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Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat this shit. If you’re here, you probably already know what you’re getting into, but in case you stumbled in by mistake, let me spell it out for you.

This story doesn’t pull punches. It doesn’t fade to black. It doesn’t pretend the world is a kind place where love always wins and justice is inevitable. It’s raw, it’s messy, and it’s the truth as I lived it.

Let’s start with the obvious: sex. I’m sex-positive as hell, and my relationship with Rose was unabashedly sexual. If I’m going to tell her story, I’m going to tell our story, and that means the whole damn thing. Not the coy, soft-focus kind of sex, either. We’re talking explicit scenes, full of kink, power dynamics, and control games. If BDSM themes make you uncomfortable—or if you’re under eighteen—this isn’t the book for you.

Then there’s the violence. Guns, knives, fists—take your pick. People get hurt. Some don’t get back up. There’s blood, broken bones, and fights that aren’t pretty. Some wounds are worse than others, and not all of them come from weapons. If detailed injuries or brutal combat scenes make you queasy, consider this your warning.

And let’s not forget the manipulation. The kind that happens in boardrooms and back alleys, in whispered threats and twisted words that make you question your own reality. There’s gaslighting, power plays, and the sort of mind games that leave scars you can’t see.

As for my past? It wasn’t the sensie films themselves that were the problem—I never had an issue with sex on screen. It was being under someone else’s control, having to answer to people who thought they owned me, that pushed me to run my own production company. But I’ve known plenty of other actors who weren’t so lucky, who were exploited and coerced in ways that still make me sick to think about. Their stories exist in the shadows of this one.

It’s not all shootouts and bad decisions, though. There are some heavy discussions about identity, guilt, depression, and what it means to be yourself when the world keeps trying to make you into something else. Some of this is about figuring out sexuality, some of it is about learning to trust, and a lot of it is about learning how to live with yourself after the things you’ve done. It’s not always pretty.

There’s drinking. Sometimes too much. There are people who use it to cope and people who use it to forget. And if substance abuse is a sore spot for you, you should know it’s here.

Pregnancy comes up, too—not mine, but still. Medical complications, tough conversations, and some rough realities. Nothing graphic, but enough that if medical stuff makes you uneasy, you might want to brace yourself.

And then there’s the crime. Organized crime, to be specific. The kind where a wrong move can get you dead, and a right move just delays the inevitable. If mob bosses, extortion, or the weight of knowing you’re in too deep makes your stomach turn, well, fair warning.

Kidnapping happens. Coercion happens. There are people in this story who don’t take "no" for an answer. That’s not easy to read, and I won’t pretend otherwise.

Oh, and discrimination? Yeah, that exists here too. I wish it didn’t. I wish I could say that by the time we got off this rock, we left that shit behind, but that’d be a lie. There’s homophobia. There’s prejudice. And there are people who’d rather rewrite history than admit what actually happened. If that’s something you can’t deal with right now, it’s better to know ahead of time.

And lastly—language. I swear. A lot. Not just casually, either—I’ve turned profanity into an art form. Sometimes it’s poetic, sometimes it’s creative, and sometimes it’s just loud and angry. So if sharp tongues and four-letter words make you uncomfortable, you might want to reconsider.

So yeah. If you’re looking for a safe, cozy read where everything works out in the end, this probably isn’t it. But if you’re still here after all that, welcome to the chaos.

Just know this: it’s not a romance. It’s a love story. And there’s a difference.

Overall, this story deals with:


	Explicit Sexual Content (including BDSM themes)

	Violence, Combat, and Body Horror

	Psychological Manipulation and Gaslighting

	Sexual Exploitation and Trauma

	Mental Health Struggles, Identity, and Trauma

	Substance Use and Abuse

	Pregnancy and Medical Procedures

	Organized Crime and Threats

	Abduction, Coercion, and Threats

	Discrimination and Homophobia

	Strong Language
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They say history is written by the victors.

Cute idea. But this? This story didn’t get written at all. It got buried.

See, most people only know the version that makes good headlines. The rebel hero. The founding admiral. The unstoppable duo that led the Federation to the stars. They see the statues, the parades, the polished documentaries.

But they don’t know what it cost. What it took.

They don’t know about Rose.

They don’t know how we fought—gods, we fought—and how every step forward felt like dancing through broken glass. They don’t know what we lost to stay one step ahead of a system that wanted us obedient, or dead, or both. And they definitely don’t know how close I came to losing her. Again.

