone almost angry. “Don’t fucking stop.”

      My face is drenched, soaked in her wetness, as she rides me even harder. Suzette is in complete control now, fucking me, owning me, claiming me, and I give myself willingly because this is exactly where I want to be.

      Then I feel it. The stutter of movement, the tension as she clamps her thighs tight around my head. She cries out, low and ragged and pure. Her hips jerk up to meet my mouth. Her hands are everywhere. My hair, my arms, the back of my neck, grounding herself in skin. And she comes harder than I’ve ever felt anyone come, flowing into my mouth, trickling down my chin.

      Heat spreads beneath my sternum, unwelcome and insistent. Fuck, I want this to be real.

      Her body twitches once, twice, then she goes still.

      Limp like she’s been shot. Except she’s not broken. She’s radiant. Wrecked in the best way. Her chest heaves. Her eyes still closed. Her mouth parted like she’s still trying to remember how to breathe.

      I stare at her.

      Every part of me needs to stay inside her world. Stay on her. Stay with her. In her.

      But I don’t move. Not yet.

      And then I feel it. Cold metal against the base of my skull.

      That distinctive click of a safety being released.

      Suzette’s eyes snap open, and for the first time since I’ve known her, I see something that might be fear.

      Not for herself.

      For me.
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      Suzette, Northern Italy, Present Day

      The gray, utilitarian steel barrel of the Grach is pressed tight into the base of Ashley’s skull. The safety’s off. I heard the mechanism arm when Yelena positioned herself behind us.

      Ashley is rigid between my legs, every muscle locked, but her eyes find mine. No panic, just calculation. Even with her face still glistening with my release, I can tell she’s thinking three moves ahead.

      I’m completely exposed. Legs splayed wide, naked, vulnerable in every possible way. The orgasm that shattered through me moments ago feels like a lifetime away. Now there’s only the gun and the woman I just came apart for, frozen in the most intimate position imaginable.

      The leather is cold against my bare skin. My shoulder throbs where Amber’s butterfly closures hold torn flesh together. But all that matters is the nine-millimeter barrel pressed against the skull of the woman I risked everything to save from Moscow’s clutches.

      “Move away from her, Aleksandra.” Yelena’s voice is flat, detached, making her a more terrifying prospect than if she’d shown even a hint of rage or jealousy.

      “Slowly.”

      Ashley shifts carefully, moving away from between my thighs. I scramble to close my legs, reaching for discarded clothing, anything to cover myself. The movement sends fire through my shoulder, but I force myself to stay controlled. Show no weakness. Not now.

      “Sit up. Both of you.”

      We comply, Ashley grabbing her shirt from the floor, holding it against her chest. The fabric barely covers her, but she holds it with dignity given we’re potentially seconds from execution.

      Yelena steps around us, the gun never wavering from Ashley’s head. She’s in full tactical mode. Feet shoulder-width apart, weight balanced, finger on the trigger. Twenty-five years of partnership, and I know her tells. The slight tension in her jaw. The way her left eye twitches when she’s already decided who dies.

      She’s not here to talk.

      “Who is she, Aleksandra?” Yelena’s voice is ice. “And don’t lie to me.”

      I study Yelena’s face, the tight lines around her eyes, the way her jaw clenches. She’s not just angry. She’s desperate. Whatever brought her here, it wasn’t part of Moscow’s original plan.

      “She’s exactly who I said she was.” I keep my voice steady, meeting Yelena’s gaze directly. “Dr. Nora Pelletier. Tech billionaire. Wine obsessive.”

      “Bullshit.” The gun doesn’t waver. “The way she moves, handles weapons, tactical awareness. She’s intelligence.”

      Ashley says nothing, but I catch the slight shift in her posture, the furtive glance toward the desk in the corner. The gun is maybe six feet away, but it might as well be on the moon with Yelena’s Grach trained on her skull.

      “You’re paranoid,” I tell Yelena.

      “Am I?” Her smile is sharp, bitter. “You’ve compromised everything for a woman who isn’t who she says she is, and if you’re telling me you still believe her to be Pelletier, then you’re playing us all for fools. And no one more than yourself.”

      “I know enough,” I say quietly.

      “You’re thinking with your cunt, not your brain.” Yelena’s voice rises, control slipping. “Years of working together, and you throw it away for some needy pussy who appeared out of nowhere.”

      Twenty-five years. Vienna, Prague, Budapest. Bodies in alleyways, blood on hotel sheets, the hunger that comes from killing together. All of it reduced to this moment, this choice between past and future.

      Ashley’s eyes flick to mine. A question, perhaps? Permission, maybe? But definitely trust.

      The same trust I asked of her in the car. The same trust that got us through the forest alive. She’s offering me a choice. Let her handle this, or watch us both die while I try to protect secrets that might already be blown.

      I give the slightest nod.

      Ashley moves almost faster than I can follow.

      She rolls left as Yelena’s shot splits the air where her head had been. The bullet sparks off concrete, whining into darkness. My ears ring from the discharge, but I’m already moving, rolling right toward the desk.

      “Clever little bitch.” Yelena pivots, tracking Ashley’s movement. “But not clever enough.”

      Another shot. Wood explodes from the couch’s arm where Ashley had taken cover. Splinters shower the floor, but she keeps moving, using furniture as cover while she maneuvers toward better position.

      I lunge for the desk, hitting the floor hard. My shoulder screams protest, but I roll underneath, fingers searching for the weapon. There. Cold metal against my palm.

      “Suzette!” Ashley’s voice cuts through the chaos. “Two o’clock!”

      I look up to see Yelena swinging her weapon toward me. But Ashley’s already moving, vaulting over the couch with grace that would make a gymnast weep. She hits Yelena low, driving them both to the ground in a tangle of limbs.

      They roll, struggling for control. Yelena’s stronger, years of Spetsnaz training evident in every move, but Ashley’s faster. They move like dancers, each anticipating the other’s next move. Deadly choreography performed on unforgiving concrete.

      I struggle to my feet, gun raised, but they’re too close. Any shot risks hitting Ashley, killing one, possibly both of them, and I have no desire for either of them to die today. Not when there are so many unanswered questions. My shoulder gives out, and I stumble, nearly dropping the weapon.

      Yelena drives her knee toward Ashley’s ribs. Ashley twists, taking the blow on her hip instead, then drives her elbow toward Yelena’s throat. Yelena blocks with her forearm, the impact echoing through the room.

      “I’ll die before I let you harm a hair on her fucking head!” The cry comes from Ashley as she lifts the desk chair by the leg, hoisting it above her head with one hand, then bringing it crashing down across the side of Yelena’s body.

      That had to hurt.

      “I don’t need protecting,” I shout, ridiculously offended by her gallantry.

      “Are we a team or what?” Ashley grunts, blocking a strike aimed at her throat.

      “Do you fuck everybody on your team?” The words slip out before I can stop them.

      Ashley ducks a wild swing, then drives her elbow into Yelena’s ribs. “How big is your team? I mean, I wouldn’t be opposed to fucking your wife.” She shrugs and dives, missing a solid right hook to her face with casual ease, as though discussing the weather instead of fighting for her life.

      Despite the unfolding chaos, she’s right. Not about fucking my wife, that’s a whole other discussion, but about teamwork. There’s only one choice. We need to work together.

      Yelena breaks Ashley’s grip, scrambling backward. Her hand moves toward something at her ankle. A backup weapon. I track her movement, finger tightening on the trigger. Yelena’s hand closes around the ankle holster. Small pistol, probably a Makarov, compact but deadly. She’s bringing it up, aim tracking toward Ashley’s center mass.

      I fire.

      The bullet takes Yelena in the shoulder, spinning her around. She drops the backup weapon, clutching her arm. Blood seeps between her fingers, dark against the concrete.

      “Fuck!” Yelena’s voice is raw with pain and outrage. “You shot me!”

      “I was aiming for your heart,” I lie. Truth is, I could have killed her. Chose not to. This long a partnership dies hard, even when that partnership is trying to murder the woman I’m falling for.

      Ashley recovers the dropped Makarov, checking the chamber. “On your knees,” she commands, and there’s nothing nervous or uncertain in her voice now. Pure authority. “Hands behind your head.”

      Yelena looks at her as though she’s stupid.

      “She shot out my shoulder!” she says, her tone incredulous, then turns to me her expression indignant. “I didn’t come here to kill you. I came here to save you from her!”
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      Suzette, Northern Italy, Present Day

      “Khernya!” I say, breaking into my native Russian to tell her I know she’s speaking bullshit, as I keep my gun trained on her. “You think I’m falling for your lies?”

      “Aleksandra! Have you lost your mind? Why would I kill you? If I wanted you dead, I’d have told Moscow where to find you.” Her face is growing paler, giving her an almost translucent sheen. “I manage situations. I don’t do the grunt work!”

      I throw Yelena Amber’s jumper, which still lies on the back of the couch. “Press it against the wound to stop the bleeding.”

      She catches it with her good arm, now noticeably shaking, then grunts and winces as she presses the gray material against the wound. Her shoulder has blossomed red, drenching her blouse and now dripping from her sleeve to the concrete below.

      “Do you even know who she is?” Yelena spits out the words through gritted teeth, drawing my attention back to Ashley, who is now slamming out every drawer and emptying the contents across the floor as though she’s an intruder high on meth. I cock my head, wondering where the shy, ordered Nora disappeared to. It’s like fast-forwarding six months into a relationship where the sheen has worn off and you suddenly realize a troll has moved in.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Yelena grunts in amusement at my tone, then winces. Ashley keeps ransacking. “Ashley.” Sharper this time.

      “Eh?” She looks up, squinting, a handful of papers in her hand. I swear if she drops them, I’ll put a bullet in her shoulder as well. “What am I doing?” she says, repeating my original question, an act that tells me she heard me the first time around. Strike two on the annoying traits list. “I’m trying to find something to tie her hands and feet.”

      I slowly count to five. “Put those back in the drawer and take yourself out to the garage. It’s through the door on the far side.” I nod toward the large open-plan kitchen with its pristine white German hand-crafted cabinets. “You’ll find what you need there.”

      I’ve no intention of tying Yelena’s hands together given her injury, but getting Ashley out of the room gives me time to think. Reluctantly, she does as instructed, leaving a bleeding Yelena and me alone.

      I kneel down beside my old partner, take the jumper from her hand, and inspect her shoulder, front and back. “It’s a clean through-and-through.” I glance at Yelena, who seems far less impressed at the precision of my shot than I do. “Lift your arm away from your body,” I tell her, watching her grimace and swallow at the exertion. The movement is smooth considering her current predicament, so nerve damage is unlikely. Just a ruptured deltoid. Nothing that won’t heal.

      I keep my voice low. My only desire is to keep this conversation between Yelena and me. “If Moscow doesn’t know I took their potential asset, then who sent the gorillas with the guns? The ones that tried to kill us?”

      She narrows her gaze with what seems little more than contempt. Her blood is darkening now, starting to coagulate. I press the material hard against the wound. “Keep the pressure on and answer me.”

      She catches me glancing toward the door.

      “You don’t trust her either,” she says with an amused snort, and I have a desire to push my thumb deep into the bullet hole.

      But I don’t.

      “If all of this isn’t your doing, then how did you find us?”

      There’s a thin sheen of sweat covering her forehead, beading and glistening in the dim light, her body’s visible shock response.

      “I put a tracker in the hem of Nora’s trousers. I knew you’d run with her, and I knew you’d have FSB agents on your tail within twenty-four hours.” She swallows, then a shiver runs through her body. “No matter what you think of me, Aleksandra, I’d never let them kill you.” She coughs and wipes her hand over her mouth, and the sight of more blood makes my heart pump faster. My concern must be obvious because she shakes her head. “Your new girlfriend has quite the right hook. I think she’s dislodged one of my molars.”

      I study her face, looking for any sign of deception but see quite the opposite. In all the years I’ve known Yelena, the imprint of sincerity reflected back at me seems more weighted now than ever. But I can’t reconcile her admission with tonight’s events.

      “I put a tracker on Amber’s Citroën, the one she hides in the old barn, when I visited the farmhouse last week. I knew if you were in trouble, then Amber would come to you. Your gallant knight on a charger. I’d already done that by the time you saw me walk up the path, as if I was oblivious to your presence.”

      I wipe the sweat from her forehead, then lean back against the wall, the throb from my own shoulder now seeping through my adrenaline.

      “But the men that followed us from the landing strip—” I say, but Yelena cuts me off.

      “Seems I wasn’t the only one tracking you. I found two bodies near where I found her clothing, and it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. I removed my tracker and found another under the sole of her boots. Check my pocket if you don’t believe me.” She nods to her trouser pocket.

      “You brought the tracker here?” My voice rises, my head turning toward the main door.

      She gives a derisory scoff. “My phone. I took a photograph of it before I stuck it on the inside of a tourist bus before coming here. If they’re still following it, they’ll be crossing the Alps by now.”

      I grab at her trousers, and she leans away from me to give me access. “It’s the last photograph. If I were to guess, I’d say it was American.”

      The photo shows a close-up of a flat, circular disk no bigger than a small coin, Ashley’s boots torn apart, blurred in the background. Matte black and barely raised, the device’s surface is smooth, almost featureless, except for a small engraving.

      “That alphanumeric looks like Langley formatting. WDC, May batch, twenty-two. They always timestamp hardware. Ridiculous arrogance.” It strikes me that she’s right, but there’s another option.

      “Could it be Canadian?” I ask, my tone more hushed as I hear the click of the door into the kitchen open. We both turn our attention toward Nora/Ashley, or for the first time, it truly occurs to me, a stranger that I don’t know.

      Is she CIA parading as CSIS? Or is Ashley exactly who she claims to be and Yelena is the one trying to blindside me?

      I tighten my grip around the gun’s handle as I feel the trust being sucked out of the room.
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      The silence stretches between the three of us like a held breath. Yelena clutches Amber’s blood-soaked jumper to her shoulder, her face pale but alert. Ashley approaches us, still half-naked, carrying a length of blue nylon rope in her hand. There must be something about my gaze that unnerves her because her eyes flit between Yelena and me. And I’m caught between them, gun in hand, trying to separate truth from years of ingrained paranoia.

      “Tell her who you are,” I demand, moving the gun from Ashley to Yelena. “Tell her what you told me.”

      Uncertainty flickers across the self-proclaimed Canadian’s face, sensing the change in the room.

      “Tell her.” I click the safety back. It’s all the encouragement she needs.

      Ashley places the rope down onto the splintered arm of the couch, careful not to make any sudden movements.

      “I’m agent Ashley Tremblay, CSIS. I was assigned to play the part of Dr. Nora Pelletier to lure out Russian assets so we could identify and potentially turn them.”

      I catch the momentary surprise, the imperceptible widening of eyes, as Yelena absorbs this information.

      “And did you?” she asks.

      A slow smile starts at the corner of Ashley’s mouth and slowly spreads. “Worried, are you?”

      “You would be too if you could drag your mind out from between her legs,” Yelena retorts.

      I watch the sparring as though they are players on center court, and honestly, I’m ready to award the game to Yelena. But I let her deliver the final blow that wipes the smile from Ashley’s face.

      “The people who were trying to kill you tonight were not Russians. Perhaps they were Americans, possibly even your own government. All it would take is for one agent to suggest that you too have been compromised and you’d be seen as a liability.”

      Ashley glances at me, and I watch her bite her bottom lip, a nervous tick she has when something penetrates her armor.

      “Show her what you found,” I say to Yelena, motioning toward the phone she’s still holding.

      She winces as she shifts position, holding out the phone with her good arm. The image is crystal clear. A sophisticated tracking device, clearly American manufacture, embedded in Ashley’s boot sole. The alphanumeric coding along the edge is definitely CIA standard.

      “WDC batch coding,” I murmur as Ashley studies the details.

      “Langley always timestamps,” Yelena agrees, contempt in her voice. “Arrogant ublyudki.”

      Ashley pulls her shirt tighter around herself. “CSIS sometimes uses American equipment. We share intelligence frameworks, joint operations.”

      “We can’t know either way. Not for certain,” Yelena says. “But your assignment has created a minefield of possibilities as to who would want you dead.”

      For a beat, Ashley doesn’t respond, then she holds out her hand. “Let me see that photograph again.”

      “So how did you find us?” Her eyes narrow with obvious suspicion, but Yelena explains about the tracker in her trousers as well as the one she placed on Amber’s car. We exchange an awkward glance.

      However reluctantly, I have to hand it to Yelena. She really has been one step ahead this entire time. She may not have Ashley’s undercover abilities or my psychological playbook, but her logistical management of operatives is unparalleled. Managing to outwit Amber is no mean feat.

      There’s a flicker in Ashley’s eyes, something I can’t nail down immediately, but when she rubs her neck, twisting it awkwardly, I instantly know there’s far more to this story than she’s admitting.

      “What are you holding back?” I see no point in dancing around the truth when we could have guns trained on us at any minute. Strangely, I don’t suspect her of lying, or at least only by omission. “Fuck, Ashley, the longer you stay quiet, the bigger the risk you put us all in.”

      She slumps down on the edge of the couch. “The assignment is a joint intelligence operation. I was chosen to be the bait, but the British and American intelligence services are involved.” She pauses for a beat, then swears under her breath. “They were just fishing when we started this, but then when you appeared, the entire operation kicked up a gear. The guys in the CIA have real hots for you. Something to do with a dead CIA agent?”

      “And a dead MI6 operative!” declares Yelena.

      “Not helpful,” I tell her.

      “You should tell your new girlfriend how you got your new surname. I mean, what do you think, Ashley? Conner-Wakeman has a nice ring to it, hasn’t it?”

      “Yelena, enough. That’s a story for another time.” I turn my attention back to Ashley, who is suitably contrite. “What were your orders?”

      “Just that I had to get you to my hotel room and they’d take it from there.” She glances away, her painted toes curling on the leg of the coffee table. “They were following you and ran your image through facial identity. That’s when you were flagged as potential match for Matryoshka.” A flush rises up her cheeks, and it doesn’t take a psychological profiler to read shame when it’s this apparent.

      “So you were going to hand her over.” Yelena lets out a snort followed by a low growl of anger. I should never have doubted her loyalty.

      But when Ashley looks up, there’s a fierceness in her eyes. “No! I mean, I hadn’t decided what to do. Warn you or... I don’t know, but then you appeared at my door, demanding we leave.”

      For the first time since the revelation left her lips, she looks up at me. “Suzette, you have to believe me. I could have contacted them but I didn’t. I’d have figured something out, but then I didn’t need to because you handed me a reprieve, and I trusted you, because anything was better than handing you over.”

      “Don’t believe her, Aleksandra. She’s just stalling, waiting for you to lower your guard, and then she’ll give away our location. Didn’t you wonder why, with so many trained marksmen on your tail, she got out of it unscathed?”

      “Stop!” I stand, gun still in hand but no longer aimed at anyone. “We’re all being played. Moscow, CSIS. Someone’s been moving us around like pieces on a chessboard.”

      Yelena struggles to sit up straighter, pain etching lines around her eyes. “Have you checked the garage door?”

      “Suzette, I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I—” Ashley stands, and I look at her half-naked body, struck by her vulnerability despite what tonight has brought.

      I wave away Yelena’s concern. “It’s alarmed,” I tell Yelena. “If she’d touched it, I’d know.”

      Ashley’s expression at my dismissal is pained, and Yelena doesn’t seem convinced, but she knows better than to question me. “Fine. But you should sue that plastic surgeon. Picked up by facial recognition.” She shakes her head, and the urge to jam my thumb into her open wound returns.

      “The question we need to focus on is who benefits most from having both of us dead, and why?”

      But before we can debate the list of potential names and reasons, the sound of engines reaches us through the mountain air. Distant but approaching. Multiple vehicles by the sound of it.

      “Shit.” Ashley grabs her trousers, hauling one leg in, then throws mine across the room to me, hopping toward the small window. “Two SUVs, maybe three. Half a mile out on the access road.”

      I’m already moving, grabbing the emergency bag from beneath the desk. “How long do we have?”

      “Five minutes. Maybe less.”

      Yelena tries to stand, her legs unsteady. “Leave me. I’ll slow you down with this shoulder.”

      “Like hell.” Ashley moves to support her, sliding an arm around her waist. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

      No one is more surprised at the show of solidarity than Yelena, who seems stunned as Ashley grabs her good arm and hauls it around her neck before asking, “Right then, how do we get out of here?”

      I meet her eyes across Yelena’s bowed head. “Partners?”

      “Partners,” she agrees without hesitation.

      “What about Moscow?” Yelena asks as we help her toward the exit. “They’ll never stop hunting you.”

      “This way.” We head to the garage and to the tunneled exit that leads to the far side of the hillside. It’s not ideal, but this is what it was designed for. Last resorts. “And Yelena, I think you mean Moscow will never stop hunting us.”
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      The tunnel system beneath the safe house feels like descending into the earth’s bowels. Emergency lighting strips cast sickly yellow pools every few meters, leaving vast stretches of darkness between. Our footsteps echo off rough-hewn stone walls that weep moisture, the air thick with limestone and fossilized water.

      Yelena leans heavily against Ashley’s shoulder, her breathing labored. Blood has soaked through Amber’s jumper, dripping a steady trail behind us like breadcrumbs to our starting point. Each step costs her, but she keeps moving with the grim determination of someone who’s survived worse.

      Our saving grace is the vaulted door closed tight behind us. If our pursuers breach the house, all they’ll find are lined shelves in the garage area. No door—that’s the beauty of Amber’s design. My phone burns in my pocket. There was no time to message her. To warn her.

      “How much further?” Ashley asks, adjusting her grip around Yelena’s waist. When I swing my torch around, the light picks out sweat beads on Yelena’s forehead despite the tunnel’s chill. Blood loss is taking its toll.

      “Two kilometers.” I check my watch—three forty-seven hours. “The tunnel exits near Costa. There’s a vehicle cached there.”

      “Great I’d kill for a coffee!”

      “The vehicle is just outside the village of Costa,” I say my tone devoid of humor.

      “Assuming it hasn’t been discovered in the last three years,” Yelena mutters through gritted teeth.

      The World War II tunnel branches ahead into three passages. I pause, consulting the mental map Amber and I memorized when we first established this bolt-hole. Left leads to the old wine caves beneath the village. Right connects to the neighboring village of Gorzegno. Straight continues toward our getaway vehicle.

      That’s when I hear it—a distant rumble, movement.

      “They’re in the house,” Ashley whispers.

      “We knew it would happen. It’ll take them time to find the tunnel, unless they’re planning on blowing apart half the hillside.” I shoulder the emergency pack, checking my watch again. “We need to move.”

      Yelena stumbles, her legs giving out. Ashley catches her, both women going down hard against the tunnel wall. Even in the emergency lighting, I can see blood flowing freely from her shoulder again. This is not good.

      “I’m slowing you down,” Yelena gasps. “Leave me. Create a diversion while you⁠—”

      “Shut up.” Ashley repositions herself, hauling Yelena’s arm across her shoulders again. “That’s not how this works.”

      “Since when do you care about me?”

      “I don’t, but you care about Suzette, and she cares about you.” Ashley’s voice carries a raw edge I haven’t heard before. “Besides, you didn’t need to come. You could have saved yourself.”

      I study their faces in the weak light. Blood loss has drained color from Yelena’s features, but her eyes remain sharp, calculating. Ashley’s jaw is set with determination that reminds me of Amber, a stubborn loyalty that gets people killed.

      “We use our energy to get to the car, nothing else,” I say, making the decision for all of us. “We stick to the plan.”

