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      To my big sister,

      

      Don’t get me wrong—I love our mother deeply. She has always done her best. But when I think of maternal love—the kind that is unwavering, patient, and unconditional—it’s you who comes to mind.

      We’re only two years apart, but somehow you always seemed so much older, so much wiser from the very beginning. You held my hand when I was scared, stood up for me when I couldn’t find my voice, and offered comfort in ways that only you could.

      In so many ways, you have been more than a sister; you have been the mother my heart needed. Your love has always felt like home.

      And though I joke that you’ll only ever read my books over my dead body, I hope you know, deep down, how much you mean to me. You are the embodiment of what it means to love without limits, and I am endlessly grateful for you.
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      The neatly groomed businessman looks at me with the kind of disdain usually reserved for people who double-park in handicapped spots. I slide him the paper coffee cup anyway. “There you go,” I say, mustering my best customer service smile.

      “Did you really just take five minutes to pour me a black coffee?” He raises his eyebrows, giving me the full up-and-down scan.

      “It’s my first day.” It’s not.

      “Then you shouldn’t be taking orders during the morning rush,” he snaps.

      I drop the smile, waving my hand dismissively. “Yeah, yeah. Next.”

      He scoffs, making sure everyone in a three-block radius hears his complaints as he stomps away. The next customer steps up, already radiating the same level of patience as a cat in a bath. What’s with these rich people and their attitude problems? I’m supposed to be a spy. A trained assassin. I can shoot a target from a mile away. I know seven different ways to kill someone with my bare hands. I am Eretz Hayim, a mastermind of espionage… currently taking coffee orders for the rich and powerful at the local café near the city’s main business hub.

      “Are you sure you put sugar in this?” An older woman with a fancy updo and a fur coat that’s definitely too heavy for July glares at me as if I’ve personally ruined her morning.

      “Yes,” I reply, deadpan.

      She frowns harder. “Well, it’s not sweet enough.”

      “Okay? The sugar packs are right here,” I say, pointing at the small containers near the counter. “Help yourself.”

      She sighs, exasperated. “Can’t you just pour me another one?”

      I glance at the line behind her. “I really can’t.” I gesture for the next customer. “Next!”

      She rolls her eyes, muttering something about “kids these days” as she shuffles to the side. I catch a glimpse of blond hair peeking out from behind the crowd.

      My pulse quickens.

      “A soy latte with no foam,” she says, her voice sharp but polite. She glances at me, bored eyes flicking up from her phone just long enough to register my existence.

      “Name?” I ask, pen poised.

      “Eve.”

      I scribble it onto the paper cup, my handwriting so messy it looks like a prescription, it makes me internally groan. I’ve mastered a dozen deadly skills, but neat handwriting? Apparently not in my arsenal.

      Eve.

      “Here you go, ma’am,” I say, sliding the cup over to her.

      She looks at it, then up at me, eyebrow arched. “I said no foam.”

      I check the cup. Sure enough, a little foam is clinging to the top. And, of course, I forgot the lid. Nine out of ten times, people don’t even notice their no-foam latte has foam, so why does this feel like a test?

      “Oh,” I say, feigning innocence. “It’s my first day. I can make you a new one.”

      She holds my gaze for a moment, her expression unreadable. I brace myself for rejection, but instead, she hands the cup back, her eyes locked on mine. “Please.”

      “On it,” I say, smiling at her. My eyes linger on her face as I take the cup from her hand. Her features are sharp, yet delicate at the same time. Her gaze is cold and piercing, her lips pink and full. She’s absolutely stunning.

      As I make her new drink, I can feel her eyes on me, her phone forgotten. She’s watching my every move, studying me carefully and adding to the pressure. I’m pretty bad at this.

      I place the cup in front of her. “On the house.”

      “You don’t have to,” she says.

      “I insist. Also, it probably tastes terrible.”

      She hesitates for a moment before picking up the cup and taking a sip. She nods. “It does taste terrible.” Her face is blank as she looks back at me, but before I can say anything, she turns and disappears into the crowd, drink in hand.

      That wasn’t so bad.
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      “What do you mean you’re pulling me out of my mission?” I snap, pacing the length of the room. “After all the progress I’ve made?”

      “I’m not pulling you out. I’m postponing it for the time being,” Avera, my boss, replies, his voice maddeningly calm.

      “Postponing? Why?”