This isn’t the part of the story they put in textbooks. It’s the part I tried not to remember. But it matters—because this is where everything fractured. Where love stopped being enough. Where survival meant sacrifice. Where I learned the truth about the people pulling the strings, and what it means to cut those strings yourself.

So yeah. If you’re still here after the first part, buckle up. Because this is where the story stops being a romance.

And starts being a reckoning.

Kendra Cassidy, Fleet Admiral (ret)
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On the stupidly early morning of the seventh day—the day our wedding license would officially hit public records—we dragged ourselves out of the too-perfect sheets of the Firenze and boarded a flight to Houston. Houston? Yes; it was the closest we could get to New Orleans without going through the New Confederacy, and neither of us wanted that.

I hated morning flights. Rose hated them even more, but our choices were limited, and at least this one had decent seating. First class had been justifiable—if we were flying into OutLook’s clutches, we were damn well going to be comfortable on the way.

Rose slumped into her seat, arms crossed, scowling at the seatback holo-display like it had personally wronged her. I nudged her foot with mine. “You gonna be grumpy this whole flight?”

She side-eyed me. “I’m passing through Houston with my new bride and not seeing my family. What do you think?”

I nodded, fair point. “Want me to tell you ridiculous stories from my acting days to distract you?”

A muscle twitched in her cheek. “You know I do.”

I grinned. “Okay, so there was this one job where I had to do a full-on, midair combat sequence while wearing this insane harness, and—”

“Wait.” She turned toward me, intrigued despite herself. “Was this the sensie where you played a rogue detective in a dystopian Mars colony?”

I raised a brow. “You watched that one?” It was one of my few performances which didn’t have any nudity—well, no sex—and was my attempt to break out of the rut I was in. Unfortunately, it was low-budget with a newbie director, and sank without a trace on release.

She shrugged. “It had good fight choreography.”

“Sure. So, picture me, thirty feet off the ground, trying to look like a badass while being yanked around on wires by some sadistic rigging operator who clearly wanted me dead.”

Rose made a sympathetic noise. “Did you throw up?”

“Not that time.” I winced at the memory. “I did slam into a metal support beam at full speed, though.”

Her lips twitched. “How’d they play it off?”

“They kept it in.” I groaned. “Said it made the fight look grittier.”

That got a full laugh out of her. “Showbiz is brutal.”

“You have no idea.”

We swapped ridiculous stories—mine from the industry, hers from the mess of writing gigs she’d taken before OutLook. By the time the plane started its descent, we were as relaxed as we could manage.

As soon as we stepped off the plane, reality crashed back in.

We were heading to the Complex. To OutLook.

No more luxury. No more blissful anonymity.

We found a place renting out old hydrogen-powered beaters and bought the first one that looked like it wouldn’t explode on impact. It wheezed to life under my hands, the nav-system flickering in protest, but it moved. That was all we needed.

Rose spent most of the drive watching the landscape shift, her fingers tapping idly against the door. “You ready for this?”

I tightened my grip on the wheel. “Are you going to be with me?”

She nodded.

“Then let’s do it.”

After five hours and six hundred kilometers, in the middle of the afternoon, we pulled up to the Complex.

It looked the same. The Mint loomed over us, all stone and history, the weight of almost three hundred years pressing down on it.

Rose glanced at me. “What about the car?”

I stared at the beat-up hunk of metal we’d driven into the wastelands. “A problem for tomorrow. If it’s still here.”

We shouldered our bags and made our way toward the entrance.

The moment we stepped inside, the guards snapped to attention.

I recognized one immediately—Deborah, my semi-friend, who had covered for me more times than I probably deserved.

“Hi, Deb.” I dropped my bag onto the counter. “Can I have the logbook?”

Jaw slack, she slid the padd across the desk, eyes flicking between me and Rose like we were ghosts.

I scrolled back. And back. And back. “Ah, here we go. Time in.” I checked the official clock, marked it. “Should I put the date?”

“Probably,” Rose murmured, not quite hiding her amusement.

The other guard, Ortega—Hillary? Hill?—narrowed their eyes. “Where the hell have you been?”

I tapped the padd. “Getting married.” I held out my hand, fingers loose so the platinum band caught the light. Rose mirrored me. “See?”