      We continue deeper into the mountain’s heart. The tunnel narrows, forcing us into a sideways single file. Yelena’s breathing becomes more labored, her weight increasingly dependent on Ashley’s support. Behind us, distant voices echo through stone corridors. They’ve breached the house and are in the garage.

      “Suzette.” Yelena’s voice is barely above a whisper. “If I don’t make it⁠—”

      “You’ll make it.”

      “Listen to me.” She grabs my arm with surprising strength. “You need to find Phillipa Farrier. She’s in Nice. Tell her about the tracker.” There’s a wildness in her eyes that almost scares me.

      “Save your strength so you can tell her yourself.” I turn away, determined not to lose pace, and push on.

      The tunnel opens into a wider chamber, probably a natural cave system that predates the medieval construction. Emergency lighting reveals rough stone walls and multiple passages leading deeper into the mountain.

      “This way.” I guide us toward the exit passage, but Yelena’s legs give out completely. She collapses, taking Ashley down with her.

      “I can’t—” Yelena’s voice breaks. “My legs⁠—”

      Ashley checks her pulse, presses fingers against her neck. “Shock. She’s lost too much blood.”

      I kneel beside them, assessing options. Yelena needs medical attention within the hour, possibly less. The cached vehicle is still eight hundred meters through rough tunnel. I glance back the way we came, no way of knowing whether they’ve found the entrance to the tunnel.

      “I’ll carry her,” I say, taking the pack off my shoulder and throwing it to Ashley. I hoist Yelena over my shoulder with a grunt and after a few faltering steps pick up speed.

      The echo of a voice comes from behind. They’re in the tunnel.

      All we can do is run.
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      The truck is stowed in a disused olive mill Amber purchased from a local farmer. The doors open with a creak, but we’re far enough from the tunnel exit not to be heard. The first turn of the key and the old Fiat’s engine rumbles to life. Ashley and Yelena lie in the flatbed, hidden beneath the taut canvas cover. Three bloodied women driving a battered eighties farm vehicle might draw attention, but a lone bloodied woman behind the wheel? Well, that’s just another menopausal psychotic out for groceries.

      There’s no sign of life, which is great because it means we’re not being followed. Not so great because as the only moving vehicle on the road, we stand out. Amber’s foresight meant we had clean water in the truck to irrigate Yelena’s wound and enough medical supplies in the go-bag to stitch her up and start her on broad-spectrum antibiotics. The only thing missing was anesthetic, but the bottle of grappa seemed to take the edge off the pain. Just as well, since Yelena was insistent we head to Nice without delay.

      Phillipa Farrier, it seems, is Yelena’s MI6 contact, but reading between the lines—her lack of eye contact and vague details about how they met—it’s safe to assume Moscow isn’t aware of her position and quite possibly even her existence. There are layers to Yelena I’ve yet to uncover.

      The roads are rough and the suspension on the old truck died when the world was still worrying about Y2K. Not ideal when you’re transporting a patient, but in a little under three hours, if I take the coastal road, we’ll be in the city before daybreak.

      On a straight section of road, I pull out my phone and send a message to Amber. They won’t have landed yet, but when they do, she’ll know the safe house has been breached. And if she can view the in-house cameras, we might have a better idea of who’s after us and why.

      On the outskirts of Martinetto, I pull to the side of the road and thump on the rear of the cab. Constant mirror checks have told me we weren’t followed, and the cab will be far more comfortable than the truck bed for both of them. Nothing stirs as I unclip the canvas cover and lower the side, but inevitably my eyes roam the streets looking for anything out of place. Even a local cat, proudly carrying a breakfast gift for its owners, has me on edge.

      “Help me get her out.” Ashley gingerly swings Yelena’s feet around so they dangle over the edge of the truck, then moves to support her shoulders and lift her into a sitting position. The paleness of her skin is the first thing that strikes me. She needs rest.

      Once we’ve got her in the cab, propped between us with the temporary sling taking the weight of her arm, she seems more settled, though she drifts in and out of sleep until we cross the border into France.

      The mountains were silhouettes against star-drunk darkness when I’d crossed the border, but now the world is shifting. The E80 carves through the Maritime Alps, and ahead of me the Mediterranean waits somewhere beyond these ancient peaks, though I can’t see it yet—only feel its pull in the way the road descends, curve after relentless curve.

      The first blush of dawn catches the summit of Mont Clapier, turning its snow-capped peak the color of rosé. I downshift through another hairpin turn, the old engine’s rumble echoing off limestone cliffs. To my right, the valley drops away into purple shadows where mountain villages still sleep, their red tile roofs barely visible in the gathering light.

      Then it happens. The sun crests the eastern ridge like molten copper poured across the sky. Light floods the valley in waves, transforming mist into gold dust, turning every olive grove and terraced vineyard luminous. Below me, Nice spreads along its famous bay, the city’s white buildings catching the new light like scattered pearls. The Mediterranean stretches beyond, impossibly blue, impossibly infinite.

      “I need your phone.” Yelena holds out her blood-soaked hand, and I oblige. The number she calls, she knows by heart, each button pressed in automation.

      I glance at Ashley and notice she too is watching Yelena’s habitual movements. Her eye catches mine for a second, then I look away, focusing back on the road ahead. Bluffs and double bluffs, the currency and pitfalls of our lives.

      “Pip,” she says when someone answers, and I’m struck not only by the pet name but also the softness in her voice. “I need your help.”

      The woman’s voice is faint, but the concern is loud and clear. An awkward prickle spreads across my skin at being within earshot of what I realize is an intensely private conversation.

      “I need somewhere to rest. Just for a short time,” Yelena continues, then there’s a pause. When Pip asks a question, her voice is lower this time and I can’t hear what she says, but the response from within the truck is direct. “Gunshot,” she says. Then I feel her eyes on me even as I stare ahead at the road. “Friendly fire. An accident.” Another pause. “I’m with them now.”

      The call ends after arrangements are made, an address given, penned in black ink on Yelena’s blood-crusted hand.

      “You’re sure she can be trusted?” I ask, my eyes never moving from the road ahead.

      “With my life,” says the woman I shot.

      Pragmatism trumps loyalty in this new world I’m rapidly becoming acquainted with. Yelena keeping an MI6 contact hidden from Moscow, me shooting my oldest partner to save a woman I barely know, Ashley choosing sides based on survival rather than allegiance. We’re all making choices we wouldn’t have made even days ago.
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      Suzette, Nice

      The building had a 1930s art deco air about it. Historically modern, with clean, seamless lines of symmetry. The entrance was quiet, silently awaiting residents’ emergence from slumber. All except one woman who stood a little to the right of the large glass doors, mostly hidden under the shade of a plane tree.

      I stepped out of the truck, blood crusting on my sleeves, sunglasses still in place despite the early hour. The woman I assumed to be Phillipa stepped back toward the door, holding it open. Ashley and I flanked Yelena, supporting her weight between us, while Phillipa took in the unannounced arrival of blood-soaked foreign agents at her door with remarkable stoicism.

      Her eyes, hazel and steady, moved first to Yelena and softened in a way I recognized instantly. Not professional. Personal. But Phillipa didn’t rush forward and gather the woman she obviously loved into her arms. Instead, she seemed to be working hard to remain impassive, to hide that leak of raw emotion.

      The apartment was on the fourth floor, accessed via an old lift with accordion-style gates. The machinery creaked with effort, its movements labored. No one spoke.

      Even when we entered the elegant apartment with its cream furnishings and surrealist art, our voices were hushed until Phillipa closed the door and the main room opened up around us.

      “Follow me. I have a doctor friend coming.”

      The apartment is mercifully cool, and she leads the way not to a guest bedroom, as I half expect, but to the master bedroom where rumpled sheets tell of her recent rise.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “It’s a long story, but—” I say as we lay Yelena down on the white sheets, but the woman cuts me off.

      “Not you.” Her voice has an accusatory edge, harder than the usual sterile, clipped cadence that comes with a BBC English accent. If I’m honest, it’s a little offensive, even if I am the one who put a bullet hole in her girlfriend’s shoulder. “Yelena, darling, tell me everything. The last time we spoke you were in London.”

      Yelena’s eyes flutter closed, exhaustion claiming the edges of her consciousness, but when she focuses on this woman beside me, her expression transforms into something I’ve never witnessed—genuine tenderness, pure and unguarded. The recognition cuts through me. I am not the gravitational center of Yelena’s emotional universe, merely a satellite that burns brightest when drawn into her field. Perhaps that has always been her form of manipulation—making anyone within her sphere believe they alone can kindle that intensity, that quality of attention that feels like worship but dissolves the moment she turns away.

      A light knock at the door interrupts my thoughts, and in unison three heads snap toward the apartment door. Instinctively, Ashley draws her weapon. A reflex that earns her a disapproving click of Phillipa’s tongue.

      “That’ll be Sylvie, the doctor I mentioned. Answer the door, then wait in the lounge.”

      I stand for a beat too long, then Ashley nudges my shoulder. “Come on, we’ll let them in.”

      A woman in her forties, wearing a light gray sweatshirt and carrying a sturdy-looking case, stands at the door as Ashley stands to the side, gun still drawn. The concerned clinician’s glance wavers as I tell her that her patient and Phillipa are in the bedroom, and motion down the hall, checking the stairway and closing the door behind her. You can never be too careful.

      “What’s the deal with them?” Ashley asks as she watches her disappear. I shrug, turning my attention toward the main terrace. South facing, it’s already awash with gold from the morning sun, framing a view of the communal gardens. There’s the slightest hint of a breeze as I step out to a view of a glittering pool below. Beyond that, the Mediterranean pulses, lazy and wide.

      For several minutes I allow the sun to beat down on my face, finding a moment of solitude to gather my thoughts. At least now I know it wasn’t Moscow trying to kill us, though it brings little comfort when I glance at my watch. In a little over twenty-four hours they too will launch into the fray, unless I hand over Ashley, the woman they still believe, albeit incorrectly, to be Dr. Nora Pelletier.

      I jump when Phillipa appears silently beside me. That’s the thing about spending too much time surrounded by intelligence agents—it takes years off your life.

      “She’s resting,” she tells me as Ashley joins us, pulling out a chair from the large glass table and slumping down, its cushions letting out a harrumph of air under her weight. Ashley is somewhat less refined than Nora, more “in your face,” as she would say, yet no less attractive. Just different.

      “Sylvie tells me you’ve done a good job. She’s a little perturbed that an X-ray is out of the question, but she understands... vaguely.” Phillipa gives a dismissive wave of her hand, as though the doctor is being overly cautious. The slight twitch at the corner of her mouth suggests otherwise. “Yelena has told me some of your predicament, but she’s tired. I’ll need the two of you to fill in the blanks if you want me to help you.”

      I make no effort to hide my concern, and she sees it.
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      Suzette

      “Look, my name is Phillipa Farrier. I’m MI6. And if you haven’t already guessed, Yelena’s—” She pauses for a beat as though this is the first time she’s ever had to give a name to what they share. “Love interest.”

      “How long?” I ask, curious, and even though it’s none of my business, I can’t help myself.

      “Two years, give or take.” She purses her lips, obviously just as uncomfortable about this exchange as we are. “Nobody knows.”

      My eyes widen. Surely she can’t be that naive. To believe that two opposing agents would be able to engage in an affair without their respective governments knowing?

      “I know you find that hard to believe, but we’ve been extraordinarily discreet. But that’s beside the point and quite frankly hardly relevant in the circumstances.” Her jaw sets as the muscle flexes and she stares me in the eye. “I’m willing to put my neck on the line here because I know how much you mean to Yelena—and because she’s asked me to. So start talking before I change my mind.”

      Reluctantly, I sit and allow Ashley to start by laying out basic details of the HELIOS operation. The information doesn’t seem to surprise her.

      “You know about this?” I ask her, but all she gives me in return is a noncommittal raise of her eyebrows, then asks, “And you?” Her finger taps the table, impatient for the answer. “You’re the Russian asset they sent in to kidnap her?” It sounds so crass in her condescending Home Counties tone. It’s obvious the woman doesn’t appreciate my finer qualities, such as impeccable marksmanship, but there’s no reason to be rude. And they claim Russians lack manners.

      “She didn’t kidnap me,” Ashley says, much to my annoyance. I’m no femme fatale who needs protecting.

      “I removed what I thought was an innocent civilian from an escalating situation.” My correction, potentially subjective, is nonetheless important.

      “But she isn’t an innocent civilian, is she?” Phillipa turns her gaze toward Ashley, who looks nonplussed by the scrutiny. “CSIS?” she asks, and Ashley gives an almost imperceptible nod.

      “And you’re sure the men who were taking potshots at you weren’t sent by your government?” Her attention swings back to me. “Russian state incentivized?”

      The distrust between us is mutual, but I have to believe Yelena’s assessment of the tracker she found in Ashley’s footwear is accurate, as well as her faith in this woman. So I show her the evidence, what little we have. Her brow furrows as she squints at the screen before letting out a slow, knowing hum.

      “So you’re the one they caught in the net. You and Yelena.”

      I stay quiet as she makes her statement, allowing her the opportunity to fill in the blanks.

      “How much have you told her?” she asks Ashley, who has the grace to blush.

      “As much as she needed to know... in the circumstances.” Ashley gives a shrug, then catches her bottom lip between her teeth. The micro-movement, while tiny, raises one question for me. Do they know each other?

      Is this another of those tiny “lesbian world” moments where you find out your ex’s best friend slept with three of the same women as you, on different continents and in different time periods, and now at least two of them are married... to each other?

      Phillipa must sense my question because she voluntarily offers me a crumb of much-needed intel, and I’m struck by the humility this scenario has thrust upon me in less than twenty-four hours.

      “All I know is that HELIOS isn’t what it seems,” her eyes flit to Ashley for a second, then back to me. “I don’t just mean the front operation you were drawn into. It goes deeper. But how deep? I’m not sure. It started as a joint op between CSIS and MI6 to gather intel on active Russian assets. An intelligence honey trap. With so much porn and deviance around these days, information acts as much better bait.”

      Phillipa holds her gaze for an extended moment, and I could have laughed. Judgment? Now? And for what? My lifestyle choices? I have neither the time nor inclination to address such pettiness.

      “You said it started as CSIS and MI6?”

      “I did. But sometimes deals get made, information traded. You know how this works. Before you know it, there are agendas in play that have nothing to do with the original objective.”

      “So the CIA gate-crashed the party?” I’m hardly stabbing in the dark given what we already know. “With what agenda?”

      I push back from the table, needing to move, to process. My shoulder throbs as I pace to the window. Behind me, Ashley shifts in her chair, the cushions protesting again.

      “Tensions between the West and Russia are running high,” Phillipa continues, watching my movement. “But that’s not unusual, neither is attempting to turn hostile agents. But this is different.”

      I spin around. “Different how?”

      “Bigger stakes. Nullifying your opponent’s assets.”

      “I’m an independent contractor,” I say, the pieces starting to fall into place. “Turning me would lead nowhere. But Yelena?” I have to wonder, looking at Phillipa, if my old friend hasn’t already faced that particular challenge and succumbed.

      Phillipa’s fingers drum on the table. “There have been rumors about the HELIOS operation being hijacked and used as a false flag op for the current administration’s gain.”

      “False flag?” Ashley sits forward, her brow furrowing. “You mean⁠—”

      “Create a crisis that would invoke Presidential emergency powers,” Phillipa finishes.

      I lean against the window frame, the morning sun warm on my back. “You don’t need a real attack.”

      Phillipa’s eyes sharpen. “Exactly. Just the threat. The appearance of infiltration.”

      “A plausible scenario backed by doctored data and manipulated briefings,” I continue, the full picture crystallizing. “In the current climate, that’s all it takes.”

      Ashley stands now, joining me at the window. “If they can manufacture fear, the machinery kicks in.”

      “HELIOS doesn’t have to go down,” I say slowly, testing the idea. “It just has to look like it’s vulnerable.”

      “The system’s reputation does the heavy lifting,” Phillipa confirms. “If the right officials are convinced, or pressured, into believing HELIOS has or could be compromised by a hostile state actor⁠—”

      “It gives the President all the justification he needs,” Ashley interrupts, her voice tight with anger. “Emergency powers under Title 10. Black budget reallocations.”

      “No congressional debate. No transparency,” I add, crossing my arms. “And the threat is conveniently Russian.”

      “Always.” Phillipa’s smile is bitter. “The trap is already set conveniently by ourselves and the Canadians, giving the US plausible deniability if it goes pear-shaped.”

      Ashley lets out a sharp laugh. “If there’s weight to the rumor, neither we nor the Canadians are impressed.”

      The British understatement would be amusing if the implications weren’t so devastating.

      “So the bait was set for Moscow and they sent me in...” I trail off, the magnitude of my mistake hitting me.

      “Looks awfully like it,” Phillipa says. “But as I say, if this is true, and with what you’ve told me it certainly adds credence, this is about shaping geopolitical conditions—not gathering intelligence.”

      “And HELIOS is the fulcrum,” I say, my voice hollow. “The credible-seeming target that makes the crisis feel real.”

      Phillipa nods. “They don’t need an actual breach. They need a credible threat. A Russian agent kidnapping the HELIOS CEO, for instance.”

      The dread that consumes me is physical, a weight in my chest. I walked—no, ran—straight into the trap, led by my own vanity. And Yelena. How did we not see this coming?

      Ashley’s hand finds my arm, a brief touch of solidarity. “We were all played, Suzette.”

      Phillipa pauses, a flicker of emotion crossing her face—pity, perhaps—but she pushes on. “Once they have a credible hostile move on their defense systems, it gives them the leverage they need to establish strategic military bases.”

      “Let me guess,” I say, my voice dripping sarcasm. “The positioning will be claimed as strategic for the safety of their great nation.”

      Phillipa all but rolls her eyes. “And their choice of locations will hardly be a revelation.”

      “Troops to the Arctic,” I murmur, the pieces clicking together with sickening clarity.

      Ashley moves to the table, bracing her hands on its surface. “Not just troops. Bases. Infrastructure. Supply chains.”

      “The usual contracts, rushed through under urgency clauses,” Phillipa adds. “But the real goal⁠—”

      “Is what lies beneath the ice,” I finish. “Lithium fields, rare earths, oil.”

      “This is a territorial power play, dressed as defense,” Ashley says, her knuckles white against the glass table.

      “So we’re all being screwed over for money?” The words are redundant even as I say them. Of course we are.

      Phillipa leans back in her chair. “Private corporations. Mining conglomerates. Defense firms already embedded in the Arctic Council negotiations.”

      “They’ve probably got bid proposals ready,” Ashley adds bitterly. “Waiting for a green light.”

      “And we’re the means to the end.” The anger at myself is suffocating. My stomach twists at the thought of the losses we’re all about to face.

      I push away from the window, pacing again. There has to be a way out. A move that will circumvent this play.

      “What about the real Dr. Nora Pelletier?” I stop mid-stride, turning to face them both. “Can we show the world she’s alive and well? Surely the ramifications for exposing a joint op are a small price to pay?”

      The silence that follows is deafening. Phillipa and Ashley exchange a look that makes my blood run cold.

      “I didn’t tell her,” Ashley says quietly, her attention suddenly focused on the battered boots she found in the boot room of the Italian safe house. My house.

      “What didn’t you tell me?” My voice is dangerously low.

      Ashley refuses to meet my eyes. She knows what’s coming.

      Phillipa clears her throat. “There is no Dr. Nora Pelletier.”

      The words hang in the air like a death sentence.

      “No powerful visionary we can wheel out to save the day,” Phillipa continues. “She’s a construct. HELIOS is a joint intelligence services offshoot linked to the Western defense networks.”

      I stare at Ashley, who seems to shrink under my gaze.

      “Ashley was chosen to become the face of the beast for her undercover expertise,” Phillipa explains. “Plus she’s Canadian. Everybody loves the Canadians.”

      The room spins. I grip the back of a chair to steady myself, trying to get a fix on something, anything that’s not about to burst into flames.

      “I’m sorry,” Ashley mumbles. “There were things I couldn’t reveal...” When she finally looks up, I see guilt, but it does nothing to quell my rising anger.

      “So ‘Phillipa,’“ my voice is ice, “it seems to me there’s little point in talking to the monkey when I have the organ grinder sitting in front of me. Are you running this operation? Or are you her handler?” I nod in Ashley’s direction, who looks suitably wounded by my dismissive tone. “And Yelena’s too, for that matter?”

      Phillipa’s expression doesn’t change, but the huff of air that escapes her lips suggests she finds my suggestion of rank offensive.

      “You already know more than you should, Aleksandra.” The use of my given name makes me falter for a fraction of a second, but she doesn’t give me time to reply. “Who I am to either of these women doesn’t concern you, but you should know that despite the obvious feelings of betrayal you’re experiencing, both of these women have risked their lives to keep you safe, and I have no doubt they’d continue to, if given the opportunity.”

      She stands, her chair scraping against the floor. “I have no jurisdiction over Ashley, but I will not allow Yelena that opportunity. Not in her condition.”

      I stare, open-mouthed. “Yelena is—” I can’t bring myself to say the word.

      “Is the woman I love,” Phillipa says, cutting me off. “Anything else is superfluous where she’s concerned, and that is information I’m trusting you with.”

      She moves toward the door, then turns back. “Now... Allow Yelena to sleep, and the two of you can use the guest room down the hall to do the same while I go out and try to sort something out of this unholy mess.” She pauses at the threshold. “That is, assuming you’re still comfortable sharing a room?”

      I nod without looking at Ashley. She can have the bed. Once I’m showered, I’m leaving.
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      Ashley

      I don’t mean to speak. Not yet. Not like that.

      But the stillness presses too hard. The silence makes the room too loud. Suzette sits across from me, silhouetted by the window, one knee raised, watching the street below like everyone down there wants her dead.

      I sit at the top of the bed, arms locked around my knees. I’m not cold, just held together.

      I speak to the emptiness.

      “I couldn’t tell you the truth. Not all of it.”

      She doesn’t turn. “About what?”

      “About HELIOS. About Nora. Officially, I shouldn’t know. I didn’t until I was in the bathroom of my hotel room, right before we left. I didn’t know where I was to be taken, or who was taking me. I thought you’d figured out I wasn’t Nora...” I pull my knees tighter toward me, wishing I could take back so much of what has happened between us—but not all of it.

      “On the boat, at the island, that wasn’t Nora. That was me. I wasn’t supposed to take you there...” I shake my head, unable to explain why I took such a risk that day, making a move that could have cost me my career. I’m not even sure she’d care anymore, but I have to try. “I broke every rule just to spend time alone with you... And I’d do the same again. Over and over.”

      That gets her.

      Her head turns slightly, just enough to let me know she’s listening. Not dodging. Not ready either.

      “I wasn’t pretending.” I swallow hard. “Were you?”

      Her eyes meet mine then, steady, unreadable, like she’s waiting for more before she risks anything.

      I sigh. “Back at the agency, there were case files they gave us. Examples of seduction tactics, behavioral conditioning, disinformation campaigns. There was one we all knew by name. ‘The Russian Doll.’ That was you.”

      She doesn’t react.

      “I studied you. Read the files. Learned the psychology. You were the myth everyone wanted to unravel. Untouchable. Controlled. Lethal.”

      Still no expression. Just the faintest flicker of breath. I keep going.

      “I had a folder with your name on it. No official photo. But one from when you were very young, from a club in Prague. They didn’t even know if it was you for sure, taken the night a CIA agent was murdered. But you were laughing in it—off-camera, someone must have said something. You looked... like someone. Not evil.”