      He folds his hands on the desk, eyes steady. “We need you for something else. I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t important. This woman… we’ve been trying to get to her for months. Every agent we’ve sent has failed.”

      “Failed?” I echo, pausing mid-stride.

      “She doesn’t seem to be interested in men.”

      I let out a short, bitter laugh. “You want me to honey-trap some woman? And I wasn’t even your first choice.”

      Avera shakes his head. “We didn’t know she prefers women—or at least, that’s what we suspect. But we do know she isn’t seeing anyone, man or woman. You’re our best bet. And you’re a lesbian yourself. Why send in a straight woman when we have the perfect agent for the mission? Or are you going to tell me you can’t seduce a woman?”

      I sigh, dropping into the chair across from him. “This is humiliating.”

      Avera chuckles. “It’s not personal, Eretz. We do what’s best for the client. I know you understand that.”

      I nod, resigned. “Fine. Give me the details.”

      “It’s quite simple: get close to her, extract the information, then kill her. Accidentally, of course.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “How old is she? Sixty?”

      “Thirty-two.”

      “She’s young,” I say, unable to hide my surprise. “Jealous sibling?”

      “Precisely.” Avera leans back in his chair, the leather creaking. “Eve Blau, eldest daughter of billionaire businessman Isaac Blau. He owned a chain of hotels across several countries—died in a car accident last year. Eve was the successor, but you know how it goes. She has a brother next in line, Asher Blau.”

      “So the brother wants her gone.”

      “Not before knowing how she managed to double her father’s success in just one year,” Avera says, tapping a file on his desk. “Eve is powerful. She has connections, influence, money. The family is wealthy enough to cause us problems if we don’t handle this properly.”

      I nod slowly, letting the information sink in.

      “She’s smart and cunning,” he continues. “She knows how to play the game, and she knows how to win.”

      “I see.”

      “You’ll need to be careful, Eretz. This won’t be easy.”

      “A picture would be nice.”

      Avera slides the file across the desk. I open it, my eyes immediately drawn to the photograph clipped inside. She’s beautiful. Blonde hair, sharp features, a piercing gaze that seems to look right through the lens. Her beauty is intimidating, yet somehow she looks delicate, almost breakable. The file itself is frustratingly thin—just a few lines of information, nothing useful.

      “She gets coffee every morning at a café near her company’s office complex? That’s it?”

      He shrugs. “That’s all we have. But I’m sure you can work with it. You’re resourceful.”

      I close the folder and stand, smoothing my jacket. “I’ll keep you updated.”

      As I reach the door, Avera calls after me. “Eretz.”

      I pause, hand on the handle.

      “Do whatever it takes. You know the rules.”
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      I groan under my breath as I put on my apron, tying it around my waist with enough force to rip the fabric. This is utterly embarrassing, humiliating, and degrading.

      “Stop complaining. I’m helping you guys out and all you do is complain,” the café manager snaps as I step out from the back room. “Yael, you’ve completely plummeted the café’s sales. Our reputation is done for… I should be the one groaning and complaining.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Aren’t you getting your filthy money?” I mutter, barely glancing at him.

      “Filthy money?” he barks. “I’m doing this for my family. And I still have to pay the rent for this place. Do you have any idea how expensive it is to be in this location—I’m running at a loss!”

      I roll my eyes and move behind the counter, checking my watch. Five minutes until Eve arrives.

      “Don’t ignore me,” he says, stepping in front of me, his face flushed with anger. “I’ll opt out of this bullshit.”

      “Opt out?” I arch my eyebrow at him. “There’s no way out now, Rafael. Be good and get out of my way, yes?”

      He scoffs, muttering under his breath as he finally walks away, knowing better than to push his luck.

      The first few days of following Eve were exciting—learning her patterns, piecing together her routines, feeling the thrill of the hunt. But after a week of nothing but watching her go to work and then home again, the excitement has faded. I need to make a bolder move soon, or I’ll lose my mind.

      She still comes to the café every morning, always at the same time. She complains about the coffee I serve her, every single day. Either she hates change, or she just enjoys telling me to my face.

      “Maybe I should just kill her now. It’d be a lot faster,” I mumble to myself, wiping down the counter. “She’s too hot, though. What a waste.”

      I catch my reflection in the polished surface—hair pulled back, face set in a scowl. Seducing a multimillionaire woman as a barista. What a joke.