Ortega’s mouth opened, closed. Then— “Are you serious?”

Rose sighed, shifting her weight. “Are you going to let us in? It’s been a long trip.”

Deb, still staring, finally snapped out of it. “You got married? Really?”

“All legal and everything,” I said, giving her a grin. But the lingering tension in the room made me frown. “What’s going on, Deb?”

Her expression twisted, half-pity, half-worry. “You guys are listed as AWOL. To be, uh... held for questioning.”

The words sent a jolt through me.

AWOL.

Not MIA. Not unaccounted for.

AWOL.

Which meant OutLook was pissed.

I cranked up the attitude before they could see the flicker of unease. “AWOL? No, no, that’s wrong. Get Rollie up here. Hell, look at the logbook!”

Ortega, less fazed than Deb, gave me a slow, unimpressed look. “Rollie’s been told you’re back. Wait over there.”

I folded my arms. “I want Jenn Whitworth here too.”

Jenn wasn’t technically in charge of us any longer, but she was as close to neutral as we were going to get. If someone at OutLook was making a mess of our return, I wanted another voice in the room.

Deb nodded, finally regaining some of her usual energy. “I’ll let her know.”

I exhaled, turning to Rose.

“Still think coming back was a good idea?” she murmured, voice low enough that only I could hear.

“Not yet,” I admitted. “But we’re about to find out.”

We went where Ortega pointed—a small, sterile room, the kind designed to make you feel like you were already in trouble before the door even shut. A single desk, two chairs on one side, one on the other.

No.

That setup meant interrogation, meant waiting for judgment. Meant we were on trial.

Not happening.

Without a word, Rose and I moved the desk, dragging it around so it faced the door. We placed two chairs behind it and sat down, shoulders squared, posture easy. Let them come to us.

Rollie stormed in before we even finished adjusting. His whole body vibrated with barely contained fury, his hands clenching at his sides like he was itching to throw something—maybe us.

Rose lifted a hand, calm as anything. “Not a word until Whitworth gets here, Rollie.”

He let out a short, disbelieving laugh, but whatever he saw on our faces must have warned him to pick his battles. He dropped into the chair opposite us with a groan, his knee bouncing like he was barely holding himself together.

We ignored him. For the whole six minutes and twenty-four seconds it took for Whitworth to arrive. Not that I was counting. Or nervous.

She didn’t storm in like Rollie, but there was a clipped sharpness to the way she walked, the kind of energy that made me sit up straighter, made me aware.

Her gaze flicked between us and the rearranged room. Her mouth pressed into a tight line.

“You’re not mine anymore,” she said flatly. “Why did you want me here?”

Time for cards on the table.

“You were fair to us when we needed it,” I said, my voice steady. “So we wanted you here as a witness.”

Whitworth’s eyes narrowed. “It won’t stand up in court. Not that there’s a court that would listen to you. I work for the same company as Rollie, so there’s a conflict of interest.”

“We’re not thinking court,” I admitted, throwing a casual shrug at her. “Just... well, Rollie can be kinda blunt. And selectively deaf. At least you will hear what we say.”

Whitworth’s gaze locked on mine, calculating. Then she gave a single, sharp nod. “Fine. I’ll listen.” She crossed her arms over her chest, unimpressed. “Go ahead.”

I turned to Rollie, who looked a second away from combusting. “Why are we AWOL, Rollie?”

That threw him.

“What?”

I leaned forward. “Why are we AWOL?”

He floundered for half a second, but recovered. “Because you went out to get wedding shit and didn’t come back!”

I waved a hand between Rose and me. “Hello? If we’re not here, then who are we?”

“I mean you didn’t come back that night.”

I turned to Rose. “Rose?”

She smiled, wicked and slow, stretching like a cat with its prey already caught between its claws. “We didn’t say we would.”

Rollie’s confidence sharpened. “Doesn’t matter. Standard policy for all agency employees, right in your contract. All time off terminates at 11:59 p.m. on the ending date.”

Rose and I exchanged a glance.

“But we’re not under contract,” I said, tilting my head, voice syrupy sweet. “You told us to get married then sign the contract. Remember?”

Rollie blinked, then scoffed. “What? I never said that!”

Rose slid a padd across the desk, her grin widening. “No?”

Rollie’s expression darkened. “No. I’d never let you leave the Complex for weeks.”

Rose tapped the padd to life, screen glowing between us. “Doesn’t matter.”