      Suzette looks away. That lands.

      “So when I met you in London,” I say, “and you were flesh and blood and five feet away from me, I thought I’d be fine. I wasn’t.”

      She finally speaks, quiet and measured. “You think knowing who I was made what happened between us inevitable?”

      “No,” I say. “It made it confusing.”

      I move down the bed to the edge where she sits and place my elbows on my knees. I don’t want height. I want truth.

      “I thought I’d trained for the day I’d meet you. But I wasn’t trained for how I’d feel. And I don’t know what parts of this were real.”

      She nods, slow. “It appears that was true for both of us.”

      The seconds stretch. I can hear the AC tick. “But then we kissed and all of that changed...”

      Suzette doesn’t look at me when she answers.

      “I wasn’t supposed to feel anything. I had a timeline, a brief, an objective. But you seemed so vulnerable... it blurred.”

      I keep my voice steady. “So trying to save me wasn’t in the plan?” I playfully bump her shoulder, hoping to lighten the mood a fraction and earn a ghost of a smile.

      “But you weren’t vulnerable, were you? There was no tech billionaire.”

      I slide off the bed and kneel in front of her. “You’re right, I wasn’t Nora, but I was vulnerable. I was Ashley,” I tell her and lift her hand to my cheek, “and you allowed me to be me and that was—” There are so many things I want to tell her, things I don’t know how to say. “I have feelings coursing through my body that I have no right to feel, that rationally I know can’t be true, because we’ve only known each other for a matter of days, hours really, but I know you, damn it.”

      “That was what Amber said.” There’s an almost melancholy look in her eyes as she glances toward her phone now charging on top of the dresser. “Almost the exact same words, when we first met.”

      Hearing her wife’s name mentioned straight after my confession is a slap in the face, one that will redden and bruise, leaving its mark, but I can’t believe this is one-sided. I’m not that delusional.

      “Your wife,” I say with a nod.

      “She is.”

      I hesitate. “I didn’t know you were married until after⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “And yet⁠—”

      “And yet,” she says softly.

      I wait. She gives me the rest.

      “Our marriage isn’t about possession. We don’t try to be everything for each other. That’s a kind of control and possessiveness people mistake for love. Amber and I... we allow for space. We allow for need. But we don’t let anyone hurt the other.”

      I sit with that. The sheer honesty and clarity of how they live their lives.

      “And it works?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says. “Because we don’t pretend one person can be the answer to everything. But we show up. And we never lie.”

      I swallow hard. “So she knows about us?”

      “Of course.”

      “So where does that leave us?”

      Suzette turns toward me now, fully. Her eyes are tired but clear.

      “Alive,” she says. “And honest. And right now, that’s all we can ask for.”

      And I believe her.

      I reach for her slowly, and this time, she doesn’t pull away. My fingers brush hers, then slide up the soft skin on the inside of her forearm, reveling in the shudder that follows. Then I lean forward, gently, letting our foreheads touch.

      “You don’t have to,” I whisper.

      She shakes her head once. “I know.”

      But when her lips find mine, it’s like the first time. Breath, skin, ache. The kiss deepens, not frantic, not wild, but slow and deliberate. A savoring of something finite.

      We undress slowly, never breaking eye contact.

      In bed, our hands move with quiet deference for the cruel way we’ve been brought together, and now have to...

      She doesn’t take me. She meets me. Every movement is a question: Still yes? Still yes? And her answer is in the way she opens to me, the way I pull her closer, the way she lets me in.

      I run my palm down her back, feel the tension she always carries in her shoulders. When we come, it’s quiet. Our mouths pressed together, holding in the sound. Her forehead to mine, her hand in my hair, tethered for now.

      I stay inside her for a moment, breath steady, eyes closed. Then I roll to the side and pull her against my chest, our legs tangled, our breathing slow.

      I don’t say stay. I don’t ask what happens now. And she doesn’t promise me anything she can’t give.

      But for that hour, everything stops. We stop being agents, assets, wives, liars.

      We’re just women. Still alive. Still trying.

      And in the silence after, I finally sleep.

      When I wake later... she’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzette

      I wait until Ashley is asleep before I slide out of bed, grab my phone, charger and strewn clothes from the floor, then slink out, pulling the door behind me. The midday sun casts darker shadows through the apartment’s open-plan living area. It’s quiet, and Phillipa is nowhere to be seen. Yelena too is asleep. The distant hum of Nice’s everyday minutiae provides calming white noise: the luxury of normality, innocence. Oblivion to the greater forces in play.

      Phillipa’s cupboards are empty, literally. Which makes me stop and assess my surroundings in more detail. The appliances are out-of-the-box new. There are a few books and ornaments on the shelf but nothing that would give a hint at the owner’s personality. A safe house perhaps?

      The lock on the door turns, and I grab my gun and step back into the shadows of the kitchen area, my eyes never leaving the door. A few seconds later Phillipa appears, alone.

      I study her face as she squints against the light, still bright despite the balcony awning. There’s something different about her expression. A tension that wasn’t there when she left three hours ago. “What did you find?”

      She moves to the counter and places down a bag of pastries and two small coffees. “Espresso?”

      “Please.” I graciously accept the tiny cup. The simple acknowledgment of lack of caffeine in my system brings on the first throb of a headache, and using my forefinger and thumb I press firmly in an upward motion against my temples.

      “Get any sleep?”

      I shake my head, wincing slightly, and pray we can move on from the small talk.

      Phillipa pauses, looking at me for a long moment. Never a good sign when an agent hesitates, the signal for impending bad news. “The chatter between GCHQ and Langley has been... illuminating.” She takes a slug of the espresso and shudders. It’s strong stuff. “The theory about HELIOS being used as justification for emergency powers? It’s not theory anymore.”

      The bottom of my stomach drops away. “Show me.”

      She reaches over and pulls a manila folder toward us. Inside are intercepted communications, classified memos, budget requests and more copies of documentation that shouldn’t exist outside the highest levels of US government.

      “How did you get these?” I’m genuinely in awe. “Where did you get these?”

      “Ask no questions, tell no lies. Or else Google will start listing the Chilean embassy as a backpackers’ hostel.”

      I don’t laugh because humor escapes me. My life has been stripped away because some stuffed shirts don’t have enough zeros on the end of their multiple bank accounts.

      I scan the documents with growing horror. Congressional budget meetings scheduled for this afternoon. Troop mobilizations to the Arctic labeled as “training exercises.” Provisional mining contracts already drawn up, waiting only for the territorial justifications that a Russian cyber-attack would provide.

      “Mat’ tvoyu za nogu.” My native expletive escapes before I can stop it. “How long have they been planning this?”

      “Eighteen months, minimum. Possibly longer.” Phillipa finally turns to face me, and I see the exhaustion in her eyes. “The HELIOS system was never at risk. It was simply the bait.”

      I flip through more documents, each one adding another layer to the conspiracy. Defense contractors positioning for Arctic resource extraction. Emails relating to emergency powers legislation drafted months ago. Intelligence briefings that paint Russia as an imminent cyber-threat to critical infrastructure.

      “And Moscow?”

      “You’re asking me how I think they’ll respond to being the excuse the US administration needs for a land grab?” She gives a sad laugh, shaking her head. “Not well, but you’ll know better than me.”

      I finish the last of the coffee and place the cup in front of me, resisting the urge to crush it with my fist. “Yelena will be finished. They’ll hold her and me responsible.”

      Yevgeny. I’d forgotten about him for a brief moment, but now he looms large, ready to execute Moscow’s orders. And Phillipa is correct. I do know what their response will be, better than anyone. Eliminate all loose ends.

      Yelena and I have reached the lofty heights of ‘expendable.’

      My hands shake as I close the folder. Over twenty-five years in this business, and I’ve been blindsided. Sifting through the papers again, calculating fallout, considering next steps, and then I hesitate and ask, “And this is credible?”

      She nods.

      “This is a lot of intel to have readily available,” I say, glancing up from the documents. “And why share this with me? You don’t know me, and we’re hardly on the same side.”

      A slow smile emerges. “Though batting for the same team, it seems.” Her voice raises at the end. Here she is once more with the humor. Again, I don’t laugh, resulting in her offering a resigned sigh.

      They make an odd couple, Phillipa and Yelena. Not an obvious match, and for a fleeting moment I wonder how they met.

      “It’s the curse of being in our profession, isn’t it? Question everything, believe nothing, trust no one.” She lifts the bakery bag and pulls out a pain aux raisins, tearing off a corner. “There are sources who find the current US behavior... problematic.” Phillipa’s voice carries professional detachment, but I catch the edge beneath it. “Abuse of goodwill and mistaking kindness for weakness are never traits that lead to good outcomes. So you could say, confronted with the current predicament we find ourselves facing, we appear to be very much on the same side.” She holds the small piece of flaky pastry to her lips before asking, “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      She doesn’t wait for my answer before sliding it into her mouth, and my stomach grumbles as if on cue. “Eat.” She pushes the bag of pastries toward me. “I’d offer you a plate, but as you’ve no doubt already established, I don’t live here. Let’s just say it’s a friend’s place, somebody who went on rather a long holiday. And the last place anyone will think of looking for you.”

      I grab a croissant from the bag, rip it in two, and wish I had more coffee.

      “So what do you want from me?” I eat, leaving her to do the talking, because there’s one thing I know for certain—no agency, regardless of country, offers altruistic support and assistance to an opposing agent. There’s always a trade-off.

      “In the next few hours, the White House story will break. Dr. Nora Pelletier has been taken, kidnapped—who knows what ridiculous story they’ll come up with. And in fourteen hours, there will be an emergency session of Congress to authorize the defense spending and troop deployments.” Phillipa stands across from me, her composure finally cracking. “Once those votes are cast, it becomes irreversible. The machinery of war starts moving, and we sit and await Russia’s reply.”

      I run my hand through my hair, mind racing through options.

      “But Ashley is here. If we just⁠—”

      Phillipa is shaking her head. “If she dares come out in contradiction to the US monologue, they’ll eliminate her.”

      “They can’t do that. She’s a Canadian agent.”

      “Exactly. The Canadians are not thrilled at this exposure, I can tell you. But her life is at risk too. They’ll kill her and blame you, then there’s just you left to deal with.”

      “And Yelena,” I add.

      “No, Yelena stays with me.” Her response is a verbal paper cut, fast and inconsequential at first until that thin line of blood shows. Then you realize the depth.

      “You’re not an MI6 agent, are you?” I watch her closely for a reaction, but she stares at me, her expression blank. “If you were, you wouldn’t have any say about what happened to Yelena. She’d be handed over and processed like cattle at a market.”

      Instinctively, I look for the truck keys and my phone, but they’re gone. Without hesitation, my hand reaches for my gun.

      “Oh, for God’s sake. Will you put that damned thing away?” Phillipa rolls her eyes. “You’ve already shot one ally in the last twenty-four hours. Let’s not make it two, shall we?”

      “Answer my question.”

      She shakes her head as though weary, disappointed even, the same look I imagine she’d give to a lover who has a bout of thrush on date night. “I am MI6, but not a field operative in the usual sense. I’m the person they send in when, what is that American expression, when the shit gets real.” She pauses for a beat, but I stay quiet, waiting for her current version of what passes for truth, because that’s all it ever is. Snapshots of perception she’ll sell as fact to validate her chosen narrative.

      It’s times like this that I yearn for my family and the honesty we share, and the more Phillipa tells me, the farther away from them I feel.

      “I engage with resources in the invisible realm between agencies, within the murky depths of plausible deniability that allows each organization to function. Which is why we’re talking now. Our hands are tied, diplomatically. If we speak out, there will be questions about our involvement, and we already know the lack of relationship that administration has with the truth. Equally, we can’t be seen to side with Russia. The fallout from that would be...” Phillipa flutters her hands in the air as though she has sparklers shooting out from the end of her fingers.

      “So you need what? Mercenaries?”

      “That’s such a vulgar term. Conjures up images of Neanderthals, thugs.” Her face contorts in distaste. “We’re merely suggesting that achieving our shared objective would be best done via collaboration... an informal arrangement,” Phillipa says, watching me with calculating eyes.

      I let out a huff of laughter. “That plausible deniability you mentioned?”

      “Of course. We can’t be seen to be making any moves, but you—you and your family could. You have the resources, the means, and now the motivation.” She tucks a stray curl behind her ear, tilting her head back a fraction, emphasizing her slender neck, and it strikes me how easily it would snap... but to what end?

      Thanks to an unfortunate set of circumstances, allies appear to be in short supply.

      “And what do I get out of this? Moscow hasn’t disavowed us⁠—”

      “Yet. And if they don’t? The Americans have your identity. You are their loose end, an inconvenient holder of the truth. Are you prepared to live in exile in Russia, relinquish your family, the lifestyle?” She pauses, then a slow, smug smile emerges. “I don’t think so.”

      I want to tell her she’s wrong, that I have a choice, but I’m not a fool.

      “So what do we do?”

      “We don’t try to stop the vote. We ensure it becomes irrelevant.” She walks to the couch and sits, elegantly crossing one leg over the other, allowing her skirt to fall over her tanned knee. “And we do this together.”
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      Suzette

      The light streaming through Phillipa’s windows feels different now, thinner, more fragile, like glass that might shatter at the wrong frequency. I’m standing in the pristine kitchen, cradling my third coffee, thanks to the local delivery service, while my mind processes the intelligence documents scattered across her dining table.

      The scope of what we’re facing crystallizes with each page I turn. This isn’t just about HELIOS or defense systems or even geopolitical maneuvering. This is about trillions of dollars in mineral wealth lying beneath Arctic ice, and the manufactured crisis that will justify its seizure.

      Thanks to Lev, my late and thankfully departed husband, I have an extensive mining portfolio, one of the biggest independently owned in the world, so I’m hardly in a position to criticize. But since I took over, a lot has changed. Better working conditions, schools and housing for workers’ families, and a complete health and safety overhaul cutting deaths to almost zero. But my actions weren’t without critics.

      “That’s why you never put a woman in charge of a man’s business!” they said. “She doesn’t understand the mechanics of business.” “The world does not survive on bleeding hearts.”

      But I am no bleeding heart. Making others bleed is my profession. Only now I utilize my skills to bring that end to the right people, for the right reasons. I have learned to care.

      “They are both still sleeping,” Phillipa says as she moves to the sculptural chair positioned near the window. A sleek interpretation of the classic egg silhouette in charcoal gray leather, its curved shell worn to buttery softness by years of use. She lowers herself into it with grace, her spine following the chair’s embrace as it cradles her like cupped hands. The swivel base adjusts silently as she settles, then she deliberately crosses her legs. Her fingers find the chair’s angular armrests, and for a moment she looks like she’s holding court. But this show, as we have determined, is mine to orchestrate.

      “According to our sources, the vote will be scheduled on the congressional timetable for Thursday,” Phillipa says quietly, scrolling through her secure phone. “An emergency session. They’re calling it the Arctic Security Act. That gives us seventy-two hours from now.” Phillipa’s voice carries the flat finality of someone delivering a terminal diagnosis. “Win that vote and they’ll have military authorization to establish permanent bases across the disputed territories, resource extraction permits for strategic minerals, and expanded surveillance powers to prevent future threats.”

      I laugh, but there is nothing funny in what she has said. “Future threats like independent operators who might interfere with American interests.”

      “Like you,” Phillipa confirms.

      I rise and walk to the window, looking out over this quiet oasis in Nice’s bustle.

      “And if they don’t win the vote?”

      “Then they’ll declare a state of emergency and the new presidential powers bill will kick in. We’re in a new era for a segment of Western politics, where democracy and humanity are being redefined by autocracy and systematic cruelty.” She steeples her hands, elbows resting on the arms of the chair, as if in casual prayer. “Rare earth metals, lithium deposits, oil reserves that dwarf anything in the Middle East. Estimated at twelve trillion dollars.”

      The buzz of her phone causes her to pause, and she glances at the screen, her brow creasing.

      “Turn on the news,” she says quietly. “Any channel.”

      I reach for the television remote with hands that have suddenly gone cold. The screen flickers to life, and immediately I understand why Phillipa’s expression is so grave.

      Breaking news banners scroll across every major network. BBC, Reuters, CNN, all carrying the same devastating story.

      “It’s started,” Yelena says now standing next to me as though she can’t quite believe what she is seeing either.

      The headline screams across my vision in bold red letters: Russian Agents Kidnap North American Tech Genius - Dr. Nora Pelletier Missing

      Below it, a grainy video plays on loop. Security camera footage from a London street, timestamp showing three days ago. Two figures moving quickly down a narrow alley, faces obscured by shadows and camera angle. The quality is deliberately poor, just clear enough to suggest movement, too unclear to provide definitive identification.

      But I recognize the location. The side street where Ashley and I caught the taxi after leaving her hotel. The morning we fled London for what I thought was a spontaneous trip to France.

      The morning that started everything.

      My mouth goes dry as the news anchor’s voice fills the room. “...identified as Aleksandra Volkonsky, a Russian intelligence operative. Sources within the State Department confirm that Dr. Pelletier, creator of the current HELIOS defense system, was abducted from her hotel room in London...”

      “They’re using my real name,” I breathe. “Not Suzette. Not Francesca. Aleksandra.”

      My mind scrambles, trying to work out whether this is to my benefit or not. My life as Aleksandra died many years ago, part of the agreement when I was forced to marry Lev Abramov. It could have been much worse. They could have named me as Suzette Conner-Wakeman. But that doesn’t mean I can ride this out, put distance between me and my former self. Although thankfully I had the foresight not to build every bank account, every business license, every legal protection around my new existence, and the same goes for everyone in my family. But still, it would mean walking away from too much.

      My eyes shift to the screen again, to an American official, Hope Buffer, the White House Press Secretary, standing behind a podium. Her words fire with sniper directness, each syllable calculated for maximum impact.

      “The kidnapping of Canadian Dr. Pelletier represents a direct attack not just on our closest ally, but also a direct attack on American technological superiority and national security. We have credible intelligence that this operation was designed to steal HELIOS defense protocols for use against NATO allies.”

      My hands clench into fists. They’re making Ashley the justification for everything.

      “We will not stand by while enemy agents threaten American citizens and compromise our defense capabilities,” the spokesman continues. “Effective immediately, the United States will begin emergency deployment of protective forces to strategic territories in the Arctic region, where Dr. Pelletier’s technology was intended to safeguard critical infrastructure.”

      The camera cuts to military footage. Transport planes, arctic vehicles, soldiers in winter camouflage. The machinery of war disguised as a rescue operation.

      “Furthermore,” the spokesman adds, “we are coordinating with international partners to ensure that the parties responsible for this unprecedented act of aggression are brought to justice.”

      As a second Russian suspect is named, Yelena gingerly slumps down on the couch causing us both to jump. “What’s got you two so jumpy?” she asks as we both turn our attention back to the screen. “Why is my name scrolling across the bottom of the screen?”

      I turn back and see her eyes wide with obvious confusion as to how this is unraveling so quickly, and with such a profound impact.

      Phillipa slams her phone down onto a white side table with unnecessary force, and the air thickens, constricting my chest. Yelena has no second or third life she can evaporate into.

      “How long before they find us?” I ask.

      “Hours. Maybe less.” Phillipa checks her watch. “Every intelligence service in Europe will be looking for you now. CCTV networks, facial recognition, airport security. They’ll carpet-bomb every system with your photograph until something hits.”

      “We need to release those documents to the press. They have to see them. It’s our only way.” I’m practically pleading for Phillipa to do the right thing but to my amazement she just shakes her head. Even with her girlfriend’s life at stake she isn’t willing to help us.

      “I can’t. The Americans would want someone to hang for that and neither the Canadian or British governments are willing to be hung out to dry for espionage. Unless you’re willing to sacrifice yourself and be the stooge for this entire drama it isn’t happening.” She gathers up the papers back into the file and I’m not about to wrestle my ex-partner’s new crush for them.

      I move away from the window, my mind already shifting into operational mode. But this isn’t like running from a single agency or even a single government. This is running from an entire apparatus of state power backed by unlimited resources and public justification.

      “If I need to I will but first we need to extract Ashley,” I say. “Get her back to Canada.”

      “The security will be unprecedented,” Yelena warns from the sofa. “Every border, every airport, every⁠—”

      “We don’t use conventional routes for either of you. Phillipa, Yelena will require a complete new identity. I can arrange that but my family wouldn’t say no to some assistance…” I’m already working through possibilities. “I need to speak to Amber. We have pilots who don’t ask questions and preplanned routes for more clandestine situations. We can get her to exactly where she needs to be without any fuss.”

      Phillipa’s eyebrows raise, and I’m not sure if she’s impressed or concerned with the ease we can operate below the radar. Possibly a little of both.

      “Then we need media saturation when she lands,” I say. “Every camera, every journalist, every social media platform we can access. The moment Dr. Nora Pelletier’s feet touch Canadian soil, she becomes the most protected person in North America. Too visible to disappear.”

      Phillipa nods, understanding the strategy immediately. “But Ashley can’t travel with you. The moment they spot you together, the extraction fails.”

      “I know.” There is no time or space for protective instincts. I need to trust in the abilities of the people I care about and give them the freedom to work to the best of their talents. “Besides, I have other things I need to take care of.”

      “Such as?”

      I pull out my secure phone, scrolling to Amber’s contact. “Do you want plausible deniability or not?” I meet her gaze in challenge, half expecting her to demand details, but she pauses as though considering her options, and I take the opportunity to reinforce my position. “You either let me do what I do well, or you run the show yourself. You can’t eat cake all day!”

      “I think you mean you can’t have your cake and eat it,” she says with an irritating hint of smugness.

      “That makes no sense, but it’s beside the point. You can either be involved in the detail and be accountable, or you can trust me to do my part. Your choice, but make it now, before we go any further.”

      This seems to amuse her further, and then I realize she views this as one big game. Well, I’m about to change that.

      “Yelena, I will need your help. Do you feel able to travel?” She doesn’t hesitate, nodding immediately.

      Phillipa rises from her chair to face me. “I said Yelena is going nowhere. Not unless I am with her, and you can’t be trusted with her safety, for God’s sake. You shot her!” She has placed herself to block my direct view of Yelena, but the sharp edge of my old partner’s voice slices through any obstacle.

      “I will go where I choose! The decision is mine, Phillipa. Not yours.”

      Phillipa, it seems, has a lot to learn about Russian women.

      “Darling,” Yelena rises with a small amount of difficulty from the wide-based couch, pushing herself up with her good shoulder and grimacing.

      Phillipa reaches for her. “You need to rest,” but Yelena shoos her away. I try not to smile, knowing that’s the last thing Yelena is about to do because she loves nothing more than the adrenaline thrill of outwitting any force that sees itself as stronger.

      “I need to do what is right for once, and I need you to understand that.”

      “But—”

      Even from where I’m standing, I can see the concerned creases in her expression as she looks at her lover’s face.

      “I can’t walk away from who I am, Phillipa. It isn’t in my nature, nor yours.”

      When Yelena reaches for Phillipa, I step away. No one wants to be the gooseberry in the middle, but I appreciate the moment for what it is, crushingly tender.

      “You need to trust that I’ll come back to you. That I’m capable of coming back to you,” I hear Yelena say, but the latest news headline scrolling across the bottom of the screen distracts me. The Kremlin denies agents accused of kidnapping Canadian tech CEO, Dr. Nora Pelletier, were acting on behalf of the Russian state.

      “We have a bigger problem,” I say, the stark truth of being cut free from our home nation settling heavy in the pit of my stomach.