      I know Eve will walk in any second, punctual as always. She’ll order her usual, barely look at me, and then leave. She never stays, never smiles. She’s a mystery wrapped in a very sexy package.

      I look up from the counter when the door opens. Eve walks in, hands tucked into the pockets of her black coat. She pauses, scanning the nearly empty café—just the same guy hunched over his laptop, milking the free internet. Her gaze lands on me, lingering for a few seconds before she strides over.

      “A soy latte with no foam,” she says, her tone as flat as ever, brown eyes flicking over my face. “No foam.”

      “Name?” I ask, pretending not to notice the edge in her voice.

      “Eve.”

      We've done this every day for the last couple of days. Of course I know what she wants, and of course I know her name, and she knows I know it—I just enjoy hearing her say it.

      I write her name on the cup, adding a smiley face at the end. Is this supposed to be my idea of a bold move? Maybe I’m not that good at flirting after all. I prepare her drink, making sure to snap the lid on tight—mostly to hide my failed attempt at a no-foam latte—then hand it to her.

      She eyes the cup, curiosity flickering across her face as she takes it from my hand. Her gaze lifts to mine, sharp and searching, as if she’s trying to figure me out. “Scribbling a smiley face doesn’t make your coffee any better.”

      “You seem to come back for it,” I reply with a shrug.

      Her lips twist with that familiar sarcasm. “I used to like the coffee. Now I like how there’s never a line, so thank you, really.” Her voice is low, meant just for me. Her eyes flick down to the name tag pinned to my apron. “Yael.”

      The name rolls off her tongue like a sweet melody. It sends shivers down my spine—even though it’s not my real name. I can’t help the rush of excitement as her eyes meet mine again, lingering for a heartbeat longer than usual.

      I smirk, trying to play it cool. “Enjoy your drink, Eve.”

      She nods, her lips curving in a half-smile, and turns away. I watch her go, her hips swaying with a confidence that makes it impossible not to stare.

      A moment later, Rafael leans against the counter, a smug grin plastered across his face. “That was the best attempt so far,” he says, voice low and teasing. “Ruining a business just to talk to a beautiful woman for five minutes a day. Impressive.”

      I turn, clicking my tongue in annoyance. “Mind your business, yeah?” He raises his hands in mock surrender as I untie my apron, tossing it his way.

      “I’m done here,” I say, already heading for the door, feeling his eyes on my back.

      I can’t wait to get out of here. The smell of coffee makes me sick at this point, and I’ve grown tired of watching Eve walk away every day. It’s time for a new approach—something different.

      As I walk toward my car, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, seeing Yousef’s name on the screen—our handyman. I answer, bringing the device to my ear. “Eretz.”

      “Done.”

      “This fast.”

      “You don’t give me enough credit,” he replies, and I can almost hear his smirk through the phone.

      I unlock the car and slide into the driver’s seat. “Details,” I say, starting the engine.

      “AC system. There’s no way these people are going to work out in that oven,” he chuckles. “You should’ve seen me out there. I should be a spy myself.”

      “How long until they fix or replace it?”

      “Don’t you want to know how I did it?”

      “No.”

      “There are six AC units. If they replace all of them, I’d say anywhere from three to seven days. There’s no fixing them.”

      “Wouldn’t it take longer if they had to fix them?” I sigh.

      “Do you really think an apartment complex housing the country’s millionaires is going to close down their gym for up to a month?” Yousef scoffs.

      “Fair point.”

      “So, what’s your plan anyway?”

      “Bye, Yousef. You were a great help.” I end the call before he can ask anything else, tossing my phone onto the passenger seat.

      There are thirty gyms in the city. Four of them cater to the super-rich—three close to Eve’s apartment, and one near her office complex. There’s no telling if she’ll go to any of them while the private gym in her building is closed for maintenance, but it’s worth a try. Especially since she works out after work every day for one to two hours—she’s a creature of habit.

      How realistic would it be for a barista to attend such luxurious spaces? I’d draw suspicion immediately.

      I head home on autopilot, my mind racing with ideas as I park outside my shoebox apartment—one that fits a barista’s salary, let me just say.

      I kick off my shoes and flop onto the couch, staring up at the ceiling. Eve Blau… no pets to walk, no social life outside private events, a single woman—successful and proud—too busy to make a friend, a lover… I haven’t been able to get close to her at all. I sigh in defeat, closing my eyes, listening to the sound of glass being scratched. Liora, my gecko, looks at me expectantly. “You want out?” I ask, earning a tongue smack in response.