Rollie shot up from his chair so fast the legs screeched against the floor. His face was red now, his body vibrating with something between rage and panic. “It stinking well does! You left without permission, disappeared, cut off all of our tracking methods, and then waltz back in here like we’re supposed to be grateful you came back to poor little us? I don’t think so. You’re gonna be lucky if you have a job as toilet cleaner, second class.”

He turned, muscles tensed, shoulders squared like he was about to storm out and bring security down on us like a hammer.

Rose didn’t flinch. I didn’t move.

We had exactly one bet to play, and it wasn’t on him.

“Not so fast, Rollie.”

Whitworth’s voice cut through the room, sharp as a blade, and Rollie dropped back into his seat. We all turned to look at her.

She hadn’t moved, but her arms had uncrossed, her stance shifting slightly, and her eyes—her eyes—were like a slow, growing storm.

Ice-cold, steady, and very, very dangerous.

“What tracking methods?” she asked, voice deceptively smooth.

Silence.

For the first time since we’d walked into this room, Rollie hesitated.

He sat stiff in his chair, jaw tight, scrambling for some angle, some justification. But Whitworth? She had the scent of blood in the water, and she wasn’t letting go.

“Standard plants,” Rollie said, trying to keep his voice steady. “Phone, payment accounts, that sort of thing. And a couple in the payment on their bonus.”

Whitworth nodded, unimpressed. “By the book. Rose, Kendra, this is important. Did you sign your contracts before you left?”

“No,” Rose said like she was enjoying this. “Rollie advised us to get married first, since there are beneficiary clauses in the contract. He said it would be a pain to change them around.” She gestured toward the padd. “I have the security footage.”

Whitworth’s eyes flicked to Rollie, then back to Rose. “Play it.”

Rose tapped the screen, and Rollie’s voice filled the room.

“What, Foster-Briggs?”

“Which do we do first? Sign the contracts or get married?”

“There are clauses in the contract which ask about a spouse. They’re a pain to change later, lots of extra paperwork, so get married first. Make things easy—”

Rose shut off the playback.

Whitworth didn’t even pause.

“Pack your gear, Hopkins. You’re done. They’re not under contract, so none of the standard clauses apply to them. Get out.”

Rollie—Hopkins, apparently—stiffened. His mouth opened, then shut, then opened again, like he was short-circuiting.

I blinked. Huh. I never knew his last name.

His voice, when he found it, was strained but defiant. “They were going to sign. It was a condition of their quarters!”

Whitworth folded her arms. “Which you nullified by instructing them to get married first.” She turned to me, sharp and assessing. “You are married, right?”

“A week now.” I dug into my pack and pulled out our certificate. “You can check online.”

“I will.”

She turned back to Rollie, tilting her head. “Seems they did exactly what you told them to do. Admittedly, they stretched the timeline, but you didn’t specify anything.”

“And we put TBD in the log!” I added helpfully. “We didn’t know how long it would take.”

Rollie was getting desperate now. “You should have come back that night!”

I shrugged. “Plans changed.”

Whitworth, on the other hand, didn’t bother with shrugs. “You should have specified instead of assumed. You know these two—especially Foster-Briggs. Neither of them are particularly rule-abiding.”

Rose, never one to let an opportunity slip by, tapped the wedding certificate. “I’m Foster-Briggs too.”

Whitworth almost smiled before shaking her head. “Kendra, then.”

Then her voice cooled, turning sharp again. “In addition, monitoring of private citizens is strictly forbidden unless they are the target of an operation. Were either of these ladies under such an order?”

Rollie hesitated, shoulders locking. “No. Just standard procedure.”

“Which, as I said, you nullified.”

The fight drained out of him. He knew it. We knew it. Whitworth knew it.

His shoulders slumped, his face tight. He’d well and truly screwed the pooch.

Before he could say anything, Rose sat up straighter. “Ms. Whitworth, don’t take it out on Rollie. Don’t fire him.”

I blinked at her. Excuse me?

Not that I wanted Rollie fired, but I wasn’t exactly mourning the idea, either.

Whitworth frowned. “Ms. Foster-Briggs, he violated several company policies.”

Rose shrugged. “Yeah, but he couldn’t have known we were going to do what we did. Maybe he deserves some consequences, but he’s a good trainer.”