      Yelena joins me as we stare at what is unfolding on the international stage. “They can’t,” she says as the reporter interrupts a local broadcast.

      “But they have.” Disavowed by Russia, hunted by the US. Life, it’s fair to say, the last twenty-four hours have brought some unexpected events.

      We’re down but a long way from out.
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      Ashley

      The Pilatus PC-12 sits on the tarmac, the dark silhouette of the single turboprop engine visible in the lone light of the silent runway. I’ve seen plenty of aircraft in my years with CSIS, but this one has been modified in ways that make my trained eye take notice. Additional fuel tanks bulge slightly from the wings, decidedly non-standard. My very own escape pod designed to vanish from every radar system between here and home.

      Norman performs his pre-flight check, his face creased in concentration. My life is in his weathered hands as they move over switches and gauges with the unconscious precision earned through decades of flying flights that do and sometimes don’t exist. When Suzette first introduced us back in that field in Essex, I’d pegged him as ex-military. Now, watching him prepare for what amounts to an international smuggling operation, I’m certain of it.

      “Range with the auxiliary tanks?” I ask, settling into my seat and running my palm along the cabin wall. The aircraft’s interior feels solid, reassuring in its engineering simplicity.

      “Just over twenty-eight hundred nautical miles,” Norman replies without looking up from his checklist. “More than enough to reach Iceland with reserves, then home to Canada with fuel to spare.” His accent carries traces of Yorkshire with smoothed-off edges.

      Phillipa approaches from the small terminal building, little more than a hut really. She is a woman on a mission, although the full parameters of her agenda remain to be seen. Dressed in dark jeans, practical boots, and a light sweater, she’s ready to travel.

      “Weather update?” she asks Norman as she steps aboard.

      “Clear skies from here to Reykjavik, then moderate conditions across the North Atlantic.” He taps the screen displaying meteorological data. “We’ll be flying at fifteen thousand feet. Below commercial traffic patterns but well above most surface-to-air concerns.”

      “Isn’t that dangerously low for this route?” I’m no pilot but that seems low for such a long flight.

      Norman turns, his smile carrying the confidence of someone who’s made impossible flights routine. “Dangerous for pilots who follow rules. For those of us who write our own...” He shrugs. “It’s just another day in the office.”

      The casual way he dismisses the risk should concern me, but instead it’s oddly reassuring. He has a quiet competence that’s grounding, ironic for a pilot.

      “Transponder modifications?” Phillipa asks.

      “Custom frequency hopping, encrypted identification protocols, and a few other tricks I picked up along the way.” Norman smiles as he taps his clipboard. “We’ll appear as routine civilian traffic to anyone who happens to be watching. Just another business jet heading home from the continent.”

      The cabin has been configured for long-range operations rather than luxury. The seats are comfortable but practical, with additional storage compartments and what appears to be emergency medical supplies secured beneath the windows. Everything about this aircraft screams extraction rather than commercial transport.

      “How long to Canada?” I ask, settling into the seat behind the cockpit.

      “Approximately twelve hours total flight time, including the refueling stop.” Norman hands me a flight bag containing water, energy bars, and a first-aid kit. “The journey to Iceland will take about four and a half hours, then we’ll be on the ground for thirty minutes maximum before continuing to Canadian airspace.”

      Phillipa takes the seat across from me, her laptop already open to encrypted communication channels. “I’ll maintain contact with our people until we reach international waters. After that, you’re effectively on your own until touchdown.”

      The reality of what we’re attempting settles over me. Flying across the Atlantic in a modified aircraft, relying on the skills of a pilot I’ve known for hours not even days, gambling everything on the assumption that Canadian sovereignty will protect me once I reach home soil.

      “Any second thoughts?” Phillipa asks, reading my expression accurately.

      I consider the question seriously. Three days ago, I was Dr. Nora Pelletier, brilliant tech entrepreneur with a secret. Now I’m Ashley Tremblay, burned intelligence operative fleeing across continents while two governments use my fabricated kidnapping to justify a resource war.

      “None,” I say, and mean it.

      Norman finishes his external inspection and joins us in the cabin, sealing the door with a solid thunk that resonates through the aircraft’s frame. The interior immediately feels more intimate, more isolated from the world outside.

      “Route overview,” he says, unfolding a chart across the small table between Phillipa and me. “We’ll follow the Mediterranean coast until we clear French airspace, then turn north across the Bay of Biscay. From there, we maintain a heading northwest toward Iceland, staying well clear of military exercise zones and commercial shipping lanes.”

      His finger traces a path across the map that avoids every major population center and potential radar installation. This isn’t just navigation. It’s evasion planning at the highest level.

      “Is there anything that should concern us?” Phillipa asks.

      “Atlantic storm systems might complicate things a little, but we’ll be well into Canadian airspace by then, and there is nothing too alarming.” Norman folds the chart away and moves toward the cockpit. “But other than that we’re good to go. Any questions before we begin the most interesting part of your week?”

      I have a thousand questions. About what happens if we’re intercepted. About whether Canadian intelligence will actually protect me once I surface. About what Suzette is doing while I flee across the ocean, and whether I’ll ever see her again.

      But it’s that last thought that gnaws at me most. The weight of what I’ve done to her, to us, sits heavier than any fear of interception. I failed her. Every protective instinct she showed, every risk she took, every bridge she burned with Moscow was for someone who was playing her from the start. I let her shoot Yelena, her oldest partner, to save me from dangers I was trained to handle. Now she’s out there somewhere, probably blaming herself for not being thorough enough, not seeing the signs, while I’m the one who should carry that burden. My fingers brush the letter in my pocket, her words of love. The irony cuts deep—in trying to trap Russian assets, I became the trap that caught someone extraordinary. Someone who made me feel more real in three days of deception than I’ve felt in years of fighting for truth.

      “Let’s go home,” I say, even if I know my only home is with her now.

      Norman nods and disappears into the cockpit, leaving Phillipa and me alone in the cabin. Through the windows, I can see early evening shadows lengthening across the tarmac. Soon we’ll be airborne, committed to a course that will either end in my vindication or my disappearance.

      “Phillipa,” I say quietly. “If this goes wrong⁠—”

      “It won’t go wrong.” Her confidence is absolute, unshakeable. “Suzette doesn’t plan operations that fail.”

      “And if it does anyway?”

      She meets my eyes directly. “Then we make sure the truth survives even if we don’t.”

      The engines spool up with a rising whine that vibrates through the aircraft’s frame. Norman’s voice crackles through the intercom. “Ladies, we’re cleared for departure. Please ensure your seatbelts are fastened and any loose items are secured.”

      Phillipa closes her laptop and stows it securely. “Last chance to change your mind.”

      “Not happening.”

      The Pilatus begins its taxi toward the runway, and I watch France slide past the windows. Vineyards and farmland and the distant mountains that shelter Suzette’s home. Somewhere out there, she’s pursuing whatever mission she deemed too dangerous to share. The thought of her facing unknown risks while I flee to safety creates a knot in my chest that I force myself to ignore.

      This isn’t about personal safety. This is about preventing two governments from using my fabricated kidnapping to justify authoritarianism and resource theft.

      The aircraft turns onto the runway, engines increasing to takeoff power. Through the cockpit door, I can see Norman’s hands steady on the controls, his attention focused entirely on the instruments and the runway ahead.

      “Here we go,” Phillipa murmurs.

      The Pilatus accelerates down the asphalt, and I feel the moment when the wheels leave the ground. That peculiar sensation of gravity releasing its hold, of committing entirely to the air and the hope that physics will continue cooperating.

      France falls away beneath us, a patchwork of fields and villages and coastline that grows smaller with each passing moment. The Mediterranean spreads ahead like hammered metal, and beyond it lies the Atlantic crossing that will either deliver me to freedom or destruction.

      “Estimated time to Iceland?” I ask Norman over the intercom.

      “Three hours, thirty-seven minutes at current airspeed,” he replies. “Weather’s everything we could ask for, so it should all go to plan.”

      Phillipa settles back in her seat, finally allowing herself to relax slightly now that we’re airborne. “The hard part’s over.”

      “Is it?”

      “Getting you out of Europe without detection. That was always going to be the most dangerous phase.” She accepts a bottle of water from the supply kit. “Once we reach international airspace, the rules change in our favor.”

      I want to believe her confidence is justified, but something about this feels too smooth, too easy. Intelligence operations that proceed without complications usually mean someone else is pulling strings behind the scenes.

      “Phillipa,” I say carefully. “How do you think Suzette has all these resources at her fingertips? Norman, the aircraft, about Le Castellet?

      Her pause before answering tells me she’s considering how much to reveal. “Suzette has been planning for contingencies like this most of her life. Just because she semi-retired from active operations doesn’t change what’s ingrained. Once a spy, always a spy. It becomes part of your DNA, probably more so without handlers to watch your back.”

      “Do you ever stop looking over your shoulder?”

      “Never.”

      The flight settles into the rhythmic drone of the turboprop engine and the occasional crackle of Norman’s radio communications with air traffic control. Phillipa works on her laptop, managing what appears to be a complex network of communications and logistics. I try to rest, knowing that whatever awaits me in Canada will require all my energy and focus.

      But sleep doesn’t come. Instead, I find myself thinking about Suzette. Her hands on my skin, the way she looked at me on that island, as though she owned part of me and would never let me go… and I loved it. The memory of her voice promising to get me home safely, even as she prepared to walk away into unknown risks. My hand finds its way to my pocket and rests protectively over the words she left.

      I awoke in Phillipa’s safe house hours later to find Suzette had gone, leaving only a letter behind in her place. I read and reread it, angry with myself for succumbing to sleep and not being by her side.

      My dearest Ashley,

      I am not good with words when they matter most, but you deserve my honesty, even if I cannot give you my presence.

      Everything between us was real. Every kiss, every touch, every moment when you made me forget who I thought I had to be. The woman who came apart in your arms on that island was me, completely and utterly me. You saw through every layer I wear and chose to trust the person underneath.

      I have spent years learning to love strategically, to want only what serves a purpose. Then you looked at me over that bottle of wine and asked if I found you interesting, and suddenly I remembered what it felt like to want something simply because it was beautiful.

      I watched you sleep and memorized the way the light fell across your face. I wanted to wake you, to explain, to ask you to understand. But some gifts can only be given in silence, some protection only offered from a distance.

      You are brilliant at reading between lines, at seeing patterns others miss. Trust that brilliance now. Trust that some strategies require moves that appear to sacrifice the very thing we most want to protect. Trust that when you gave me your vulnerability, I promised to honor it even when honoring looks like abandonment.

      A chess master once told me, the queen must leave the board to ensure the king’s safety. But unlike chess, in this game, pieces can return transformed.

      Norman will get you to where you need to go, and trust in the way the journey will unfold.

      In life when it seems like everything’s wrong, when the algorithm appears to fail, remember the program is executing exactly as designed.

      Whatever happens next, hold fast to what we discovered together. That two people can find truth in each other even when everything else is built on lies.

      I love you. Not strategically, not usefully, but completely and without reservation. That love will guide every choice I make, even when those choices take me far from your side.

      Trust me, darling. The way you trusted me with your body, with your secrets, with the woman you are beneath all the identities you wear. Trust that I am playing a longer game and that you are the point of everything that is happening now.

      Yours entirely, Suzette

      P.S. Remember what I told you about terroir. How the deepest truths are hidden in what appears to be just surface.

      Phillipa closing her laptop draws me from my thoughts back into the stark reality of the moment. “Preliminary reports suggest your disappearance is dominating news cycles across North America and Europe. The Americans are already utilizing it as justification for Arctic deployment.”

      “Right on schedule,” I say bitterly.

      “Which means your reappearance will have maximum impact when it happens.”

      If it happens, I think but don’t say. We’re still hours from Canadian airspace, hours from the moment when I can step in front of cameras and destroy the entire narrative they’ve built around my supposed kidnapping.

      Three hours later and Norman’s voice crackles through the intercom. “Beginning descent into Reykjavik. Weather’s clear, refueling crew is standing by. We’ll be on the ground for approximately thirty minutes.”

      Through the windows, Iceland’s volcanic landscape emerges from cloud cover. Dark stone and snow-covered peaks that look like the surface of an alien world. The contrast with the gentle countryside we left behind in France is stark, almost ominous.

      The landing is smooth, exactly what I’d expect from someone with Norman’s experience. As we taxi toward a private terminal, I can see fuel trucks already positioning themselves.

      “Quick turnaround,” Phillipa observes. “Someone’s been busy coordinating logistics.”

      Norman secures the aircraft and opens the cabin door, letting in Iceland’s crystalline air. “We’ll be airborne again shortly,” he says as he descends the steps.

      Phillipa follows him to make a secure call, leaving me alone in the cabin with my thoughts and the weight of what’s coming next. The final leg to Canada, where everything will either vindicate this desperate gamble or confirm that we’ve all miscalculated badly.

      Twenty-five minutes later, Norman returns, Phillipa following, but her posture changes subtly as he turns and blocks her entry.

      “Phillipa,” he says, his voice carrying professional courtesy but unmistakable finality. “This is where we part ways.”

      She freezes on the steps. “What do you mean?”

      “The final leg is solo passenger only. New parameters.”

      “That wasn’t the arrangement.”

      “It is now.” Norman’s tone is flat but his expression screams the topic is not up for discussion. “Trust me, or rather Suzette. This is how it needs to be. I take off with one passenger or I don’t take off at all.”

      Phillipa looks at me through the cabin window, her expression angry yet resigned. She nods slowly and steps back from the aircraft, taking her phone from her pocket.

      “Take care of yourself, Ashley,” she calls out.

      Norman secures the door, and suddenly the cabin is sucked of air. I’m alone again.

      “Norman,” I say as he settles into the cockpit. “What just happened?”

      He doesn’t answer my question. Instead he sits down behind the controls and shouts over the noise of the engine. “We need to leave.”

      I start to unbuckle my belt, my brain screaming “FUCK THIS!” in capitals, and I’m halfway out of my seat when the vibration in my pocket catches me, mainly because I don’t have a phone after mine was left in a London hotel room.

      I pull out the tiny piece of tech and stare at it as the plane starts to move. What the hell?

      Do I run, escape to the safety of Phillipa, or do I answer this call?

      I hit accept call, my hand on the emergency release for the cabin door.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” the voice says. “You need to listen to what I’m about to say if you want to get out of this alive.”
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      Suzette

      The blackness outside the small aircraft’s windows begins to soften, a bruised purple bleeding into the eastern horizon. Inside, the cabin is cold, the air thick with the metallic tang of recycled oxygen and the faint, acrid scent of aviation fuel. But Norman isn’t at the controls of this aircraft. Viv Fortune’s face stares out, a pale mask in the dim glow of the cockpit instruments as I watch her.

      Her eyes are twin pinpricks of exhaustion and fierce concentration. “Almost there. Almost through the gap.” She’s been flying on instruments, relying on patched-together GPS data and pre-loaded topographical maps, her transponder silenced for hours, a ghost in the vast Atlantic night. The hum of the single turboprop engine is a constant, vibrating drone that burrows deep into our bones.

      “We’re going to make this,” Yelena whispers, as though saying the words too loud might jinx the outcome. I nod but say nothing. There is no refueling in Iceland for us. Just one long, nail-biting, low-altitude flight over treacherous ocean at the mercy of nature’s volatile moods.

      “We came in low, under the curve. Lucky break with that squall line, gave us cover,” shouts Viv, her eyes still facing front.

      Below us, the endless, dark expanse of the Atlantic gives way to a jagged coastline, then a dense, unbroken carpet of black forest. No towns, no lights, just the vast, silent wilderness of Northern Maine. The air is growing increasingly turbulent, and we buck and sway in a slow descent, hugging the contours of the unseen land. Yelena grips the armrest with her good arm, her face draining of color. I reach for a sick bag, flicking it open, but she shakes her head, assuring me she’ll be okay.

      This is the riskiest part. The final approach, the moment we are most vulnerable.

      “There,” Viv shouts, a hint of triumph in her voice. “Red Pine Grove. Nice to see they’ve put out the party lights.”

      I stretch to see what she sees. A faint, almost imperceptible break in the dark tapestry below. A linear shadow, a slightly lighter streak against the deep green-black dotted with what almost looks like fairy lights. But I know better. At each end, there will be a pair of vehicle headlights, angled low and inward, casting a soft, guiding glow, easily doused if unexpected eyes appeared. Along the sides, spaced at intervals, will be the faint, steady gleams of chemical light sticks, activated just minutes before our arrival by a ground team. Every detail organized by my wife to ensure our safety.

      These makeshift markers are enough for Viv’s practiced eye, providing just enough visual reference without broadcasting our presence to the wider world.

      The small aircraft banks sharply, the wing dipping, revealing the crude outline of the airstrip in its full glory. A ribbon of aging asphalt, barely wider than the plane itself, carved out of the wilderness. No towers, no signs of life, only the discreet, temporary lights.

      The landing is rough, a series of jarring thuds as the tires meet the uneven surface, and Yelena tenses, her shoulder in obvious pain. The tiny plane bounces, then eventually, after further bumps and jarring, settles, the turboprop roaring in reverse thrust before winding down to a low thrum. The silence that follows is broken only by the ticking of cooling metal and the distant cry of an unseen animal, most likely an owl.

      Viv unbuckles and stretches, reaching her arms high into the air. I glance at Yelena, her eyes wide, a mix of relief and renewed urgency. We’ve made it. Undetected. For now.

      “We need to move,” I say, my voice a little hoarse with tiredness. The flight wasn’t conducive to napping, never mind sleep. “We have less than fifteen minutes before dawn truly breaks. And less than about six hours before the world descends.”

      “I find it hard to believe anyone will find their way here! Where exactly is this?” Yelena asks as Viv opens the cabin door.

      “Northern Maine. The Quebec border, Canada, is about eleven miles that way.” Viv points directly ahead.

      The sound of a nearby river seems to be the only thing stirring as we work with pace, sliding open the side cargo door to reveal the pre-packed gear. The cold bites at my skin, reminding me of the unsuitability of my European clothing against the biting cold of the Maine morning.

      “Everything Amber requested is in the packs.” Viv lets the first pack land with a thump, and I’m glad we aren’t hiking out of here. The second follows with a similar lack of ceremony as she glances at Yelena. “I’ll take this for you.” Her eyes are on the small weep of blood on the edge of Yelena’s dressing.

      “I am not an invalid!” Yelena barks, grabbing the pack from her hand and hoisting it over her working shoulder. I watch as she bites back a grimace before stalking away toward the waiting vehicle.

      “You’d better get out of here before the circus arrives,” I tell Viv. “Do you have enough fuel to make it across the border?” I pray she says yes, or else we’ll need to camouflage the plane before we leave. A French tail number in an all-but-abandoned US airfield would leave way too many unanswered questions, and with the right person asking them, could lead straight back to us.

      Viv crosses her fingers, a motion that doesn’t fill me with confidence.

      “Quebec City is about fifty minutes away. Fumes and a prayer and I’ll be home free. I’ll be on standby for the next few days.” She doesn’t need to finish the sentence. We both know if her services are needed again, then our plan has failed.

      The first sliver of orange sunlight pierces the canopy of trees, casting long, distorted shadows, as I thank her again and turn without watching her leave.

      We have no time to waste.
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      Suzette

      The drive ends at a cabin that sits among the pines like it grew there, weathered timber and climbing vines making it almost invisible until you’re close enough to touch the sun-warmed wood. Not a soul in the world knows we are here apart from the family and the security team.

      The SUV crunches to a stop on gravel that’s been raked to show footprints. One of the perimeter team emerges from between the trees, dressed in tactical black that should look military but doesn’t, because these aren’t soldiers… Well, not currently. These are Amber’s extended ex-work family.

      The first hit when we leave the vehicle is the earthy aroma of pine, followed by bird calls from branches that filter the light into shifting patterns across the gravel path. I’m hyperaware of every sound, every movement, right down to the insect hum from somewhere in the long grass that will increase with the heat of the day. But removing the ever-present chaos of nature, all I sense is stillness. Even from our armed security, every woman holds that coiled tension of readiness.

      The front door opens before we manage a step further, and my wife emerges. She stands framed in the doorway, afternoon sun catching the auburn in her hair that’s pulled back in a knot that means business. Field gear, sleeves rolled to show forearms that have snapped necks. Just as she’d been ordered to snap mine if I didn’t cooperate when we first met. A simplistic plan drawn up by men who can only see two outcomes, win or lose. They had a lot to learn about life. The fact that the woman who was sent to kill me is now my wife suggests they still do. The Sig Sauer on her hip sits like it belongs there, but her eyes go soft the moment they find mine.

      No words. Just motion. She crosses the porch in three strides and pulls me into her arms, and for a heartbeat, there’s nothing else in the world.

      “You’re late,” she breathes against my neck.

      “Turbulence slowed us down,” I reply, and my voice cracks despite every effort to keep it steady.

      We hold each other while the others slip past us into the cabin, giving us this moment because they understand what it costs to love someone who walks into impossible situations and doesn’t always come back as a true reflection of themselves.

      “I was so worried.” She holds me at arm’s length and inspects me. “I should have been with you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t,” I tell her firmly. “Did Victoria⁠—?”

      “Yes, she and Abby are safe. Confused...” She rolls her eyes. “But safe. And we are all here. Sam, Rox, Princess, Roz. Jo and Alex are still at home but they can help us better from there than here. Even Eleanor has joined us.” Her gaze falters for a moment, and she glances away. “But the news she has for you isn’t all good.”

      I surrender to her touch as I always do, remembering that first night four years ago when she lowered her gun and kissed me with an intensity that rewrote the rules of engagement. Amber is my chosen harbor, my deliberate peace, the woman who offers me sanctuary not from weakness, but from the simple human need to be known completely and loved without conditions.

      Inside, the air promises good, strong coffee, but the space itself tells two stories. Exposed beams and braided rugs speak of peaceful mornings and quiet evenings. The tactical gear spread across every surface, the maps pinned to the kitchen island, the laptop feeding live satellite imagery tells the other story. The one about women who’ve learned that the only way to ensure safety is to secure it with your own hands.

      Roz stands from the dining table, taking a bite of sourdough toast before dusting herself down from crumbs. “Still breathing,” she observes, giving me a once-over with her medical eye.

      “I’m okay, but you want to check Yelena,” I say, nodding back to where she stands looking like a fish out of water. This is my territory, my family she’s wandered into, and wariness is emanating off her in waves.

      Before I can address the awkward glances between my women, Amber speaks up.

      “This is Yelena, who most of you have heard of.” My wife pauses, her jaw set, and nods to Yelena before she continues. “She is to be welcomed into our family. She is loyal to Suzette, and we repay that loyalty.”

      From her perch on the windowsill, Rox rolls her eyes, then a sloppy grin emerges across her face. “About fucking time you got your ass here. We were beginning to think you were swimming the bloody Atlantic.” She grabs me and pulls me into a tight bear hug, the warmth of her body pressed hard against mine, the wounds on my shoulder reminding me of their presence.

      Sam, positioned near the back door where she can watch both entrances simultaneously, gives me a single nod. “Perimeter’s locked down. Entry points monitored. You’re covered.”

      Princess doesn’t look up from the sofa where she’s surrounded by files, forged documents, and printing equipment that could outfit a small intelligence operation. “Everyone came in under different names,” she says, fingers still working. “Scattered arrival times across six airports. Quebec City, Portland, Boston, Newark. One idiot used JFK during peak traffic.”