      I lift the lid to her enclosure and watch her crawl out slowly, moving up my arm. She circles my hand before settling in the center of it, tilting her head to the side, her tiny tongue poking out. “You are… so cute and so ugly at the same time,” I say, bringing her closer to my face. I place her on my chest and close my eyes again.

      “Liora, the Destroyer of Worlds,” I murmur in my daze. “Give me guidance.” She looks at me blankly, her tongue flicking out.

      Is Eve so rich that she’s out of touch? Would she even realize a membership at one of those gyms would amount to half a barista’s monthly salary?

      As I sit up, Liora clings to my shirt, her grip surprisingly strong. I pick up my computer and buy a membership to the gym closest to Eve’s office. Avera might have a heart attack when he sees the bills, but… he also said, do whatever it takes.

      Will do.

      I change into a workout outfit, heading to the gym early in the hopes that I’ll be able to explore the space before Eve—hopefully—shows up. It’s kind of a shot in the dark, but it gives me enough time to come up with a plan.

      The receptionist smiles at me as I approach the counter.

      “Welcome,” she chirps. “Are you here to apply for a membership?”

      “I did online. Yael Hanani,” I reply.

      “Yael Hanani,” she repeats, typing on her keyboard. “Yes, here we go.” She glances up. “Your ID, please.” I hand it over, watching as she makes a copy. “This is your pass,” she says, handing me a card along with my ID. “You’re all set—enjoy your workout.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter, shoving them into my pocket.

      “There’s a pool, sauna, a Jacuzzi, and a masseuse,” she adds.

      I nod.

      “The gym is open 24/7. If you need anything, just let me know. We also have personal trainers at⁠—”

      “Thank you, Leah,” I interrupt, glancing at her name tag. I take a step back and walk away before she can say anything else.

      The gym is spacious, modern, and expensive. The locker room has private stalls, private showers, and an in-house spa… these people really do value their privacy. I peek into the pool area, the water glistening under the blue lights.

      “It’s nice, isn’t it?” Someone says behind me.

      I turn to see a woman in a swimsuit. She smiles as she approaches. “Yes, very,” I reply.

      “I’m Amit,” she says, offering her hand.

      I shake it. “Yael.”

      “Nice to meet you, Yael,” she says, still smiling. “You’re new, right? Are you here to swim? The pool’s a lot more fun at night when it’s empty.”

      “Oh, no, I just came to check the place out.”

      She nods. “Do you want me to show you around?”

      I hesitate for a moment—she seems friendly enough, and Eve won’t leave work until much later anyway. “Sure.”

      “So, what do you do?” Amit asks as we walk through the locker room. She slips on a robe to cover herself. “Aside from working out.”

      “Do people here usually go around asking others what they do for money?”

      She laughs, a hint of blush creeping up her cheeks. “No, I’m just interested in you.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her confession, watching her fiddle with her robe. After a moment of silence, I answer, “A barista. I’m a barista.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh.” She’s taken aback for a second before regaining her composure. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “What did you think?”

      “Well… I don’t know.”

      “You thought I was one of you?”

      “One of us?”

      “Rich.”

      She opens and closes her mouth, blushing even harder. “I mean, you look like you are.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re beautiful, and—” she mumbles something inaudible. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”

      “No longer interested?”

      “No,” she says quickly. “That’s not it.”

      I watch as she bites her lip, her blue eyes meeting mine. I can’t deny she’s a beautiful woman—long black hair, tan skin, bright blue eyes, full lips, a body to die for. A little older than Eve, but I wouldn’t put her past forty. So rich it’s unimaginable, probably married, and yet… she’s looking at me like this. Like I’m a piece of meat.

      But my focus is on Eve. I can’t get sidetracked.

      Amit shakes her head when I don’t say anything. “I’ll see you around, Yael.”

      I spend the next hour going from one gym station to another, taking note of all the cameras and exits. I sit down on a bench, checking my phone. I have one hour until Eve usually arrives home and goes down to the gym—assuming she will go down to the gym, realize it’s closed, and decide this one is the most optimal, that is.

      As the time approaches, I head to the main area of the gym, pulling my hair up in a ponytail as I lean against a wall, watching people come and go. I keep glancing at the entrance every few minutes, watching women come in, hoping to find a familiar face. My patience starts to wear thin as I wait, seeing more than one person throw me a dirty look.