Whitworth turned to me. “Ms. Fos—oh, this is silly. Kendra. Do you agree?”

I let out a slow breath.

Zeus take it.

Did I want Rollie fired? No. Did I want him angry at us, making our lives hell? Also no.

But did I trust him not to hold a grudge?

...Less certain.

If he was fired, knowing what he did, he could make things worse for us down the line. And the other trainers? The staff? They’d resent us for getting him canned.

Rose’s hand curled around mine, a quiet show of support.

I sighed. “I agree. He was doing the best he knew for us. We—we took advantage of the loophole, but we just wanted time away from here. Time to be us. To find out if we should be us, you know?”

Whitworth studied me for a moment, then nodded, something approving in her expression. “That’s quite thoughtful of you.” She turned back to Rollie. “Very well. Mr. Hopkins, see me tomorrow. We’ll discuss the importance of proper procedures.”

Rollie’s shoulders slumped even further, but he nodded. Then, to my shock, he gave each of us a smaller nod.

Maybe he wouldn’t be a jerk after all.

Then—

“See you for your rehab.”

Or maybe not.

The door clicked shut behind him, and we both exhaled.

Whitworth straightened. “Now. You’re married. Congratulations.” Then her voice firmed. “Get your contracts and be in my office in ten minutes. You’re going to sign them and turn them over to me. You may have been clever and gotten away with it, but no more adventures. Understand me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” we chorused.

No more adventures?

Us?

She had no idea.
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Ten minutes was just enough time to find our way to her office with a fast stop at a washroom. As soon as the door latched behind us, Rose let out a breath and slumped against the sink. “Well, that could’ve gone worse.”

I splashed cold water on my face, gripping the edges of the basin, watching droplets roll down into the drain. “Yeah,” I agreed. “Could’ve gone a hell of a lot worse.”

For a moment, we just stood there, letting the adrenaline bleed out.

Rose was the first to break the silence. “You think we actually pulled it off?”

I met her eyes in the mirror. “We’re still standing. That counts for something.”

She snorted. “Not exactly high standards, babe.”

I grabbed some paper towels and dabbed at my face, the cool water helping clear my head. “It’s not nothing. Whitworth could’ve let Rollie bury us. She didn’t.”

Rose straightened, rubbing at the back of her neck. “You think she actually respects us?”

“Not sure.” I tossed the towels in the bin. “But she believes us. That’s more important.”

Rose nodded slowly, then gave me a half-smirk. “And you managed to talk your way out of getting Rollie fired. Look at you, being all diplomatic.”

“Me?” I shot her a look. “You were the one who stepped in first.”

She shrugged. “Didn’t want to make enemies when we just got back. Figured you’d back me up.”

I studied her, then grinned. “You manipulated me into doing the right thing.”

“Us, babe. Us.” She reached for my hand and squeezed. “We’re in this together, right?”

I exhaled, squeezing back. “Right.”

The laughter faded between us, replaced by something weightier. Rose broke the silence.

“What happens now?”

I didn’t have an answer.

We should have felt relieved. We had gotten away with it—technically. We were still standing. We were married. We were here. But we weren’t free. Not really. OutLook still owned the next steps, and the contracts we were about to sign would make it official.

For the first time, I wondered if we made the right decision?

Rose must have seen something in my face because she squeezed my hand again, tighter this time. “No backing out now, K.”

I let out a breath, forcing a smirk back onto my lips. “Wasn’t planning to.”

She raised a brow, unconvinced.

“Okay, maybe briefly planning to.”

“Figured.”

I shook my head, pushing away the doubt. “Let’s get through this next part. Then we’ll figure it out.”

Luggage still in hand, we weaved through the hallways of OutLook, descending a few floors along the way, and were outside her door right on time. I tapped the pad for admittance. As the door slid open, the last fragments of a conversation drifted out.

“...they’re worth it?”

“I do.” That was Whitworth; I didn’t recognize the other.

“Then do it.” A redhead stood near Whitworth’s desk, poised like she owned the space, even though everything about her—her stance, the ease with which she occupied the room—made it clear she wasn’t part of OutLook.

She was average height, maybe a little less. I’d guess ten centimeters less than my 180. Her red hair gleamed like copper under the overhead lights, pulled back in a way that made it look effortlessly elegant, moving when she did, catching the light like it had a mind of its own. Her skin was smooth, with the warmth that suggested good health rather than youth, like she’d been crafted rather than born. Her eyes were warm but measuring, some shade that seemed to shift depending on how the light hit them.