      “That was me,” Roz calls cheerfully. “Had airline points to burn. And before you have a go, I believe I have a patient to attend to? Want me to look at that shoulder of yours?” she asks Yelena.

      “Just hold on. Each identity’s good for seventy-two hours max,” Princess continues, fanning out a second set of documents with the precision of a card dealer. “After that, you use these. Fresh batch, already aged and backstopped.”

      I aim straight for the coffee and pour two mugs from a fresh pot on the side. I take a mouthful savoring the taste and then ask, “Have Jo and Alex managed to do what is needed?”

      “They are isolating and deleting all data relating to Ashley’s flight until she reaches the coast, and then it will appear as if by magic,” Amber says, a glint in her eye. “They’ll see it when they need to. When we want the fun to begin.”

      I nod, my eyes sweeping the cabin, taking in these women we’ve trained to build their lives around the spaces between legal and necessary, between official and right. They might not be blood, but they are family, every last one of them. And the family I have chosen is a deeper bond and a greater gift than those it is possible to genetically inherit.

      “There is one thing you should know though. We have watched the surveillance from the safe house in Italy. The soldiers who came after you they were American. We know with no doubt we are focussed on the right enemy,” Amber says, her face solemn.

      “They may have started this but I doubt they were in this alone.” My gaze turns to Yelena who stands slightly apart from the group, watching this display of loyalty with something akin to envy or admiration. Sam watches her back with the focused attention she reserves for potential threats. Rox studies her with open curiosity. The air between them carries questions no one’s ready to voice.

      Then Princess reaches into her gear bag and tosses a slim envelope across the table. “For you, Agent Frostbite.”

      Yelena catches it with reflexes that haven’t dulled despite her injury. Opens it. Her eyebrows lift in genuine surprise.

      “Chanel Popova?”

      “I was thinking aging porn star,” Princess deadpans. “You’ll be unforgettable.”

      Even Sam cracks a smile at that.

      “You can’t really think⁠—”

      “I’m teasing!” Princess says with a sly grin and a roll of her eyes. “Here’s the real one.” She tosses across a second envelope.

      I watch the wash of emotion spread across Yelena’s face as she grabs the second envelope, dropping the first to make the catch. She takes out the documents, flipping to the details. Surprise gives way to irritation, etching into the vertical lines between her eyebrows.

      “Beatrice Flanagan,” she says, the hint of her Russian heritage showing in the way her tongue wraps around the hard consonants. “I don’t sound Irish, and Beatrice...”

      I splutter, sending splashes of coffee in all directions, grateful for a little light relief. This time I know Princess isn’t playing.

      “No one will ever suspect a name like that, Yelena,” I say, toning down my smirk. “That’s Princess’s late grandmother’s name. And there’s a lot worse than an Irish accent to master. You could have been worse, she could have made you a New Zealander, or worse, from Scotland!” The teasing sends a ripple of laughter around the room and even manages to get a resigned shrug from Yelena herself.

      As Amber talks to Rox, Eleanor approaches me, a smile twitches and fades. My lawyer is rarely ever the bringer of good news, and this time it is no different. “Suzette, I have to warn you that if this doesn’t work, Moscow is already moving to freeze your assets. They have issued a warrant for your arrest. Going back to Russia won’t be an option, and any ally of the US won’t offer you sanctuary either. There aren’t many options when you’re an enemy of both nations...”

      I consider her for a moment, she isn’t wrong but I don’t need to be told what I already know. The US isn’t the only government looking to secure mineral rights.

      Amber approaches again and sets down my mug and takes my hand, her fingers warm, calloused, and steady. “They have landed in Reykjavik. The plan needs to go on. You need to make the call.” She hands me the phone. “You know what you must do.”

      I hesitate, my heart heavy. I have been lucky. I’ve never had to kill a woman I loved.

      Until now.

      “Is this the FBI tip line?” I ask in a perfect Bostonian accent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber

      The call drains something vital from my wife’s face, leaving her pale in the light filtering through the cabin’s windows. I watch her end the connection with hands that tremble just enough to tell me the conversation cost her more than she wants to admit.

      “It’s done,” she says quietly, setting the satellite phone on the kitchen counter like it might bite her.

      I can see the weight of it settling into her shoulders. A line has been crossed tonight that cannot be uncrossed, and I watch her closely knowing the plan she has set in motion has carved another piece from her heart.

      “Come here,” I tell her, not asking.

      She looks at me with eyes that have seen too much, done too much, survived too much. “Amber, I need to⁠—”

      “You need to let me take care of you.” I stand from the table where I’ve been monitoring communications traffic, moving toward her with deliberate calm. “The others can handle the operational details for an hour. You need to be still.”

      “I can’t be still. Not when⁠—”

      I silence her with a finger against her lips. “When was the last time you slept? Really slept, not the combat naps you’ve been surviving on?”

      Her pause tells me everything. “I don’t remember. Three, maybe four days ago.”

      “When did you last consume something that wasn’t adrenaline and coffee?”

      Another pause. “Yesterday. Maybe.”

      I cup her face in my hands, noting the sharpness of her cheekbones, the shadows beneath her eyes that speak of a body running on depleted reserves. My brilliant, dangerous, self-destructive wife.

      “Upstairs,” I say firmly. “Now.”

      She doesn’t argue, which tells me how exhausted she really is. I guide her through the cabin’s main room, past the others who pretend not to notice our passage, up the narrow wooden stairs to the loft bedroom that overlooks the forest canopy.

      The room is simple. A double bed, dresser, a single window that shows nothing but green. Safe. Private. Ours for as long as we need it.

      “Strip,” I tell her, moving to close the door.

      “Amber—”

      “Everything off. I want to see what you’ve done to yourself.”

      She complies, peeling away layers of clothing that smell of staleness that comes from too many hours in transit. When she’s naked, I can see the full inventory of recent abuse. New bruises along her ribs, the cuts on her shoulder I hastily bandaged in Italy, the way she is favoring her left side when she moves.

      “Volchitsa.” I trace the edge of a bruise that spreads like spilled wine across her hip. “What happened here?”

      “From the night they chased us. It’s just taken a while to come out.” She tries to make it sound casual, but I hear the exhaustion bleeding through. “Nothing that won’t heal.”

      I guide her to the bed, pressing her down onto the mattress with gentle insistence. “On your stomach. Let me see your back.”

      She settles into the bedding with a sound that’s half relief, half surrender. The morning light catches on skin that’s been marked by stress, old scars I know intimately, new ones that make my chest tighten with protective fury.

      “It’s wonderful to be back in safe hands,” she murmurs into the pillow, and something in her voice breaks a little. “You know you make everything melt away,” she adds, the admission so quiet I almost miss it.

      I begin with her neck and good shoulder, working my thumbs into the knots of tension that have gathered like stones beneath her skin. She’s always carried stress here, in the space between her shoulder blades. I work, sensing muscle fibers begin to release under my sustained pressure.

      “Moscow needs to understand the cost of betrayal.” Her voice is muffled by the pillow, but I hear the steel underneath. “They burned my identity, threw me to the wolves, used me as justification for their resource grab. Yelena too.”

      “So you’re going after them?”

      “I’m going to burn down every bastard that has tried to take me down. Before and now. I’ll strip them of their dignity, expose their secrets, and use psychological torture to make their lives unbearable, untenable.” She lifts her head slightly. “I won’t need to kill them because they’ll be only too eager to kill themselves. It’ll be their only escape from the hell I will unleash on them.”

      I stay quiet, knowing I will support her. When someone hurts my wife, they hurt all of us, and the consequences will be high. My hands move lower, working the muscles that bracket her spine, easing long held tension.

      “And Ashley?” I ask.

      The question hangs between us, unavoidable. I feel Suzette’s body go still under my hands, every muscle freezing as she processes not just the question but the minefield of honesty it requires.

      “What about Ashley?” she asks.

      “Do you love her?”

      Another pause, longer this time. I continue working her back, giving her space to find the words while my hands maintain the steady rhythm that’s always helped her think clearly.

      “I was fond of her,” she says. “Perhaps it was even the early stages of love. But the world changed before it was possible to know what it might have become.”

      The admission settles into my mind with surprising gentleness. No jealousy, no sense of betrayal, just an understanding of what my wife needs, what she’s always needed, and why I chose to build our marriage around radical honesty rather than possessive exclusivity.

      “Tell me about her,” I say, working my way down to the small of her back where another knot has formed.

      “Amber—”

      “I want to know. I want to understand what drew you to her.”

      Suzette shifts slightly, turning her head so I can see her profile in the afternoon light. “She was brilliant. Genuinely brilliant, not just technically but emotionally. She saw through every identity I wore and chose to trust the person underneath.”

      I move to her hamstrings, working the long muscles that carry the weight of too much running, too much tension, too much fear. “What happened between you?”

      “You want details?”

      “I want honesty.”

      Another pause as she considers how much truth our marriage can hold. But we’ve always been honest with each other about desire, about the complex mathematics of loving someone while leaving space for them to love others.

      “There was an island,” she says quietly. “Private. Beautiful. She took me there on a boat, and for the first time in years, I almost forgot...”

      I work higher up her thighs, closer to the heat I can feel radiating from her skin. “What did you forget?”

      “That my seduction was orchestrated. That everything between us was operational.” Her breathing has changed, becoming shallower as my hands move closer to places that respond to touch with want rather than just tension. “I forgot who I was, or who I was meant to be. On that island, none of it was work. It was just... us.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “I made love to her.” The words come out in a rush, like she’s been holding them back. “Under the sky, on a blanket, with the sound of water all around us. She came apart in my hands like she’d been waiting for me to be the one to undo her.”

      Heat shoots through me at the image her words create. My wife’s hands on another woman’s skin, the intimacy of being the one to unlock someone’s pleasure. It should make me jealous. Instead, it makes me wet.

      “How?” I ask, my voice rougher than intended.

      “How what?”

      “How did she come apart?”

      Suzette turns slightly, enough to see my face, to read the arousal there. “She was so responsive. Every touch, every kiss, she acted like I was giving her a gift. When I put my mouth on her, she whimpered and moaned.”

      My hands are between her thighs now, close enough to feel the heat and moisture that always responds to these conversations, where confessions become foreplay.

      “And you?” I ask. “How did you come apart?”

      Her laugh is breathless, remembering. “She touched me like I was something miraculous. Made me come so hard I forgot I was Francesca.” She shifts her hips slightly, opening herself to my touch. “I begged, Amber. Actually begged.”

      The admission causes an arousal so strong in the pit of my stomach I can feel my own wetness pool. The thought of my controlled, dangerous, always-in-command wife reduced to begging by a woman who made her forget her alias.

      “Show me,” I whisper.

      “Show you what?”

      “How she touched you. How you touched her.”

      Suzette rolls over, and I can see the flush spreading across her chest, the way her nipples have hardened in the cool air. “She started slowly. Nervous. Like she couldn’t believe I was letting her.”

      I lean down and kiss her collarbone, tasting sweat and want. “Where?”

      “My shoulders. Then lower.” Her hands find my hair as I trace the path she’s describing with my mouth. “She kissed every scar, every mark. Made each one seem beautiful.”

      I work my way down her body, following her words, re-creating Ashley’s exploration with my own lips and tongue. When I reach her breasts, I pause.

      “Here?”

      “Yes. God, yes. She was so gentle at first, then harder when I told her what I wanted.”

      I take her nipple into my mouth, sucking with increasing pressure until she arches beneath me. The taste of her, the way she responds to my touch, it’s as familiar as my own heartbeat, but layered now with the knowledge of how another woman has claimed these same responses.

      “She made you wet,” I observe, letting my hand drift between her thighs.

      “Soaked.” The word comes out as a gasp as my fingers find the evidence of her arousal. “I’ve never responded to anyone the way I responded to her. Except you.”

      “Because you trusted her.”

      “Because she saw me.” Her hips lift toward my touch. “The way you see me.”

      I slide two fingers inside her, feeling the immediate clench of muscles that know exactly how to welcome me home. “Is this how she touched you?”

      “Yes. No. Deeper. She was desperate to be inside me, like she needed to prove I was real.”

      I press deeper, curling my fingers the way I’ve learned makes her lose control completely. Her response is immediate. Back arching, breath catching, the particular sound she makes when my touch transforms into her urgent need.

      “Did you come for her?”

      “So hard. So fucking hard.” The words tumble out between gasps as I find the rhythm that’s always been ours. “But Amber⁠—”

      “What?”

      “It’s different with you. With her it was discovery. With you it’s coming home.”

      The distinction fills me with gratitude and the deep satisfaction of being the one she returns to, the one she trusts with her complete surrender not just once but time and time again.

      I increase the pressure, the speed, watching her face as she approaches the edge. “Come for me now. The way you came for her, but knowing you’re safe. Knowing you’re home.”

      Her orgasm when it hits is devastating. Her back lifting off the mattress, fingers clawing at the bedding, a cry that’s part pleasure and part relief and part the exhaustion of finally being able to let go.

      I hold her through the aftershocks, my fingers still inside her, feeling the gradual unclenching as she comes back to herself.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my neck. “Whatever happens next, whatever I have to do to protect our family or destroy Moscow, I love you.”

      “I know.” I kiss her forehead. “And I love that you can love her too. It doesn’t diminish this. It just proves you still have heart left, despite everything you’ve survived.”

      “Are you jealous?”

      I consider the question seriously. “Of her having you? No. Of being the one to discover parts of you I haven’t seen yet? Maybe a little.” I smile against her skin. “But mostly I’m grateful she reminded you what it feels like to want something just because it’s beautiful.”

      “She did. I will always remember her for that.”

      “Good. You need that reminder sometimes. We both do.”

      Suzette shifts in my arms, and I can feel her energy beginning to return, the restlessness that comes after release. “The mission⁠—”

      “Can wait another hour.” I pull her closer. “Everything that needs to happen is happening.”

      She settles against me, her breathing already beginning to deepen as exhaustion finally claims her. Through the window, I can see the forest canopy swaying in the morning breeze, peaceful and eternal and utterly removed from the chaos we’ve left behind.
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      Ashley

      I notice Norman’s posture change first. The sudden rigidity in his shoulders, the way his knuckles whiten on the yoke. Through the window, I catch the metallic glint of fighter jets positioning themselves off our starboard wing. Close enough that I can see the weapons pylons beneath their fuselages.

      “Bloody hell,” Norman mutters, then louder, shouting back to me over the engine noise. “They’re forcing us down! U.S. Air Force ordered us to Red Pine Grove Airfield.”

      I lean forward to peer through the small porthole, and what I see makes my stomach drop. The ground below blazes with artificial light. A constellation of floodlights, emergency vehicles, and what looks like half the U.S. military arranged around a small airstrip in the middle of the Canadian wilderness.

      “Jesus Christ,” I breathe.

      The jets appeared the moment we’d crossed into U.S. airspace, our intended northern route to Quebec City diverted by the incoming storm that Norman had been tracking for the past hour.

      “November-Seven-Four-Delta-Charlie, reduce airspeed and follow our lead. Any deviation from prescribed flight path will be met with appropriate force.”

      The disembodied voice comes from the cockpit. Norman must have put the comms on speaker.

      “Ashley, I need you to know—” he says.

      “Just get us down safely,” I tell him, though my mind is already racing through possibilities. None of them end well.

      The airfield rushes up to meet us, and I count at least twenty vehicles arranged in a perimeter around the single runway. Military transport trucks, Humvees, what looks like a mobile command center, and enough personnel to invade a small country. All for one tiny plane carrying a supposedly kidnapped tech billionaire.

      The wheels hit tarmac with a bone-jarring thud, and before we’ve even finished rolling, the aircraft is surrounded. Soldiers in full combat gear emerge from the wilderness like ghosts materializing from the morning mist, weapons trained on our small plane.

      Norman reaches for the cabin door release, then stops, turning back to me with genuine anguish in his weathered face.

      “Ashley, I’m sorry. I’m so bloody sorry.”

      “Norman, what⁠—”

      The door opens to chaos.

      “GET OUT OF THE AIRCRAFT! HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM!”

      Spotlights blind me as I step down onto the tarmac, hands raised, squinting against the overwhelming assault of light and sound. Soldiers swarm the plane like ants, their movements coordinated, efficient, and deadly serious.

      “MOVE AWAY FROM THE AIRCRAFT! NOW!”

      I’m grabbed by rough hands and pulled away from the plane. Behind me, Norman is being wrestled to the ground, zip-tie restraints already being applied to his wrists.

      “I had no choice!” he shouts over the chaos, his voice cracking with desperation. “He was at my house! At my bloody house with a gun!”

      A woman in an expensive suit approaches. CIA, it has to be. Everything about her screams authority, from her pressed pants to her dead eyes. “Who was at your house?”

      “I don’t know! Tall man, Russian accent maybe?” Norman’s words tumble out in a rush, terror making him speak faster than thought. “Said there was a bomb on the plane! Said they were monitoring all communications, that if I deviated from the course he gave me, they’d blow us out of the sky! I have children! Grandchildren! Four cats!”

      I watch, slack-jawed, as Norman continues his breakdown. A bomb? Russian agents?

      “Ma’am, step away from the aircraft please.”

      More soldiers pour out of the transport vehicles, their movements suggesting this is a massive operation. Too massive for what should be a simple recovery of a kidnapped civilian.

      “IS ANYONE ELSE ON BOARD?” someone shouts.

      “No,” I call back, finding my voice despite the sensory overload. “Just us. Just the pilot and me.”

      The plane is swarmed, soldiers climbing into the cabin, searching every compartment, every possible hiding place. Their movements are thorough, professional, but there’s an urgency to it that suggests they’re looking for something specific.

      Or someone.

      The suit approaches me now, her eyes scanning my face with a cold stare. “Dr. Nora Pelletier, I presume?”

      I nod, not trusting my voice.

      “We’re here to ensure your safety and return you to proper custody.”

      “Who are you?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      “That doesn’t matter right now. All you need to know is that I’m here to ensure you are taken to a place of safety.”

      Proper custody. Safety. This feels anything but safe.

      “AIRCRAFT IS CLEAR!” comes the shout from the plane. “NO ADDITIONAL PERSONNEL! NO EXPLOSIVES DETECTED!”

      The suit turns back to Norman, who’s now on his knees on the tarmac, still babbling about bombs and threats and his cats. “Take him in for questioning. Full debrief. I want to know everything about this mysterious Russian. And if we can’t corroborate what he’s saying, then take his ass to Guantanamo.”

      “Ma’am, what about the woman?”

      The suit’s smile is cold enough to freeze jet fuel. “Dr. Pelletier is coming with us. She has quite a story to tell, I’m sure.”

      I’m guided toward a waiting SUV, its engine running, doors open like a mouth ready to swallow me whole. As I’m bundled into the back seat, I catch sight of soldiers going over every inch of the aircraft with sophisticated forensic equipment and I thank god Suzette had never been on that plane.

      The SUV door slams shut, and suddenly the chaos outside becomes muffled, distant, almost surreal. Through the tinted windows, I watch the suit bark orders at her team, watch Norman being thrown into a separate vehicle, watch the systematic dismantling of what was supposed to be my safe passage home. She’s older, hard edged with short cropped hair but I’m willing to bet that under CIA uniform she’s pure muscle.

      As we pull away from the airfield, leaving the lights and chaos behind, one thought dominates everything else.

      How exactly are the Americans going to play this?

      Because whatever story they’re about to tell the world, I have a sinking feeling that the truth, whatever that even means anymore, won’t be part of it.
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      Ashley

      The SUV winds through forests that seem to stretch endlessly into the morning. No signs, no markers, nothing to indicate where we’re heading except deeper into the wilderness that straddles the invisible line between nations. The driver hasn’t spoken a word since we left the airfield, his eyes fixed on what I’m guessing are unnamed tracks. Beside me, another operative in tactical gear maintains complete stillness.

      After an hour of silence broken only by the hum of tires on increasingly deteriorated hardcore, we turn onto what barely qualifies as a path, never mind a logging trail that hasn’t seen maintenance in decades. Branches scrape against the windows like fingernails on chalkboard. The GPS on the dashboard shows nothing but green emptiness, as if we’ve driven off the edge of the mapped world.

      When we finally stop, it’s beside what looks like an abandoned ranger station. Concrete blocks weathered gray by decades of harsh winters, rusted metal doors hanging at angles that suggest structural decay, windows boarded over with plywood that’s begun to warp and split. A dilapidated structure, or maybe just meant to look that way.

      “Out,” the operative beside me says. His first word of the entire journey.

      The suit from the airfield leads me around back of the building, where the facade of abandonment drops away revealing a heavy green steel door, its surface free of rust, the locks clearly maintained. I glance up and notice operational motion sensors no doubt tracking our approach.

      “After you,” she says, gesturing toward stairs that descend into artificial light.

      The bunker is older than I expected, probably Cold War era, built when proximity to Canada meant something different than it does now. The walls are concrete thick enough to survive nuclear winter, reinforced with steel that’s been painted and repainted so many times the original color has become an archaeological mystery. Ventilation systems hum efficiently suggesting a recent upgrade, while communications equipment lines the corridors in a mixture of vintage analog systems and cutting-edge digital arrays. I would bet this place doesn’t officially exist on any government roster.

      We pass through multiple checkpoints, each one requiring the suit to present credentials to guards who examine them in detail. The deeper we go, the more the bunker reveals its true purpose. Not just a relic of Cold War paranoia, but an active facility. The kind of place democracy prefers not to acknowledge.

      The interrogation room sits at the end of a corridor lined with identical doors, each one bearing only numbers that mean nothing to outsiders. Inside, the space is deliberately spartan. Metal table bolted to the floor, two chairs positioned for optimal psychological effect, fluorescent lighting that makes everything look sickly and pale, yet peculiarly sterile.

      The suit settles across from me. Up close, I can see details the chaos at the airfield obscured. The expensive watch that suggests private sector, the wedding ring that’s been removed recently enough to leave a pale band, the small scar above her left eye. She isn’t some fresh-faced analyst or desk jockey. This is a professional who knows her way around bunkers and interrogations.

      “Would you like coffee? Water?” she asks, her tone suggesting we’re about to discuss the latest Netflix release rather than state secrets. “The coffee’s actually decent down here. French roast. I insist on maintaining certain standards, even in circumstances like these.”

      I shake my head.

      “Smart. Caffeine can interfere with clear thinking, and we’re going to need you thinking clearly.” She opens a thick file with a theatrical flair, spilling photographs across the table between us like tarot cards revealing an unwelcome future. “Let’s stop the pretense, shall we?”

      The photos are surveillance shots. Me entering state buildings in Toronto. Meetings with handlers I thought were conducted in operational safety.

      “Agent Ashley Tremblay,” she continues, her voice carrying smug satisfaction. “Fifteen years with the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, the last seven spent in various undercover capacities, the last eighteen months being Dr. Nora Pelletier.” Her smile carries genuine appreciation. “Our tech genius bait, who has successfully uncovered no less than four Russian FSB agents operating on North American soil and one international contractor. Impressive work.”

      I don’t flinch. The US are close intelligence partners, or at least they were, so her knowing my background is of no great surprise. But the fact they have been following me, that’s stepping over the line even for them.

      “The funny thing about intelligence work,” she says, arranging the photographs in neat rows like a game of solitaire, “is how it creates the illusion of control. You think you’re watching them, when actually everyone’s watching everyone else. The question becomes, who’s been watching longest?”

      She produces another set of photos, these ones showing more recent faces I’ve come to recognize, their names typed in a crisp black font along the bottom edge. Aleksandra Volkonsky and Yelena Federova.