She didn’t look like someone who worked here. Didn’t have the stiff, controlled posture of an OutLook administrator or the barely restrained aggression of the trainers. No, she had grace that came from knowing exactly what she was capable of. Her presence settled over the room like velvet draped over steel.

She wasn’t watching us.

She was assessing us.

Whitworth caught sight of us in the doorway and nodded. “Come in.”

The redhead smiled. It was polished, almost effortless, but there was something behind it—something just a little too knowing, too amused.

“I’ve heard a lot about you two.” Her voice was smooth, rich with the kind of confidence that didn’t need to be loud to be commanding. “It’s good to finally see if the stories are true.”

I exchanged a glance with Rose. Stories?

The woman stepped forward, not too close, but enough to make it clear that she was taking our measure. “Congratulations on your wedding, by the way. Marriage takes commitment and discipline, qualities OutLook appreciates.”

The way she said it made me think she wasn’t talking about OutLook at all.

“Thanks,” Rose said slowly. “Not sure how much discipline it takes when you’re stuck in a Vegas suite for days, though.”

The redhead’s lips twitched like she found that genuinely funny. “You’d be surprised.”

Who was this woman? Not someone passing through, not with the way Whitworth was treating her.

She shifted, like she was getting ready to leave, but then she looked at us again, something almost...expectant in her gaze.

“I expect to hear more good things about you two,” she said lightly, but it wasn’t a comment—it was a certainty.

Then she was gone, moving like someone who never needed to rush because the world would wait for her.

Whitworth sighed as the door shut behind her.

“Who—?” I started.

“Not your concern,” Whitworth interrupted, already moving to her desk. “Now, let’s get your contracts finalized.”

Not my concern.

Sure.

Except that wasn’t the kind of woman you just ignored.

Whitworth gestured to the chairs in front of her desk. “Sit.”

We did, still glancing at the door where the redhead had vanished, but Whitworth didn’t acknowledge it. She was already pulling up our files, swiping through data on her padd with the efficient detachment of someone who had more important things to do than humor our curiosity.

She tapped the screen once, then looked at us. “Your contracts. Are you ready to sign?”

I glanced at Rose, and she nodded. Time to see what we could get.

I folded my hands on the desk, keeping my tone light. “We have a few adjustments to discuss first.”

Whitworth didn’t blink. “Of course you do.”

Rose leaned forward, her voice as even. “First, once we finish advanced training, we want to make sure we’re never on assignment at the same time.”

“That’s a bold request.”

I shrugged. “Not really. You invested a lot in us. You wouldn’t want to lose both of us in one bad mission, right?”

She considered that, then gave a slow nod. “Fair point. Continue.”

Rose flicked her gaze at me. My turn.

“We also want control over our employment term,” I said smoothly. “No fixed obligation for us to stay, but also no arbitrary dismissal. If OutLook wants to get rid of us, they need cause.”

Whitworth exhaled through her nose, but I didn’t miss the slight flicker of approval in her eyes. “You want to be able to walk away at any time, but you want security on our end.”

I smiled. “You got it.”

She tapped her padd, making notes. “I’ll see what can be arranged.”

Which meant she was already thinking about how to sell it to whoever had the final say.

Rose took the next one. “The benefits Rollie mentioned still apply, correct?”

Whitworth’s expression didn’t shift. “Which ones?”

I recited from memory. “Release from all financial obligations, twenty kilograms of gold or the currency equivalent, full medical—physical and mental—for a minimum of five years, maximum of fifty, and complete freedom from any contractual obligation to stay with OutLook.” I emphasized the last point, as that was what we counted on for our job security on their end.

Whitworth tapped a few more notes into her padd. “They stand.”

I exhaled, feeling some of the weight lift. That was the big one.

Rose shifted beside me. “Our legal address is Kendra’s place in the Valley.”

Whitworth nodded, making another note. “Anything else? An extra kilo of gold-pressed latinum?”

“How long will advanced training take?” I asked. “We’d like to get on with our lives.”

For the first time, Whitworth’s lips curved in something that almost resembled a smile. “That depends on how fast you learn.”

I echoed her almost-smile. “Then we’ll make it quick.”

Whitworth leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers. “I’ll submit these adjustments and get final confirmation. If they’re approved, you’ll receive the updated contracts within the hour.”

Rose and I exchanged another glance. We’d gotten everything we wanted, or close enough.

Whitworth exhaled. “If that’s all?”

I sat back. “For now.”

She gave us a long, measured look, then nodded toward the door. “Go get some rest. I’ll call you when it’s ready to sign.”

We didn’t wait to be told twice.

As much as it pained me, I didn’t say a word about our contracts on the trek to our quarters. Rose and I walked hand-in-hand, still pulling the luggage behind us, and greeting familiar faces with smiles and polite words.

I thought it would kill me, but one thing the past weeks had brought home was that eyes and ears were everywhere. Now that we were in the heart of the beast again, the likelihood of being observed went from high to certain. I didn’t want OutLook to know that much about me, that easily. They were going to have to work for anything they learned.

We finally reached our assigned quarters and keyed ourselves in. Nothing had changed, though I noted with dismay the bowl I’d left in the sink was developing its own ecosystem. I pointed.

“Eww. We forgot something,” Rose said.

I wrinkled my nose. “We were a little busy.”

Rose snorted, heading for the bedroom. “Getting shot at. Running for our lives. Getting married. Yeah, I’d say we had bigger concerns than dish duty.”

She dropped her bag by the bed and stretched, rolling her shoulders like she was shaking off the last of the long walk. I did the same, making a show of sighing and toeing off my boots, letting my body relax into the space. Surface-level normal. Nothing worth noting.

Anyone watching would see two tired operatives coming home after a long trip.

Which was exactly what I wanted them to think.

I grabbed a notepad and stylus from the desk, scrawling a quick message and tearing off the page. I passed it to Rose under the guise of brushing imaginary lint off her sleeve.

Eyes and ears?

She barely glanced at the paper before crumpling it and tossing it into the trash. “Ugh, I am starving.” Her voice was light, natural. “Think the mess has anything decent?”

I shrugged, strolling around the bedroom, touching this and that, pitching my voice to carry. “Depends on what you call decent. If you’re good with something vaguely resembling chicken, you’ll be fine.”

She wandered over to the desk, fingers drifting along the edge. She picked up a loose pen, twisted it between her fingers, and casually dropped it behind the terminal monitor.

A minute later, she tore another page from the notepad, folded it, and flicked it toward me with a lazy grin. “Bet I can still beat you at poker.”

I unfolded the paper.

Half a dozen so far. Cameras, mics. Give me five minutes.

I smirked, flipping the page over and scribbling back.

I found seven in the bedroom. Bet I can disarm them before you can. You’re getting slow.

She snorted and palmed the note before grabbing her bag again and making a show of unpacking. “Right, like you could actually win. I still remember that disaster in Winnipeg.”

I rolled my eyes. “I let you win.”

“Sure, babe.”

Rose started moving through the room, her actions looking like nothing more than tidying—rearranging books on the shelf, brushing dust from the light fixture, smoothing out the sheets. Every move had a purpose. A tiny tweak here, a shift there, rerouting signals so that the feeds would loop, the audio would scramble.

I did my part, moving to the bathroom and turning on the faucet full blast to find the little bastards hidden in the vents and along the mirror’s edge.

Three minutes, twenty seconds later, we met eyes across the room.

I quirked an eyebrow, and Rose gave the tiniest nod.

I let out a long, slow sigh and stretched again, this time actually relaxing, before settling on a chair.

“We’re clear.” Rose’s voice was lower now, the easy playfulness gone.

“They really don’t trust us.”

She perched on the edge of the desk, arms folded. “You expected them to?”

I shook my head. “No. But thirteen? That’s a bit much, even for OutLook.”

Rose tapped a finger against her knee, thoughtful. “Maybe not. We did just take a very long, unsupervised honeymoon on their dime. And walked back in like we owned the place.”

She wasn’t wrong. And part of me liked that we’d rattled them. But still.

“They’re going to be watching everything,” I muttered. “Not just now. Always.”

Rose’s voice turned serious. “Question is, how much do we let them see?”

My lips curled. “As much as we want them to.”

The smirk didn’t quite reach her eyes. “And how much do we trust them?”

I barked a laugh, short and sharp. “OutLook? Not even a little.”

“Then we play the long game, be good girls, and get the hell out of New Orleans before things go sideways permanently.”