      “Your work product has been exemplary, Agent Tremblay. Really, top-tier intelligence gathering. Which makes what happened next so... unfortunate.”

      The next photograph makes my breath catch. Me, yesterday, helping Suzette take Yelena into Phillipa’s Nice apartment. It shows the three of us clearly but no Phillipa, she is carefully out of sight, behind a tree in the first shot and then turned away obscured by a door in the second. Then the question strikes me… Does Phillipa know we were being watched?

      “You see, there’s a difference between hunting assets and being recruited by them. And based on these images, it appears you’ve crossed that line in spectacular fashion.”

      The psychological pressure is expertly applied. Not accusations, not threats, just the gradual revelation that my entire operational security has been compromised. That every decision I thought I was making independently was actually part of someone else’s larger game.

      “I want to speak to someone from CSIS,” I say, my voice almost immediately deadened by the walls of the concrete chamber.

      “I’m sure you do.” She leans back in her chair, studying me with the detached interest of an entomologist examining a live maggot infestation on a cadaver. “But here’s the thing, Agent Tremblay. Do you really believe anyone knows where you are right now? Who you’re with?”

      My chest tightens. They wouldn’t dare… But as I stare into her eyes it isn’t arrogance I’m met with, it’s certainty. She knows she is assured the outcome she wants.

      “Norman knows. He can⁠—”

      Her laugh cuts through the bunker’s recycled air. “Norman? The pilot who just confessed to helping kidnap a valuable asset? Who claims mysterious Russians threatened his family?” She shakes her head with mock sympathy that’s more chilling than outright threats. “Poor Norman. I’m afraid he’s going to have a very unfortunate accident during transport. These country roads can be so dangerous, especially in bad weather. Poor visibility. Badly maintained roads. Mechanical failures. So many variables that can go wrong when you’re transporting someone to a facility as remote as, say, Guantanamo Bay.”

      The casual way she discusses murder makes bile rise in my throat. This isn’t movie villain melodrama. It’s the bureaucratic disposal of inconvenient witnesses with the same emotional investment most people bring to discarding irrelevant wedding vows at a divorce party.

      “You can’t just⁠—”

      “Can’t what? Protect American interests from foreign interference?” She interrupts, spreading more photographs across the table with the patience of someone who has unlimited time and unlimited resources. “Let me share something with you, Agent Tremblay. Something that might help clarify your current position.”

      The new photos show aerial images of a small plane on an isolated runway.

      “Your friends arrived a little earlier than you,” she observes, watching my reaction with clinical interest. “We know they are on American soil and it’s only a matter of time before we hunt them down. And we will. The question I have just now is, do we shoot them on sight or do we take them into custody?”

      The implied threat is clear. My cooperation or they die.

      “Now, let me explain how this is going to work.” Her tone shifts to something that might pass for reasonable in a corporate boardroom. “You’re going to stand up at a podium as Dr. Nora Pelletier and tell the world how you were rescued from the clutches of Russian agents by U.S. special forces. You’re going to express your heartfelt gratitude for American intervention in your kidnapping.”

      She pulls out a tablet, swiping to what appears to be a prepared script. “You’ll publicly support this administration’s emergency measures to secure strategic Arctic territories against foreign threats. You’ll emphasize how the world has become more dangerous than ever, how no one is safe from Russian aggression.”

      The kidnapping, the rescue, the justification for military expansion is theatrical geopolitical planning at its best. Scripted, designed, and played out to manufacture consent for actions that would otherwise be politically impossible. And they are doing the whole damn lot in plain sight.

      “When they ask, and they will ask, if you believe the Russian agent was working alone, as the Kremlin now claims, you’ll express uncertainty. You’ll say you have no idea about Russian command structures, but what you do know is that if they can come after someone like you, they can come after anyone. None of us are safe.”

      She leans forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone, as though we are in this together. “It’s quite elegant, really. Your testimony provides the human face for a policy decision that was made months ago. People don’t respond to strategic briefings about Arctic resources or shipping lanes. But they respond to a brilliant woman who was terrorized by foreign agents and saved by American heroes.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Well, that presents a problem.” She taps her fingers against the table, a steady rhythm like a metronome counting down to disaster. “We can’t have an alternate truth being peddled around as though it’s fact.”

      “But if I don’t do as you ask, how will you explain all that military activity? All those deployed resources? It might be Maine but there’s no way CSIS haven’t been alerted. Nothing happens in isolation anymore.”

      She chuckles, letting out a huff of air, as she pulls out another aerial photo. This one is even more intimate, from the island. “At least we agree on something.”

      Her shrug that follows is eloquent in its indifference. “A tragic aviation accident. Norman’s inexperience with severe weather conditions, perhaps. A sad end to a sad story. We might not get to play heroes for saving you, but your demise will certainly add fuel to an already blazing fire. Public outrage over the murder of a defenseless civilian by Russian operatives.”

      The calculus is brutally simple, delivered with the emotional investment of a motivational speaker at a bankruptcy hearing. “Either way, we achieve our strategic objectives. Your cooperation simply determines whether you’re alive to see them implemented.”

      The audacity of it makes me laugh, erupting as a harsh and desperate sound in the confined space. “You really think I believe you’ll just let me walk away after this? That I’ll get my life back?”

      “What life?” Her question cuts straight to the heart of my operational reality. “The one where you pretend to be a tech billionaire? That identity is blown. There is no value in that identity to the intelligence community. Or do you mean your former real life? Right now, that only exists if we allow it to, and even then there will be no running back to your lover.” She pushes the nude photograph of Suzette between my legs closer. “She and her accomplice are already on borrowed time. We don’t leave loose ends.” She pauses for a second and spins the photograph around admiring it. “The detail we can get these days… You really do have a magnificent cunt!”

      My teeth clench at the lewdness, the invasion of privacy, only made worse when she reaches out and strokes the images while staring at me. I inhale slowly, deliberately.

      Get your head back in the game, Ash!

      Removing emotions her argument is compelling but then if what she is saying is correct, she would have killed me on sight. Both Norman and I. Cleaner, simpler.

      But she didn’t. We are still breathing. My thought falters. I am still breathing. Norman’s fate remains to be seen.

      “Why take the risk of allowing me to live?”

      “PR,” she says flatly. “Your government, along with the British, believe the Russians have taken you. By saving you, and you vocally confirming the kidnapping, nobody would dare stand in our way. Our administration feels this is an easier sell than brute force. Personally, I’d shoot you dead now. One less irritation to manage.” In an almost unconscious movement she shifts her suit jacket as she sits opposite and flashes her sidearm.

      The only truth I know is that the person I was before London is dead. Ashley Tremblay is finished as an operative. Too much exposure, too much compromise. The woman who walked into this bunker doesn’t exist anymore, can never exist again. And Dr. Nora Pelletier has one performance remaining before the curtain closes for a final time.

      She leans forward, her voice taking on an almost motherly quality that’s sort of creepy. “At least this way, you get a chance to run. New identity, relocation assistance, a life somewhere your past can’t reach you. We’re not unreasonable people, Agent Tremblay. We understand the realities of this business.”

      If I’m lucky I’ll have a few months in witness protection before whoever is running this show sends someone to find me, to gun me down, or run me off the road.

      “You’re offering witness protection?”

      “I’m offering survival. The terms are negotiable, depending on your level of cooperation and your value as an ongoing asset.” Her smile is cold but not entirely lacking in what might pass for warmth. “You’re a skilled operative who’s been burned through no fault of your own. We have use for people like that.”

      I’d rather die than be part of the sick world they are molding.

      The silence stretches while I pretend to calculate the odds. Finally, reluctantly, I nod.

      “Good.” Her satisfaction is immediate, obvious. “I knew you were smart enough to see reason. Intelligence operatives usually are, once they understand their actual position rather than their imagined one.”

      “I have one condition,” I say, surprising myself with the steadiness of my voice.

      She considers this, head tilted like a lioness calculating risk versus reward. “I’m listening.”

      “I want to make a phone call.”

      “To whom?”

      “Someone who needs to know I’m alive.”

      “CSIS? Because I should mention that your former colleagues are about to have much larger problems than one missing operative.”

      “No.” I meet her eyes directly, drawing on whatever reserves of strength I have left. “My mother.”

      For a long moment, silence stretches between us, broken only by the bunker’s mechanical breathing. Her fingers drum against the table while she weighs the request against operational security, working out whether one phone call represents acceptable risk.

      “One call,” she says finally, reaching into her jacket to produce a secure satellite phone. “Five minutes. And Agent Tremblay?” Her smile carries genuine menace. “Remember that we’re listening to every word. Choose them carefully.”

      I pick up the phone, my fingers already moving to dial a number I know by heart. In the fluorescent glare of this concrete tomb, surrounded by the machinery of state power and the casual brutality of realpolitik, it feels like the most important call I’ll ever make.

      The line connects after two rings, and I close my eyes, preparing to hear a voice that might be the last real thing in my rapidly shrinking world.

      Everything depends on the next five minutes.
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      Yelena

      The secure tablet chimes at three forty-seven in the morning, shattering the cabin’s pre-dawn silence. I’ve been awake for an hour, nursing black coffee and watching the tree line through windows that frame nothing but darkness. My shoulder throbs with each heartbeat, a reminder of our escape from Italy, but jet lag has my body clock so twisted I offered to swap the vigil shift with Sam. She didn’t argue. Snipers understand insomnia.

      The message travels through seven proxy servers before reaching us, encrypted in a way that would take Moscow’s best cryptographers months to crack.

      Signal received. All systems go. Execute in ten. - J&A

      My chest tightens as the implications hit home. Jo and Alex, the digital ghosts who’ve been monitoring communications from some small holding in Northern Scotland, have confirmed what we’ve been waiting for. Contact has been made. The plan is in motion.

      I take the stairs three at a time, my bare feet slapping against worn timber. The master bedroom door doesn’t deserve the courtesy of knocking, not when our lives hang in the balance.

      I burst through to find them tangled naked in white sheets, Suzette’s dark hair spread across Amber’s pale shoulder like a fateful ink spot. Under different circumstances, I might pause to appreciate the sight. Not today.

      “Wake up!” I shake Suzette’s shoulder hard enough to earn a growl from her wife. “Jo and Alex sent the signal. She called her mother. It’s happening. Now!”

      Suzette’s eyes snap open with instant alertness. Decades of being woken by crisis have trained her body to respond before her mind fully catches up. “When?”

      “Imminent.” I thrust the tablet toward them. “All systems go.”

      The house erupts around us. Amber rolls out of bed, already reaching for clothes, while Suzette processes the message. Through thin walls, I hear Roz shouting orders to the team who will be assisting us, Princess checking gear, the controlled chaos that means the well-oiled machine is in operation.

      “The cars?” Suzette asks, grabbing clothes and mussing her hair.

      “Ready. Full tanks, clean papers, routes memorized.” Amber fastens her holster. “Princess has extraction coordinates locked. She and Roz are driving. And Roz has this under control. You just need to trust her.”

      I watch them move together, the kind of wordless coordination that comes from the intimacy they share. Part of me envies what they have, not just the marriage, but the certainty of belonging somewhere, of being chosen, like every member of their family.

      “Yelena.” Suzette’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “Are you okay? Really okay?”

      The question catches me off guard. In our world, people ask about operational readiness, tactical concerns, mission parameters. They don’t ask if you’re okay unless you’re bleeding.

      “I’m ready,” I admit. “I can do what is required.”

      “What I’m asking of you⁠—”

      “Is necessary.” I cut her off before she can voice whatever guilt she’s carrying. “Aleksandra, I have had a good life, one that a girl like me had no business having. But now I am done.”

      “This isn’t the end,” she tells me and she might be truthful, but for the lives I have taken I am now ready to give mine. The books, as they say in this country, need to be balanced.

      “It’s probably suicidal,” I say with a laugh. “Which, given our recent career prospects, might be an improvement.”

      She moves closer, and I catch the faint smell of sex from her body. There was a time when I would have been the one to create such a scent. But like everything, those days are now gone. “You’re integral to this plan. To this family.” Her arms gather me in and pull me tight, and I wonder what life would have been like to be part of the family she has made. Where everything is shared.

      “They tolerate me because they love you.”

      “Give them time.” Her arms hold me tight, warm and steady. “Trust takes time to build, especially after everything. But you’re the key to saving Ashley, and if you succeed...” She pauses, choosing words carefully. “I’ll forever be in your debt.”

      “She means a lot to you.”

      “Yes.” No hesitation, just truth as I scan her face. “More than anyone including her realizes.”

      The admission pains my chest. Not jealousy. I gave up claims on Suzette’s heart years ago, but a tinge of disappointment. The recognition that whatever we once had, whatever we might have rebuilt, will always be secondary to this new thing she’s discovered, and now it will always be too late to ever put that right.

      “Thirty seconds!” Sam’s voice cuts through the cabin. “Move your asses!”

      Suzette extends her hand. “Ready?”

      I take it, allowing myself to be pulled along in her wake. Her grip is firm, certain, the hands that once killed for Moscow now reaching out to save someone who matters in her new world order.

      “Ready.” I meet her eyes directly. “Let’s go save your girl and destroy Moscow in the process.”

      “Such a perfect day!” she says, her grin as wicked as it was twenty-five years ago when I first fell in love with her, and all I can think about is that at least I won’t die wondering what it feels like to be part of something worth dying for.
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      Ashley

      The helicopter ride to Bangor International Airport takes forty-three minutes. The Maine morning air carries the promise of another sweltering day. Below us, dense canopy stretches endlessly in every direction, broken only by the occasional lake that reflects brilliant blue sky like scattered mirrors, or puffs of mist yet to be burned off by the sun.

      Beautiful country to die in, I suppose.

      “Nervous?” the suit, Monica Garrison, asks over the headset, studying my face, looking for any signs that I might be backing out of our agreement.

      I learned her name an hour ago when she finally introduced herself properly, not to me but to the waiting escort, flashing CIA credentials. She appears younger in the sunlight, the fine lines around her eyes not as pronounced now we are away from the harsh fluorescents of the bunker. I’d initially thought her to be in her fifties but now that I look at her she’s maybe forty-five, and strikingly beautiful. I wonder why I hadn’t noticed it before. But then perhaps I’m romanticizing, desperate to be surrounded by beauty in my final moments.

      “Shouldn’t I be nervous?” I ask in answer to her earlier question.

      “Most people would be. But you’re not most people, are you, Ashley?” Her smile carries a degree of satisfaction, as though she’s already won. “You’re someone who understands that sometimes cooperation is the only path to survival.”

      If only she knew what kind of cooperation I’m actually planning.

      The airport appears ahead of us, sprawling across former Dow Air Force Base grounds with its infrastructure that can handle everything from commercial flights to military operations. Perfect for the kind of theater they’re orchestrating. Close enough to the border to suggest imminent Russian threat, remote enough to control media access, familiar enough to Pentagon logistics to seem natural.

      As we descend toward the helipad, I catch sight of the press trucks and my stomach drops. Dozens of vehicles from every major network, reporters and camera crews and the entire machinery of modern media manipulation here to see the show.

      “Jesus,” I breathe. “How did you organize all this so quickly?”

      Monica’s laugh carries genuine amusement. “Quickly? We’ve had this ready for weeks. There was always going to be a press conference. Either to announce the tragic death of Dr. Nora Pelletier at the hands of Russian terrorists, or to have her, you, publicly thank the United States for her rescue.” She adjusts her earpiece, receiving information I can’t hear. “Your cooperation simply determines which script we’re using. And the press will gather in a heartbeat these days for anything sensational.”

      The calculation is breathtaking in its scope. Not just the operation against me, but the media response, the public narrative, the geopolitical justification, all of it planned and staged and ready to deploy regardless of outcome. I’m not a person in their equation, just a variable that affects which predetermined story gets broadcast to the world. And all latched onto the back of an ally’s existing intelligence operation. It’s genius when you stop and think about it.

      We touch down on tarmac that’s been cleared of everything except essential personnel. I’m escorted from the helicopter to a waiting black SUV under armed guard, then driven the short distance to a terminal building that’s been converted into a press center.

      Inside, the controlled chaos of professional media is unfolding as I am swept to a small room behind the curtains where technicians and engineers are still busy working. But not before I get a glance at the podium flanked by two huge U.S. flags standing upright and topped by gleaming gold eagle finials. The usual over-the-top patriotic schmaltz the world has come to expect.

      “Five minutes,” Monica tells me, checking her watch. “Remember, Agent Tremblay. You’re grateful. You’re alive because American special forces risked their lives to save you from Russian kidnappers. You support emergency measures to protect American citizens from foreign threats. Short, simple, and follow the script and you’ll be whisked off to your new life.”

      I nod, then clasp my hands, suddenly aware of the subtle tremor running through my body. “And if I deviate from the script?”

      “Don’t. We have measures in place to deal with every eventuality. We are the only winners in what will play out today. Don’t forget that.” Monica’s voice carries its usual hard edge. “Speak out of turn and we have a doctor on hand to step in.”

      The threat is clear.

      But they’ve made one crucial miscalculation.

      They think I’m afraid of dying.

      What they don’t understand is that I’ve placed my faith in something more powerful than nations, money, or manipulation. I’ve chosen to put my complete trust in something far more secure.

      Love.

      I think of Suzette’s hands on my skin, the way she looked at me that day on the island, as though she could reach inside me and place her hands on my heart. And she did. That moment, I realize now, defined everything that followed, including what is about to play out in front of the world’s media in the next ten minutes.

      If anyone can save me now, it’s her.

      And if she can’t, if this is where my story ends, at least I won’t be going down quietly. At least I’ll take this entire facade down with me.

      “Two minutes,” Monica announces.
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      Monica Garrison

      The press conference room buzzes with media vultures that sense blood in the water. I survey the sea of faces from my position stage left, watching the usual suspects who’ve descended on Bangor like flies to carrion.

      Carly Carson from CNN, perched in the front row with that ridiculous smile she thinks makes her look sympathetic. Edith Bladder from the BBC. How the hell she managed to get credentials for a this security briefing is beyond me, but the Brits always find a way to insert themselves into American business. Brent Meiklejohn from Fox, that smarmy ass who treats every press conference like his personal audition for prime time.

      My eyes drift across the rest of the pack. A woman in a hijab taking notes in the third row, another with short auburn hair and her arm in a sling positioned near the back exit. All of them vultures, every single one, waiting to tear apart whatever narrative we feed them and reconstruct it for maximum ratings.

      Different circus, same monkeys. Though this particular show has some real doozies. The kind of geopolitical freak acts that would make P.T. Barnum weep with envy.

      “It’s time,” I tell Ashley, moving toward the holding area where she’s been waiting with a glazed expression having accepted her fate.

      She follows me through the backstage area, her movements mechanical as though we’ve shot her full of Ketamine. That might not have been a bad idea.

      “Remember,” I say as we approach the curtain, “keep your head up when you talk. Clear, concise, don’t deviate from the script.” I pause, making sure she’s absorbing every word. “And Ashley? If you try to be a hero, if you deviate in any way, we have contingency plans in place.”

      She nods, but there’s something in her eyes I don’t like. A stillness that goes beyond acceptance.

      Vice President Richardson takes the podium first, his silver hair catching the camera lights as he launches into the standard patriotic theater. “Ladies and gentlemen, today we celebrate the heroism of our Special Operations Forces, who once again have demonstrated that America stands ready to defend our allies and our values.”

      His voice is a blend of gravitas and manufactured sincerity that politicians perfect or die into obscurity. “When Dr. Nora Pelletier was taken by Russian agents bent on stealing American technological secrets, our brave men and women in uniform didn’t hesitate. They crossed international boundaries, risked their lives, and brought home a brilliant scientist whose work is vital to our national security.”

      I’ve heard variations of this speech a dozen times before. Different crisis, same rhetoric about American exceptionalism and the burden of global leadership. Richardson’s particularly good at it. The kind of performance that makes people forget they’re watching fiction.

      “The Arctic represents the next frontier of global security,” he continues, building toward the real message. “With new shipping routes opening and strategic resources becoming accessible, we cannot allow hostile powers to threaten the stability that American leadership has provided for decades.”

      The reporters scribble notes, already crafting their leads about American heroism and Russian aggression. Exactly as planned.

      “The cost of defending the free world falls once again on American shoulders, but it’s a burden we bear proudly.” Richardson’s voice swells with faux emotion. “Today, we announce new security measures to protect our Arctic interests and ensure that the resources that belong to free nations remain in free hands.”

      Free hands, what bullshit!

      He pauses, consulting his notes. “Before we hear from Dr. Pelletier herself, I’d like Dr. Rebecca Walsh from Walter Reed Medical Center to provide some context about her condition following this traumatic ordeal.”

      A woman in a white coat approaches the podium, her credentials already establishing her authority before she speaks. I recognize the play. Medical testimony to explain away any inconsistencies in Ashley’s presentation, any deviation from script that might seem suspicious.

      “Thank you, Mr. Vice President.” Dr. Walsh says in her English accent.

      Really? You’d have thought they could have found an American physician to complete the picture.

      “Dr. Pelletier has undergone preliminary psychological evaluation following her rescue from hostile forces. She’s experiencing symptoms consistent with acute stress reaction and mild dissociative episodes.”

      Bang on script. Laying groundwork for why our victim might seem confused, traumatized, not entirely coherent. If Ashley goes off-script, we can blame it on psychological damage.

      “I want to emphasize that Dr. Pelletier is eager to share her experience with the American people, but I ask that you keep your questions brief and direct. Additionally, please refrain from using camera flashes, as sudden bright lights may trigger anxiety responses.”

      The press corps murmurs agreement, already mentally writing their stories about the brave scientist struggling to overcome Russian brutality. Dr. Walsh steps back as Richardson returns to the podium.

      “Now, I’d like you to hear from the woman whose rescue demonstrates both the threat we face and our commitment to meeting it. Dr. Nora Pelletier.”

      I grab Ashley’s arm, escorting her toward the podium. “Remember, no heroics if you want your family to live,” I whisper as the cameras track our movement.

      She reaches up and touches her cheek, a quick gesture that catches my attention.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Toothache,” she says quietly. “Nerves.”

      I chalk it up to pre-performance anxiety and step back, leaving her alone at the podium as flashbulbs pop and cameras focus on the woman who’s about to justify a war.

      Ashley grips the podium edges, steadying herself against the lights and scrutiny. When she speaks, her voice carries clearly through the microphone system.

      “I am Dr. Nora Pelletier, founder of Lumithéon Technologies, developers of the HELIOS software system for defense applications.” So far, so good. “I was kidnapped by Russian agents who sought to steal technology vital to Western security.”

      The room hangs on every word, exactly as choreographed.

      “I am here to tell you all today...” Ashley pauses, and she shifts her weight to the opposite hip, then seems to stand a little straighter. Every hair on the back of my neck stands to attention. “…that I was not kidnapped.”

      My blood turns to ice.

      “The entire operation is a fabrication designed to justify Arctic occupation and seize land and mineral rights. There is no Dr. Nora Pelletier. She is a fictional character created to ensnare Russian agents. Everything you have been told is a lie.”

      The room erupts. Reporters surge forward, shouting questions, cameras swinging wildly to capture every angle of the chaos. Chairs topple as journalists fight for position, security guards move to contain the pandemonium.

      I press my hand to my earpiece, my voice cutting through the noise with deadly calm.

      “Take the shot.”

      The first gunshot cracks through the chaos like lightning splitting sky. Ashley staggers, red blooming across her chest, her eyes wide with shock and something that might be relief.

      The second shot follows immediately. More blood, more screaming, the podium becoming a crime scene as cameras capture every drop of gore for posterity.

      Ashley collapses behind the podium, disappearing from view as pandemonium consumes the room. Reporters scramble for cover, security forces swarm the stage, and our press conference transforms into exactly the kind of chaos that will dominate news cycles for weeks.

      Perfect.

      Even in death, Agent Ashley Tremblay has just provided the United States government with everything it needs to justify whatever comes next.
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      Monica Garrison

      Blood and screaming. Just another Monday.

      I sidestep a CNN cameraman who’s trying to get a better angle of the carnage while barking orders into my comms unit. “Get those fucking reporters out. Now.”

      Airport security pushes the media vultures away from what’s left of our press conference. The podium looks like a slaughterhouse, which is exactly what we need. Visceral, undeniable imagery that burns itself into public consciousness.

      Dr. Rebecca Walsh runs to Ashley’s unmoving body. She’s dead, as dead as any corpse I’ve ever seen.

      “Let me through!” Walsh calls out, dropping to her knees beside Ashley’s body. The blood pooling around her is extensive. A chest shot will do that.

      I position myself to block camera angles while Walsh performs her examination. Checking pulse points, examining wounds, her face grim as she works.

      “No pulse,” Walsh announces in her English accent, loud enough for the press to catch every word. “Massive trauma to the thoracic cavity. Time of death, eleven forty-seven AM.”

      Beautiful. Now the timeline belongs to us.

      “Ma’am, I need to speak to you...” My agent who fired the shots appears and grabs my arm.

      “Not now, Wilson. I need you clearing this goddamned room.” I yank away from his touch. If he’s having a crisis of conscience, I don’t want to hear it. I’m not his fucking wet nurse.

      A team of paramedics appears. Three uniformed women whose credentials were checked this morning. The lead medic, a tall woman with a lithe build, directs the others with quiet authority.

      “Federal transport standing by,” she tells Walsh. “We’ll take it from here, Doctor.”

      “I’ll come with you. We need a chain of custody for the body,” Walsh says, and I’m impressed by her adherence to protocol.

      At least I know that part of the operation is in good hands. Thankfully Wilson has backed off.

      Airport security supervisor Jim Bradley approaches next with the worried expression of a man whose day has just turned into his worst interpretation of a shit show. “Ma’am, we need to secure this area. Federal agency requirements.”

      “Of course, Supervisor Bradley.” I wave toward the chaos with obvious concern. “Lock down the facility immediately. We need to find the shooter before they escape.”

      Pure theater, but it plays well for the cameras. Bradley nods and starts barking orders about perimeter security and media lists. The press will eat up every word about our “manhunt” for the nonexistent assassin. If need be, we’ll pull a blanket over my agent’s head and parade him out for show.

      The medical team wheels their gurney through the crowd with haste. The body bag conceals the corpse. Clean, efficient, and while not exactly as planned, we are still in control of the narrative.

      My communications officer materializes with a secured radio. “Director wants immediate update.”

      I take the radio, stepping away from the chaos. “Phoenix to Command. Asset neutralized. Alternative narrative deployed.”

      “Status of containment?”

      I watch the ambulance doors close, the tall, lithe woman climbing into the passenger seat while her team secures their cargo. Professional, competent, no questions asked.

      “Complete. Media narrative shifting to foreign terrorism. Package en route to federal containment facility.”

      “Copy. Proceed with cleanup.”

      The radio goes dead as the ambulance pulls away, carrying what’s left of Ashley Tremblay to the morgue. One less loose end to manage. One less accidental car crash to stage.

      An hour later I turn to face the media mob, cameras already focusing as I step into their sight lines. Time for Act Two.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” My voice cuts through their shouting. “At eleven forty-five this morning, Dr. Nora Pelletier was pronounced dead. She was murdered by a Russian operative who has since been detained.”

      “What did she mean when she said ‘There is no Dr. Nora Pelletier’?” asks Carly Carson.

      “Dr. Pelletier had been under a great deal of stress. And as you heard from her physician, Dr. Rebecca Walsh, her condition was somewhat fragile. We believe what you heard was some form of Stockholm syndrome.”

      The questions come fast and desperate, but I’ve been handling press longer than most of these reporters have been alive. Besides, the current administration doesn’t care about the truth. What comes out of our mouths is the factual work of angels.

      As new questions dry up, I start to round up the short alternative briefing. “Dr. Pelletier’s courage in exposing her captors cost her life, but her sacrifice proves exactly why Arctic security measures aren’t just necessary. They’re a matter of life and death for innocent civilians.”

      I have to dampen down my smile as I leave the room. Ashley’s death gives us everything we need to justify the next phase of the government plan in a neat little bundle, as the ambulance disappears down the access road, carrying a genuine corpse to the morgue.

      Crisis contained. Narrative established. Asset eliminated without operational compromise.

      The only remaining problem is somewhere in the Maine wilderness we have two disavowed Russian agents that need to be executed. And that is in hand.

      I activate my tactical channel. “Control to Russian Hunter teams. Begin search and destroy operations. Rules of engagement. Eliminate all targets on contact.”

      Time to put this to bed and secure our nation’s future.

      “Agent Wilson,” I address my agent who took the decisive shots now that the mayhem has calmed. “Your country appreciates the decisive action you took today. Those two shots will change the course of American history.”

      He looks perplexed for a moment. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” he says, looking me dead in the eye. “I only fired one shot.”
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      The remains of the ambulance sit in a clearing twenty miles from Bangor, flames still licking at the twisted metal frame like hungry tongues seeking more to consume. The fire department has soaked the surrounding forest to prevent the blaze from spreading, but the vehicle itself continues to burn with persistent intensity. The one thing I know is that the vehicle is empty. Void of human remains. For now.

      No bodies. No trace of Ashley Tremblay or the team that supposedly transported her corpse from the airport. Just flames consuming what should have been evidence of a successful termination.

      “Chief Morrison,” I call out, maintaining bureaucratic authority despite the sick certainty growing in my gut. “Dampen the perimeter, prevent any wildfire spread, but let the vehicle burn itself out completely.”

      Morrison’s lined face creases in confusion. “Ma’am, we need to extinguish this fire. It could⁠—”

      “No.” I hand him credentials that make his local authority irrelevant. “Federal investigation requires the fire to burn completely. Evidence preservation protocol to avoid water damage.”

      It’s complete bullshit, but Morrison doesn’t know that even though he eyes me warily. Nobody questions a CIA badge. Ever.

      He can’t be more than a couple of years off retiring and I’m betting he’s looking to ride those out without any complications to his upcoming pension. I’m right. He nods and waves his crew back, leaving their hoses trained on the surrounding vegetation while the ambulance continues its self-immolation.

      “Two bodies,” I tell Fire Chief Morrison, maintaining the kind of bureaucratic authority that makes people stop asking inconvenient questions. “Medical transport. Tragic accident. We’ll arrange for the remains to be uplifted.”

      Morrison raises his hands and shakes his head as though he wants no part of whatever is playing out. Some incidents disappear into classified reports without ever being questioned. This will be one of them.

      “We’ll file the preliminary report as vehicular accident, cause undetermined,” he says, gathering his gear. “Federal investigation pending.”

      “There won’t be a report,” I tell him flatly.

      Wilson, standing beside me in his wrinkled suit, stares at me like I’ve suggested we burn down the White House. Agent Amy Brown, thirty-two years old and still naive enough to believe the system works, looks equally confused.

      “Ma’am?” Morrison’s voice carries careful neutrality.

      “National security matter. This incident never happened.” I hand him a card with a phone number that connects to a Pentagon office that exists solely to make problems disappear. “Any inquiries get referred there. Your crew needs to forget they were ever here.”

      Morrison examines the card, slides it into his jacket pocket, and walks away without another word. His team follows leaving the three of us alone with the smoking shell of what should have been Ashley Tremblay’s hearse.

      “Ma’am,” Wilson starts, his voice tight with disbelief, “this is insane. We can’t just⁠—”

      “Clear the perimeter,” I interrupt, and he lets out a sigh that comes from the very soles of his feet before doing what I’ve asked.

      The remaining emergency personnel pack up their equipment and leave, their vehicles disappearing down the forest road until only my black SUV remains. The silence is punctuated by settling metal and the distant sound of birds fleeing from rising flames.

      “Ma’am,” Brown says, her face creased with confusion, “I don’t understand what’s happening here.”

      I light a cigarette with hands that are steadier than they should be. “What’s happening, Brown, is that we just witnessed the complete destruction of our operational security.”

      “But the bodies—” Wilson begins.

      “There are no bodies.” I take a long drag, letting the nicotine calm the rage that’s been building since the airport. “Ashley Tremblay isn’t dead. The medical team was never ours. And we just spent the last four hours congratulating ourselves on an operation that was compromised from the moment it began.”

      The color drains from Brown’s face. “That’s impossible. We saw her die. Dr. Walsh pronounced her dead.”

      “Dr. Walsh,” I say and laugh, “I’m fairly certain was part of the deception.” The admission chokes in my throat, but denial won’t change reality. “We were played, Brown. Played so completely that we handed them exactly what they needed while we stood there applauding our own competence.”

      Wilson shakes his head, his jaw set with the kind of stubborn righteousness that makes good agents and terrible survivors. “Ma’am, we need to report this. If Ashley Tremblay is alive, if she’s been taken by foreign operatives⁠—”

      “If Ashley Tremblay is alive,” I interrupt, flicking ash onto ground still damp from fire hoses, “then every justification we’ve built for Arctic expansion becomes political suicide. Every congressional vote, every military deployment, every dollar of defense spending—all of it collapses if the world learns our ‘murdered scientist’ is actually a living, breathing Canadian intelligence officer.”

      “But we can’t just cover this up,” Brown says, her voice carrying a dangerous moral certainty. “People have a right to know⁠—”

      “People have a right to national security.” I drop the cigarette and grind it under my sole.

      Wilson’s face hardens with determination that makes my chest tighten with regret. “Ma’am, I can’t be part of this. If you won’t report what really happened, I will.”

      “Will you?” I study his face, noting the resolve there, the integrity that’s about to get him killed. “And Brown? Are you planning to support Wilson’s confession?”

      She nods, though uncertainty flickers in her eyes. “Yes, ma’am. We have to do the right thing.”

      The right thing. As if there’s ever been a right thing in this business, as if moral clarity exists anywhere except in the minds of people too naive to understand how the world actually works.

      “I see.” I reach into my jacket, my fingers closing around familiar metal. “The problem is, there are only three people who know Ashley Tremblay is still alive. And honestly, that’s already two people too many.”

      The Glock clears my holster in one smooth motion, trained reflexes taking over where conscious thought fails. Wilson’s eyes widen with recognition and disbelief, his hand moving toward his own weapon.

      Too late.

      The first shot takes him center mass, spinning him backward into the twisted remains of the ambulance. The second shot catches Brown as she scrambles for cover, dropping her in one swift movement.

      I holster my weapon and light another cigarette, my hands rock-steady now that the immediate problem has been solved. Wilson and Brown were dedicated servants of their country. But dedication without pragmatism is just another word for liability. Moving them into the blaze won’t be easy but it gives me two bodies, and that’s all I need. Some extra gasoline from the back of the SUV and there will be nothing left to test for DNA by the time I’m finished. Not that our clean-up crew will ever worry about details.

      I pull out my satellite cell and call the number.

      “The transport for Ashley Tremblay’s body was compromised. Clean-up team required. Possibly taken out by two of our own. Wilson and Brown. I can’t contact either.”

      As I wait for the cleanup crew, I allow myself one moment of honest assessment on this almighty fuck-up. Ashley Tremblay is alive with the people who made me look like an amateur. She might think she’s gotten away with it but I will hunt that woman down to the very ends of this fucking earth.

      The only consolation is the Arctic Security Act will pass with overwhelming support. The little people might win the odd skirmish but they never beat the system. Especially when their only weapon is truth.
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      Ashley

      The first thing I feel is pain. Sharp, stabbing agony shoots through my chest with each shallow breath. The second thing I notice is movement, a swaying, mechanical rhythm of a vehicle in motion.

      “She’s coming around,” a voice says. English accent. “Heart rate’s climbing back to normal.”

      I try to open my eyes, but the world spins in nauseating circles. My mouth tastes bitter, medicinal. When I try to speak, only a croak emerges.

      “Easy, love.” Gentle hands on my shoulders, keeping me still. “You’re safe now, but not out of the woods.”

      “Yeah, literally and metaphorically,” another voice says, rougher, and I blink again.

      I don’t know these people, but safe is exactly how I feel. The word penetrates the fog in my brain like sunlight through clouds. I force my eyes open and see a woman in paramedic uniform leaning over me, dark hair pulled back, intelligent eyes filled with concern.

      “Where...” I manage.

      “You’re in a van. We’ve ditched the ambulance we extracted you in. It’s created quite the bonfire.” She adjusts something on an IV line I didn’t know I had, and a second face appears next to her. “Ashley, I’m Roz. What’s the last thing you remember?”

      Memory floods back in fragments. The press conference. The doctor who spoke before I took my place on the podium. She was the doctor. My confession. The gunshot. The sensation of something hitting my chest like a sledgehammer, then darkness swallowing everything.

      “I was shot,” I whisper.

      “You were. But not the way it looked.” Roz checks my pulse. “The first shot was Yelena. Gelatin capsule filled with blood. Hit you right here.” She indicates my ribs. “Broke two of them, I’m afraid, but that was unavoidable for the visual effect.”

      “Yelena?” The name comes out as a gasp of surprise and pain.

      “Assembled a compressed air gun from components she smuggled in. Disguised as a walking stick. Ten minutes in a toilet cubicle and she was armed and dangerous.” Roz’s smile carries grim admiration. “Positioned herself at the back of press gallery with the other reporters, had it hidden in her sling. She had to time that first shot perfectly.”

      I try to process this through the haze of drugs and trauma, although my mind is beginning to clear. “You said the first shot?”

      “Yeah, when you started spilling your guts, seems the CIA had a plan B. An agent with a real bullet. But you were already going down from Yelena’s shot.” Roz’s expression grows serious. “Split-second timing, Ashley. If Yelena had been even a heartbeat slower, that agent’s bullet would have found its mark. The CIA would have taken you out without a second thought.”

      The reality of how close I came to actual death makes my hands shake. “How did I...”

      “The pill you crunched between your teeth when you went down, the one Norman gave you on the plane, was a tetrodotoxin capsule.” Roz checks my eyes with a penlight. “Bit down on it when the first shot hit, right?”

      I nod, remembering Suzette’s words as Norman taxied along the runway in Reykjavík, Phillipa’s silhouette disappearing into the darkness. “When you go down, place the pill between your teeth and bite.” My throat burns on memory of the bitter taste that flooded my mouth as I fell.

      “Clever girl. Tetrodotoxin mimics death, slows your heart rate to almost nothing, paralyzes voluntary muscles. When we checked your pulse, there genuinely wasn’t one to find.”

      “But I’m alive.”

      “You are now. Then there were barely detectable life signs, but yes. The dosage was based on your height and weight. One microgram out and you’d have died. Just enough to fool medical examination, not enough to actually kill you.” Roz adjusts my position slightly, and I bite back a scream as my ribs protest. “Sorry. The tetrodotoxin’s wearing off, which means you’re going to feel everything now.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “The cabin and then home.” The voice comes from the front passenger seat, another voice I don’t recognize. “Suzette and Amber are waiting.”

      Suzette. They’re taking me to Suzette. Relief floods through me, stronger than any painkiller.

      “What about Yelena?” I ask.

      The silence that follows is heavy, and Roz casts her eyes away toward the cab of the van.

      “We don’t know,” Roz admits. “She was supposed to extract with the press evacuation, but...” She shakes her head. “No contact since the shooting.”

      My chest tightens, and this time it has nothing to do with broken ribs. Yelena risked everything to save me. If she’s been caught, if Monica figured out who fired that first shot...

      “She’ll be all right,” says the woman from the driver’s seat, though I catch the uncertainty in her voice. “Yelena’s survived worse than the CIA.”

      “How long until we’re there?” I ask, trying not to think of someone else offering their life in place of mine.

      “We’re about ten minutes out,” Roz replies, checking her watch. “And Ashley? What you did today, standing up there, telling the truth despite knowing it might kill you, that took guts.”

      “I’d be dead if it weren’t for all of you.” I close my eyes, exhaustion pulling at the edges of consciousness. “I still can’t believe it worked.”

      “Suzette’s plans always do.” There’s affection in Roz’s voice. “Though this one was cutting it closer than usual.”

      The vehicle slows, turns onto what sounds like a gravel drive. Through my haze of pain and medication, I hear voices calling out, including Amber’s commanding tone.

      “Let’s get you inside,” Roz says as the van doors open and summer air floods in. Strong hands lift my stretcher, and I catch sight of Amber’s face, tight with concern and relief.

      “Where is she?” I ask weakly.

      “Inside. Waiting for you.” Amber’s smile is warm despite her worry. “She’s been pacing holes in the floor since we saw the news coverage.”

      As they carry me toward the house, one thought echoes through my drug-fogged mind. Yelena is unaccounted for.
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      Suzette

      The cabin hums with urgency as everyone prepares to leave, but I can’t move.

      “Come on, we need the place wiped clean. Every scrap of evidence we’ve been has to be bagged. We can unload them at various dumpsters along the way.” Amber coordinates the efforts. By the time we leave, nothing will remain. Not a hair, fingerprint, or sweat sample will be left behind.

      All except one vital component of our newly extended family. Yelena.

      Ashley sits on the edge of the bed where Roz has been monitoring her recovery, her face still pale from the tetrodotoxin but her eyes clearer after sleep. The flights are booked for tomorrow, but we have ten hours of driving ahead of us now that darkness has fallen. Yet I can’t do anything except wear thin the same strip of rug.

      “You’re not coming with us,” Ashley says quietly. Not a question.

      I stop pacing and meet her gaze. “I can’t leave Yelena behind.”

      “Even though she might be dead? Even though staying could get you killed?”

      “Especially then.” I sit beside her on the bed and take her hand. “Ashley, there are things you need to understand about me. About us. About what loving me means.”

      She turns to face me fully, wincing as her broken ribs protest the movement. “Then tell me, because whatever it is, I’m all in.”

      Where do I start? How do I explain my family’s lifestyle, the architecture of a heart that learned to love without limits? My choices are so alien to Western philosophy of what love should look like that I’ll probably scare her into running in the opposite direction. But I cannot be anyone other than who I am.

      “I was married once. To a man I never loved, never wanted, never chose.” I close my eyes as I say the words, remembering every detail of what I endured during that time, the perfunctory nature of sex. The years I wasted to serve my country. “Moscow arranged it. Strategic placement, they called it. I spent years being his wife, never loving him, even when I knew how much he loved me. Too fiercely to be healthy. Every day was an exercise in psychological manipulation to keep him at a distance, and when I couldn’t, I died a little more each time.”

      I sit next to her and her hand finds mine, squeezing gently. “Suzette...”

      “When I finally escaped that life, I promised myself I would never again pretend to be less than I am. Never again divide my heart into acceptable portions.” I trace the line of her palm with my fingertip. “I love Amber completely. I love you completely. I love Victoria and Abby and Roz and Princess and all the others who’ve become family. Not pieces of love. Complete love for each person who matters.”

      “That’s...” She struggles with the concept. “How is that possible?”

      “Because love isn’t finite. It’s not a pie that gets smaller when you share it.” I lift our joined hands, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “It’s a fire that burns brighter with more fuel.”

      Understanding dawns in her dark eyes, followed by something that might be wonder. “Your family.” She falters for a second, her brow creasing in desperation to understand. “They’re all your lovers? A polyamorous family?”

      “Chosen family.” The correction is subtle, nuanced but important. “People who’ve earned their place through loyalty, sacrifice, love.” I cup her face in my free hand. “Some are lovers, but not all. Sometimes we share time as a group, and at other times as just two or three. Princess belongs only to Amber. That is her choice. We choose the mutual connections that feed our souls. But the bonds we share don’t rely on just physical acts. We are a unit that supports each other without condition, without limit for ourselves or those we love.

      “You’ve lost your family, your identity, your entire life because you chose truth. But you don’t have to be alone. You can be ours, if you want. Or simply mine. But you will share me. I cannot be yours alone. It isn’t in my nature.”

      Her lip trembles as I run my thumb across its dryness. “There’s no rush for you to decide, and you are welcome to stay with us for as long as you wish, even if you decide what we offer is not for you. There’s no judgment.” I gaze into her eyes as I speak, hoping against hope that she will find a place with us but knowing I cannot influence the outcome. Ashley must find her own way, even if my heart breaks a little as I witness an outcome different from the one I wish for.

      In a rushed movement she leans forward and kisses me, deeply, no hesitation. Her lips are warm against mine, tasting faintly of the medications Roz has been giving her. When we break apart, she’s crying.

      “I want that,” she whispers.

      “Then you have it. Always.” I rest my forehead against hers. “But Ashley, that same loyalty that makes you family means I can’t abandon Yelena. She risked everything to save you. If there’s even a chance she’s alive...”

      “Then I’m going with you.”

      “No.” The word comes out sharper than I intended. “You’re still recovering from the drug Roz gave you. Your system needs time to clear completely, and your ribs make you more fragile than I need you to be. You’re traveling with Roz. Your documentation makes you a married couple, Elizabeth and Dr. Sarah Morrison, attending a medical conference in London.”

      “But—”

      “Besides, when the news breaks tomorrow about what the US government has been up to, I need everyone to be as far from here as possible.”

      “All except you.”

      “Except me. Until—” I stop as footsteps pound up the stairs toward our room.

      Rox bursts through the door without knocking, her usually composed face flushed. “She made contact!”

      My heart stops, then restarts at double speed. “What?”

      “Yelena. Encrypted message through the UK relay system Jo and Alex set up.” Rox waves her phone, the screen showing a cascade of numbers that resolve into text under her decryption app. “She sensed surveillance after the conference, didn’t dare return or make direct contact. Went dark for operational security.”

      I’m on my feet before she finishes speaking. “Where is she?”

      “Drove north immediately after the shooting. Crossed into Canada at Calais. Small border crossing, minimal security. She’s using the Irish passport Princess gave her.” Rox grins with genuine admiration. “That brilliant woman ditched the rental car in Saint John, and took commercial flights. Air Canada to Toronto, then British Airways to Heathrow. She sent the message from a fellow passenger’s phone as she was sitting on the tarmac. She’ll be in London before we are.”

      Relief floods through me so intensely I have to sit back down. “She’s safe?”

      “Safe and clean. No indication of pursuit. She’ll meet us in London. Phillipa’s making arrangements.” Rox checks her watch. “Which means we need to move. Our flights start leaving in sixteen hours from JFK.”

      Ashley grabs my hand as I head for the door. “We’re really going to be okay?”

      I lean down and kiss her again, deeper this time, giving her the promise of what we’ll build together. “We’re all going to be okay. This is what family does. We save each other when we can’t save ourselves.” I stroke her cheek, memorizing the feeling of her skin against my palm. “Besides, someone needs to give Monica Garrison a proper education in exactly who she tried to kill.”

      Ashley’s smile is fierce despite her exhaustion. “I’d like to see that.”

      “You will. Once you’re healed, once you’re safe, once we’ve regrouped...” I stand, energy returning now that I know Yelena is alive. “We’re going to show the world what happens when you try to silence the truth.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzette

      JFK International Airport pulses with its usual chaos of humanity in transit, the perfect place to blend and disappear, big enough that Monica Garrison wouldn’t believe we’d have the balls to use, especially all of us on the one day.