“Who do you think the redhead was?” I asked. It took Rose a second to catch up to my abrupt shift in focus. When she did, she laughed.

“Honestly, Kendra, sometimes your mind amazes me.” She leaned over and kissed the top of my head, and my arms wrapped around her, holding her in place. We stayed like that for a few seconds, and it struck me again: this was my wife.

“So? Who is she?” I said when I released her.

“Do we really care?” Rose pulled back just enough to look me in the eye, her brow arched in that way that usually meant you're overthinking again, babe.

"Yes," I said firmly. "I mean, come on. She wasn't some passing suit. Whitworth gave her full attention, and she—whoever she is—looked at us like she already had an opinion."

"Okay, I'll bite. Mysterious redhead, super confident, definitely important. But not a threat."

"Not yet," I muttered.

Rose rolled her eyes and gave me a nudge. "Kendra. The only redhead I care about is right here."

I grinned, reaching up to tug at a loose strand of her hair. "Fair point."

She leaned in, brushing her lips over mine, teasing. "And I think you've done more than enough thinking for one night."

I opened my mouth to protest, but she silenced me with another kiss—slow and deliberate, the kind that curled heat low in my belly. The conversation about OutLook, about contracts, about unknown women with unsettling gazes—all of it faded into the background as Rose shifted, pressing me back onto the bed.

"Yeah?" I murmured, a smirk tugging at my lips.

She kissed the smirk away. "Yeah."
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Our revised contracts were ready within the hour. A runner dropped hard copies and encrypted tablets at our quarters. He was greeted by me, sweaty, disheveled, and only wearing a short-cropped tee that didn’t reach my bellybutton. I grinned at his discomfiture, thanked him, and closed the door in his blustering face.

“That wasn’t nice, K,” Rose said, padding from the bedroom.

“You’re one to talk.” I waved at her. “You’re wearing less.”

She glanced down, as if suddenly aware of her nakedness. “But I stayed in the bedroom.”

“Because you told me I had to get the door!”

“See?” She blew a kiss to me, as if that proved her point, and I giggled. “What did he bring us?”

“I hope they’re our contracts,” I said, handing her the ones with her name on them. “If not, some junior agent just got a free peek at my best assets.”

“Maybe you’ll make a new fan,” she teased, and I replied by sticking my tongue out at her. We were married, but we hadn’t grown up, apparently.

Food was a necessity now, so we set the contracts aside to dress and fetch something back from the mess. Along the way, we were greeted by several more familiar faces. Oddly, nobody commented on our extended absence. That aroused my curiosity, but I held my tongue until we returned and did another bug sweep.

OutLook was busy in the twenty minutes we were away. Three new mics and a camera had been installed. I collected them, not being gentle with the expensive hardware, and dropped them into our sinkborne lab experiment.

“Rosie, we need to get out of here. I don’t care how nice the quarters are, or whether living in the city is smart or not. This—” I waved at the devices in the festering goo—“is intolerable. I won’t put up with it!”

“I agree,” Rose said. “Let’s see if we can live off-Complex. If we can, we will.”

“And if we can’t, maybe we cut the cord and head home.” 

She beamed at my suggestion. “That’s a pretty tempting plan B, K.”

“Let’s check and see what options we have.” Resisting the impulse to kiss Rose silly took all my willpower, but I managed it. Barely.

For the next hour, we went full-on into our contracts. We read them thoroughly, looking for loopholes and unexpected clauses, but finding none. Then we swapped and cross-checked. The language was the same.

I tossed mine on the table. “It’s exactly what we asked for. I don’t trust them.”

“I don’t trust them either, but there’s nothing about requiring us to live in the Complex,” Rose added.

I exhaled, drumming my fingers against the table. “Then we get out.”

Rose stretched, cracking her neck before leaning back in her chair. “That’s the easy part. The hard part is figuring out where we land.”

I snorted. “It’s not that hard. Any place is better than a glorified observation cell.”

Rose flicked a glance at the sink, where the OutLook surveillance devices were slowly drowning in bio-sludge. “Agreed. But it’s not just about leaving. We need somewhere livable. Secure.”

I stood and paced. “We’re in New Orleans, Rosie. There is no ‘secure.’ The city’s a ruin, the cops are mercs with a price tag, and OutLook’s got enough influence here that even if we’re technically not under their thumb, they can make our lives hell if they want to.”
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