      I spot my family scattered throughout Terminal 4 like pieces on a chessboard, each playing their role with casual indifference. Princess sits beside Amber near Gate A7, their body language suggesting nothing more intimate than traveling companions discussing connecting flights. But I see the way Princess’s fingers brush against Amber’s wrist when she passes her coffee—a gesture so small, so private, that strangers would miss it entirely. Amber belongs to Princess in ways that have nothing to do with the rest of us, and watching them together brings me a warmth most people wouldn’t understand. They will be heading to Charles de Gaulle today, returning to London after enjoying a few days of Parisian air.

      Love doesn’t diminish when you share it. It multiplies.

      Roz guides Ashley through the bookstore with a protective hand on the small of Ashley’s back, playing the concerned spouse supporting her wife. But I recognize the way Roz watches her, monitoring Ashley’s breathing, calculating pain levels and medication timing. She’s in safe hands.

      Sam and Rox occupy separate ends of the departure lounge for the Manchester flight, positioned to watch each other’s backs while maintaining the fiction of strangers. Neither acknowledges the other, but I catch the subtle hand signals that confirm all clear, no surveillance detected. Even Sam’s apparent indifference to Rox carries devotion in the way she positions herself for perfect sight lines, how her attention tracks every person who approaches Rox’s seating area.

      This is what people don’t understand about our family. They see complications, cheating where we see completeness. They assume jealousy where we practice gratitude. Each connection strengthens rather than threatens the whole, like interlocking circles that become more beautiful with every addition.

      I remain alone at Gate B12, just another woman in unremarkable loungewear, reading a trashy romance novel I’m not absorbing while my peripheral vision tracks the systematic departure of my chosen family. Everyone looks at me and yet no one sees me. I have reached that age.

      “British Airways Flight 178 to London Heathrow now boarding Zone One,” the gate agent announces.

      Princess stands first, sliding the heavy bag across her shoulder. Amber follows a beat later, playing the slightly slower companion. They present boarding passes with travel-weary expressions.

      Amber pauses at the gate entrance—just for a second, just long enough to glance back through the crowd. Her eyes find mine across fifty meters of chaos, and an invisible nod passes between us. Four years of marriage, countless countries, and she can still make my heart skip with a single look.

      Then they disappear down the jetway, and the first piece of my heart follows them into the sky.

      The ache is physical. Real. Like losing a limb or forgetting to breathe. This is the price of loving people completely. Their absence becomes a wound that won’t heal until they’re safe in your arms again.

      Thirty minutes later, Roz and Ashley board the Virgin Atlantic flight to Manchester. Ashley moves carefully, her injuries disguised but still visible when you know what to look for. Each step costs her, but she doesn’t complain, doesn’t ask for help beyond what Roz provides. Brave girl. My brave girl. The realization catches me off guard. When did Ashley become mine so completely? When did her pain become something I feel in my own ribs?

      Roz stays close, one hand hovering near Ashley’s elbow without quite touching, playing the attentive partner. She catches me watching and looks away. Ashley is safe. Ashley is treasured. Ashley will be protected with Roz’s life if necessary.

      Another piece of my heart takes wing.

      The departures continue with mechanical routine. Sam boards for Edinburgh, her gait slightly altered to make her seem shorter, less confident. Rox follows ten minutes later, her usual motorcycle leathers replaced by business casual that makes her look like a consultant.

      Each departure tears something from me. Each face disappearing into a jetway takes breath from my lungs, warmth from my skin. By early afternoon, I’m the only one left, and the terminal feels vast and empty despite the thousands of travelers surrounding me.

      The departure board shows my flight, BA 142 to London Heathrow, boarding in twenty minutes when the first ripple of excitement moves through the terminal. Travelers stop mid-stride, phones emerging like collective antennae as breaking news alerts ping across thousands of screens simultaneously.

      A businessman near my gate swears in what sounds like Russian, his face pale as he reads. A teenage girl gasps, showing her phone to friends who react with the shocked laughter that comes from witnessing massive institutional failure.

      My pulse quickens. Phillipa’s timing is impeccable. She promised the documents would surface today, but seeing the reality unfold makes my hands shake slightly. I don’t pull out my phone to read the source of all the chatter. Instead, I move to the boarding gate and casually position myself in front of a screen displaying CNN’s rolling newsfeed, my book still in hand as though half reading, half watching with disinterest.

      But the explosive headlines are hard to miss:

      Documents thought to have been leaked by the woman claiming to be Dr. Nora Pelletier, prove her to be Canadian Intelligence Agent.

      White House emails prove administration used fictional character to justify Arctic expansion

      Administration Officials Knew ‘Kidnapped Scientist’ Was Intelligence Agent

      Congress Demands Answers on Fabricated Russian Threat

      The leaked documents lay out the entire conspiracy in bureaucratic detail. Email chains discussing the creation of Dr. Nora Pelletier’s fictional identity. Memoranda outlining the media strategy for her “rescue.” Budget allocations for the press conference staging. Even operational reports describing Ashley as “a foreign asset to be terminated following testimony.”

      The late Ashley Tremblay is the posthumous whistleblower. The beauty of it makes my chest tight with pride and vindication. Not just the documents themselves, but the timing, released as news cycles kick into overdrive, ensuring maximum coverage before anyone can organize damage control. Phillipa understood exactly when to pull the trigger, when maximum damage could be inflicted on the machinery that tried to kill the women I love.

      My phone buzzes with cascading alerts:

      Arctic Security Act vote postponed indefinitely as Congress launches investigation

      NATO allies condemn U.S. deception in emergency session

      Stock markets plunge on fears of international crisis

      Did the CIA execute CSIS agent Ashley Trembley?

      Each headline feels like victory. Each congressional investigation announcement tastes like justice. They wanted to use Ashley’s apparent death to justify theft and militarization. Instead, they’ve handed us their complete destruction.

      But the most satisfying headline appears on RT and other Russian outlets:

      Kremlin denounces U.S. “fabrication” of Russian involvement

      Laughter bubbles up from my chest, drawing stares from nearby passengers. In their rush to condemn American deception, Moscow has just destroyed their own legal basis for reclaiming my assets. By denying any Russian agents were involved in Ashley’s “kidnapping,” they’ve inadvertently validated her testimony while abandoning their case that I was acting as an illegal operative.

      The irony is exquisite. Their eagerness to embarrass Washington just cost them billions in frozen assets and gave me legal cover I couldn’t have bought with any amount of influence. My inheritance from Lev, my vineyard, my financial independence, all of it safe because Russia couldn’t resist scoring political points.

      The one question it doesn’t answer for me is whether Moscow was complicit from the start or just opportunistic. I’m not sure even Phillipa can uncover that information... for now, at least.

      “British Airways Flight 142 to London Heathrow, now boarding all passengers.”

      I gather my carry-on with hands that are steadier now, filled with purpose. Around me, airport staff huddle around tablets and phones, their conversations animated with the gossip that comes from watching powerful people fall from grace in real time. Security personnel speak into radios with increased urgency, but their attention focuses on crowd control rather than passenger screening.

      Perfect chaos for someone who needs to slip away unnoticed.

      As I hand over my boarding pass, documenting me as Dr. Margaret Sinclair, the gate agent barely glances at my face. Her attention is fixed on the news feeds playing on every screen in the terminal, showing footage of the press conference where Ashley revealed the truth before appearing to die for it.

      The newsfeed changes to a Maine fire chief talking about a burned-out ambulance incident and the later discovery of two cremated corpses. Two bodies? I catch myself frowning, wondering who was thrown into the proverbial burning bus. The conspiracy theorists are already going into overdrive. Whoever those poor souls were, they’ve just given Ashley new freedom to start again.

      By the time I reach the aircraft, the cabin feels like sanctuary. Around me, passengers discuss the breaking news in a dozen languages, their excitement building as more leaked documents surface hourly. A man in the row behind me reads email chains aloud to his wife, his voice rising with indignation at each new revelation. A politically motivated twenty-something across the aisle livestreams her reaction to congressional announcements, her commentary sharp with generational cynicism about institutional lies.

      They’re witnessing the collapse of a piece of capitalist fiction, the kind of systemic deception that requires thousands of complicit participants. But they don’t know they’re sitting three feet from one of the people who brought it all down. They don’t know that every document leak, every stock market tremor stems from choices made by a small group of people who loved each other enough to risk everything.

      Through the small window, I watch JFK fall away beneath us as the plane climbs into the afternoon sky. Somewhere down there, Monica Garrison is probably watching her career disintegrate on live television. The thought makes me chuckle.

      We did what we set out to do.

      Not just saving Ashley, though that was always my priority. Not just exposing the conspiracy, though watching it crumble in real time brings satisfaction. But proving that individuals armed with truth and willing to risk everything can still disrupt the machinery of institutional power.

      As the plane reaches cruising altitude and flight attendants begin drink service, I allow myself a glass of the most awful red wine to celebrate.

      Outside the window, stars emerge as we leave American airspace behind, carrying me toward home. Toward family.
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      Ashley

      Obsidian Hall’s orangery has a cathedral quality this evening, an elegant structure illuminated by warm lighting and too many candles to count. The twenty-two thousand square foot mansion could swallow entire apartment buildings, but somehow this glass-walled space manages to feel intimate when filled with the people who matter most.

      We’re all here, the complete constellation of Suzette’s chosen family gathered around and lounging on cushions and soft furnishings that dominate the orangery’s center. Champagne flutes catch light from the crystal chandelier, and Amber has arranged platters of delicate canapés, aged cheeses, and those impossibly thin crackers she favors. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, Surrey’s lush countryside stretches into twilight, ancient trees dotted like artfully placed sculptures.

      It should feel celebratory. We’re all alive, safe, the Arctic Security Act died in the wake of the scandal, but just like Monica Garrison, the current US administration remains. Wounded but still hanging on by its fingernails. I have to wonder what, short of a nuclear outcome, it would take for it to implode completely.

      But for now this is a form of victory, even if it has come with a high level of sacrifice.

      “You don’t have to watch this,” Suzette says quietly, her hand finding my shoulder as she settles beside me. “We could do something else. Take an evening walk through the gardens. Or just retire to bed early.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I need to see this.” Because I need to bear witness to the end of Ashley Tremblay’s life. Three thousand miles away, the memorial service for Ashley Tremblay, beloved daughter and dedicated civil servant who died serving her country, is about to begin.

      The official report lists my demise as classified and the records have been sealed. Even my family would never have known how I passed had they not witnessed my assassination under another guise. But CSIS would have been quick to close down any possible protocol breach due to national security concerns. Voices of those I loved silenced for the greater good of those whose names they will never know.

      The livestream begins with establishing shots of Holy Trinity Cathedral in Ottawa, its Gothic spires sharp against October sky. The camera pans across faces I recognize. Colleagues from CSIS, university friends I haven’t seen in years, and my family. My dad, his jaw firm in an attempt to retain his usual stoicism. My brother sits next to him, his expression just as grim. My only solace is that my mum’s not here to see this. But what breaks my heart in two is seeing my niece, tears rolling down her cheeks, leaning into my sister-in-law’s side. I know that pain, and at eleven she’s the same age I was when I experienced that crushing weight of overwhelming grief. I grab my chest as I tighten with guilt for what I have done to them. I chose my path but they didn’t deserve to suffer the consequences.

      Roz comes and sits between my legs, taking my bare foot in her hand and rubbing gently. We’ve become close in these last few weeks.

      The service begins with the usual platitudes about sacrifice and service, but then my cousin David steps up to the podium. David who sends Christmas cards and birthday texts, who never understood why I couldn’t make it to family gatherings but loved me anyway.

      “Ashley was the one who taught me how to change a tire when I was sixteen,” he says, his voice breaking slightly. “She said every person should know how to take care of themselves, but also how to help others when they’re stranded.”

      My throat closes. I remember that day. David had called in a panic from the side of Highway 401, and I’d driven out in a snowstorm to find him sitting in his car, nearly in tears. We’d changed that tire together in freezing rain, and afterward I’d bought him hot chocolate at a Tim Hortons while explaining basic car maintenance.

      “She never talked much about her work,” David continues, “but she always had time for family. Always remembered what mattered to each of us. Ashley paid attention to our details. She understood that everyone deserves to be seen.”

      The tears come without warning, hot and sudden. Because David’s right. I remember every little detail of those I love. The family I have had to sacrifice. To leave behind.

      Every cover identity I built was anchored in the details of real people’s lives, but somewhere along the way, I started caring about those details for their own sake rather than their operational value. Perhaps that was my downfall, or maybe my salvation.

      Suzette’s arm slides around my waist, pulling me close against her side. Even here in her own domain, our home, surrounded by opulent soft furnishings and bespoke hand-crafted furnishings, her touch has become my anchor. “It’s all right,” she murmurs against my hair. “Grief is allowed. Especially for your own death.”

      “Your father has your chin,” Yelena observes, settling against a large floor cushion. The crystal chandelier above catches light in her auburn hair, making her look almost ethereal in the elegant surroundings. “Stubborn angle.”

      “They’re planning how to live without me, and I can’t tell them I’m here.” I whisper, the words scraping raw against my throat.

      “No,” Suzette agrees, her voice gentle but firm. “You can’t. The woman they’re mourning, Agent Ashley Tremblay, she is dead. She died on that podium. On the hill she chose. But you’re here. You’re alive. And you’re ours now.”

      The possessiveness in her voice should bother me. Three weeks ago, it would have triggered my strong instinct for independence, but now it feels like being claimed by something worth belonging to. Like finding a family that chooses you not despite your complications but because of them.

      My childhood friend Sarah speaks next, sharing a story about the time we snuck out to see a concert in Toronto and I talked our way past security by pretending to be the sister of the opening band’s drummer. “Ashley could convince anyone of anything,” she laughs through tears. “But she only used that power to help people. To protect them.”

      If only she knew how literally true that had become.

      The service continues with more stories, more faces from a life I’ll never be able to return to. Each memory feels like a small death, a goodbye to possibilities I’ll never explore. Ashley Tremblay had planned to visit her parents for Christmas, maybe finally tell them about the loneliness she held inside. She’d wondered if she might be ready to try dating again, to risk a life outside of Dr. Nora Pelletier and her next mission.

      But Ashley Tremblay never got the chance to become fully human again. She died in service to truth, and someone new was born in her place. Someone who belongs to this room, these people, this impossible family of misfits.

      The final speaker is unexpected. Kevin Morrison, a junior analyst I’d mentored during his first year at CSIS. I barely remember him. Quiet kid, good instincts, the kind of person who does excellent work without drawing attention to himself.

      “Agent Tremblay saved my career,” he says simply. “I made a mistake. A big one that could have had serious consequences. When my section chief wanted to fire me, Ashley stepped in. She said everyone deserves a second chance to prove their worth, but they also deserve someone who believes they’re worth saving.”

      He pauses, composing himself. “She never mentioned it again. Never used it as leverage or reminded me I owed her. She just... believed I could be better. And because she believed it, I started believing it too.”

      I can’t suppress the sob that breaks free from my chest. That one tiny memory breaks the damn. Not the big gestures or dramatic sacrifices, but the small kindness I’d forgotten giving. The human moment in the machinery of intelligence.

      Suzette’s lips press against my temple. “You see?” she whispers. “You’ve always been exactly who you are now. The job was the disguise, not the heart.”

      The service ends with a recording of Coldplay’s “Everglow,” my favorite song, though I have no idea how they knew that. The words wash over our gathered family like prophecy. Yet through the seam, a quiet light arrives. A steady glow that lingers where your love has been.

      As the livestream fades to black, I realize I’m not mourning Ashley Tremblay anymore. I’m grateful to her. She lived fully, served faithfully, and died with enough courage to tear apart the lies that would have consumed innocent lives. Her sacrifice bought me this. The chance to belong somewhere that asks nothing of me except honesty.

      “Better?” Amber asks, settling closer beside me.

      “Different,” I admit. “Like watching the end of a story I hadn’t finished writing.”

      “Now you get to start a new one.” Princess raises her champagne flute in a toast. The crystal catches light from the chandeliers above, creating tiny rainbows that dance across the room. “Here’s to Ashley Tremblay. May she rest in well-deserved peace. And here’s to you, whoever you choose to become.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzette

      We’re toasting to lives past and new when the gate alarm sounds with a buzz. I’ve had the Obsidian Hall security system updated since we returned and ensured no one can enter the grounds without either our permission or knowledge.

      Amber frowns, checking her watch. “We aren’t expecting anyone.”

      Sam’s already moving toward the main door, her body language shifting to tactical alertness despite the evening’s relaxed atmosphere. She talks to someone and hits the screen to open the main gates.

      “Phillipa?” Yelena straightens, hope flickering across her features. “She said she might come if she could get away from London.”

      The mansion’s front entrance is far enough away that we hear only the distant sound of heavy oak doors opening, then footsteps echoing across the marble-floored hallway. Only family has the codes to enter unannounced, and Phillipa has earned that privilege.

      Her voice carries through the mansion’s vast spaces. “Sorry I’m late. Crisis in what’s left of Gaza that couldn’t wait.”

      Phillipa appears in the orangery’s doorway looking windswept and tired, her usually perfect composure showing cracks around the edges. “And I hope you don’t mind but I brought a friend who has just come back into the country.”

      Yelena is already rushing forward to gather Phillipa in her arms, and Phillipa chuckles, “It’s nice to know I’m missed,” as Norman sticks his head around the door.

      “Norman!” We all cheer and Amber is up, patting the pilot on the back. He looks like he’s lost weight in his adventurous last few weeks. A tour of unofficial detention centers from Mississippi to New Mexico was hardly a holiday anyone would sign up for, but thanks to Eleanor and Phillipa, he’s back with us.

      “How bad was Gaza?” I ask when they’ve joined us with glasses of freshly poured champagne.

      Phillipa’s expression darkens. “Bad enough that certain people are going to face consequences, assuming we can gather sufficient evidence. Which brings me to why I’m really here.”

      She reaches into her briefcase and withdraws a thick manila folder, setting it on the mahogany side table next to me. I know exactly what she’s giving me, but I almost fear to touch it.

      “Payment for a job well done.”

      “My file.”

      “Complete and unredacted,” Phillipa confirms. “Names, dates, operation details, psychological assessments, the whole bloody mess. Everything Moscow kept on Aleksandra Volkonsky from the day she killed her literature teacher, through your married years with Lev, which evidently didn’t slow you down, to the day you walked away. It even includes the name of the person who hired you as a stooge to take the fall for Ashley’s kidnapping.”

      The silence that follows stretches on, and I can’t tear my eyes away from the thick wedge of papers that holds the answers to so many of my questions, including the man responsible for my mother’s death. I’ve always known, but now I’ll be able to prove it beyond all doubt. When I asked Phillipa “What’s in it for me?” that morning in the Nice apartment, she’d known exactly what to offer me. The possibility of settling old scores.

      I trace the folder’s edge but don’t open it. “Everything?”

      “Everything. Well, almost.”

      I raise my eyebrow in question.

      “Your father is living in London,” she tells me, which is a surprise as he died ten years ago. “And I have his address, but that brings me to a point I was hoping we might discuss. I have a proposition for you.” Amber refills her glass, eyeing her with cautious skepticism.

      “I’m retired,” I say immediately. “We all are. I’m done working other people’s agendas.”

      “What if I said you could work your own agenda?” She takes a sip of champagne and looks at me expectantly. Phillipa isn’t here just to deliver files and catch up with friends. She’s here to recruit us.

      “Explain.”

      “You’ve just demonstrated something remarkable. Ten people, working together, dismantled a conspiracy that involved the CIA, the Pentagon, and the highest levels of government. You exposed lies, saved lives, and almost made the perpetrators pay for their crimes.”

      “We were protecting family, truth.”

      “Exactly.” Phillipa’s smile is as sharp as the angle she’s playing. “Because in your world, truth matters. Now imagine if you could work in the name of truth to help those who haven’t got the means to fight for themselves.” She leans forward, warming to her theme. “There’s no tighter unit on earth than what you’ve built here. No combination of skills, languages, technical expertise, and sheer bloody-minded determination that could match what you’ve accomplished. You could go freelance. Take on the cases that governments won’t touch because they’re too politically sensitive, or too dangerous, or too inconvenient to their other interests.”

      “Corporate espionage?” Yelena says, her tone dry. “How mercenary of you, Phillipa.”

      “Not corporate,” Phillipa corrects. “Justice. Real justice, not the sanitized version that gets handed down by courts that can be bought or intimidated. You could be the cavalry that arrives when all other options have been exhausted. And you would be free to deliver the final justice in whatever way you saw fit.”

      I hold up my hand to stop her. “I’ve spent years being pointed at problems and told to solve them. I’m not eager to start taking orders again.”

      “Then don’t take orders,” Phillipa says simply. “Make them. Set your own terms, choose your own clients, operate according to your own moral code. Use your talents to uncover truth and set the world to rights.”

      “And what’s in this for you?” I ask her, genuinely curious.

      “I’m drawing closer to retirement, and it strikes me that when I look back on my career, the risks I’ve taken, the lives I’ve put in jeopardy in the name of the good fight, I realize how little impact I’ve truly made. Barely scratched the surface. Good men and women have been lost, but those who perpetuate the corruption and hatred remain in power, governments too cowardly to take the deciding blow that would affect real change.

      “I don’t want to spend my retirement in regret. Not when real change could be made.”

      Yelena is the first to speak. “You’re talking about taking down corruption, lies, the current US administration.”

      Phillipa leans back, a slow smile emerging as she sips her drink. “For starters.”

      I glance around the table at the faces of my family. The most precious thing in the world to me. “We’re not assassins.”

      “Good! Because you’d be overpriced if you were. Do you have any idea how much it cost me to get that file!” She raises her eyebrows, leaving me wondering what currency was used. “What I’m proposing is something far cleaner and less humane. The psychological destruction of corrupt establishments from within, leaders and CEOs hoisted on their own petard.”

      I meet Yelena’s eyes across the table, then Amber’s, then Ashley’s, and I see the moment the idea truly takes hold. Not working for others, but working for ourselves. For the greater good. For the people who need champions but can’t afford governments. For the stories that deserve to be told, the injustices that deserve to be corrected, the families that deserve to be protected.

      “Now that,” I say slowly, a smile beginning to curve my lips, “could be interesting.”

      “OMG!” says Princess. “We’d be like the modern day A-Team!” Her eyes widen with excitement, then she catches the slight shake of my head. “But without killing people, obviously.”

      “Who are the A-Team?” asks Roz, munching her way through what’s left of the crackers.

      “God! Nobody is that young.” Sam grabs an olive, throwing it and failing to hit her right between the eyes. Just as well she’s our sniper.

      Amber claps her hands, bringing a close to the frivolity before it gets out of hand, as I ask Phillipa, “And you really think we are the people to bring down governments using psychological manipulation?”

      Amusement causes me to grin.

      “I don’t think. I know,” says Phillipa. “We’re women, and all that goes with that territory. Underestimated, invisible, and dangerous. Nobody will see us coming, even in plain sight.” Phillipa puts her arm around Yelena, pulling her close. “All we need is someone who is nonjudgmental, with compassion and a deep sense of fairness to vet which cases are worthy of our time. Not an operative, someone we trust completely, who can be objective. Our middlewoman, as it were.”

      I smile, already knowing we have the perfect candidate. “I think I know just the woman. Her name is Victoria.”

      As champagne bubbles rise and the orangery’s lighting paints everything golden, I realize this isn’t the end of anything.
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	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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