      I look down at my smartwatch, seeing that the tracker on her car is moving home from work. If she’s coming, it shouldn’t take long. A wave of excitement runs through my body as I push myself off the wall. Finally. Until I feel a hand on my shoulder—an older lady standing next to me. “Be a sweetheart and help me with this,” she says, pointing at a machine.

      I glance at the door again, biting back a groan as I nod, following the woman to the machine in question. “This one?” She nods, and I hold onto the leg extension weight as she gets in position.

      “You’re strong, aren’t you?”

      “Just focus on your exercise,” I mumble, holding her thighs down so she’s well positioned.

      She does as told, her eyes on me as she moves her legs up and down. “I haven’t seen you here before,” she says between breaths.

      “First time,” I shrug.

      “And how do you like it so far?”

      I bite my tongue, resisting the urge to tell her to shut up. “It’s fine, I guess.”

      I look around, trying to see if there are any personal trainers around to help her out. No such luck. The woman starts to struggle to move her legs, her face turning red. I sigh, feeling bad—she’s just an old lady trying to work out. “You got this,” I encourage her… what am I even doing?

      She continues to push herself, grunting with effort as she starts to slow down. “Thank you,” she says between breaths, pushing one final time before stopping.

      I help her sit up, watching her catch her breath.

      This is getting off track, I sigh, getting up and turning around. My eyes land on Eve, sitting at a bench nearby, her eyes already on me with an amused smile on her lips. “Well, hello, Yael.”

      I feel my heart picking up pace as I curse myself mentally. “Lady from the coffee shop,” I say, approaching her.

      She shakes her head. “A woman with so many jobs,” she says, tilting her head. I raise my eyebrows but let her continue. “Barista, personal trainer, what else?”

      She thinks I work here… that’s brilliant.

      “Tough times,” I shrug. “Let me help you?”

      A small smile tugs at her lips. “Sure.”
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      I hold Eve’s feet as she warms up with sit-ups, her perfume drifting toward me every time she comes back up. The scent is subtle but persistent, and the way her muscles flex with each movement is hard to ignore. I’m supposed to be the one seducing her, not the other way around, yet here I am—my eyes glued to her, my cheeks growing hot when she meets my gaze.

      “What’s your usual routine?” I ask, breaking the silence.

      She shrugs, sitting up and swinging her legs off the bench. She wipes the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “I don’t have one.”

      “You don’t talk much, do you?”

      She looks at me for a moment, her brown eyes searching my face. “No, I don’t.”

      I follow her to the chest press machine. As she sits down, I help her adjust the seat and guide her hands to the bar. I lean over her to spot, holding the bar steady above her head. I can feel her watching me as I help her lift the weight, my hands growing clammy under her gaze. Her body radiates heat, making the space feel warmer than it is.

      When she finishes her set, I step back, my heart pounding in my chest. What is wrong with me?

      “I can’t seem to get rid of you, can I?” she says suddenly. My eyebrows shoot up, surprised by the interaction. “At least you’re better at this than at making coffee,” she adds, moving on to the leg curl machine.

      “Do I annoy you so much that you want to get rid of me?” I ask, following her.

      She shakes her head, adjusting the machine’s settings. “It’s refreshing to have a female personal trainer for a change—I guess I can handle the annoyance.”

      I click my tongue, ignoring her remark, and step closer to hold the weights steady. “Not a fan of men?”

      “Not a fan of how they look at me.”

      “Am I any different?” I tease, glancing at her.

      “No,” she answers simply.

      “Then what’s the difference?”

      She glances at me, clearly not intending to answer, and turns back to her workout. And as much as I want to push out an answer from her, I remain silent.

      She powers through the rest of her exercises in silence, the only sounds her occasional grunts and the clank of metal. When she finishes, she stands and turns to me again. “Are you here every day?”

      I nod. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      “Not tomorrow, no,” she says, shaking her head. “Not here, at least.”

      “I see.”

      She stretches her arms above her head, watching me. “Do I talk to the front desk to make sure you’re available?”

      “I’ll handle it,” I say quickly. If she asks the front desk about me, the cards will fall.

      She nods, watching me carefully, her eyes lingering on me for a second too long. “Okay." Without another word, she heads toward the locker room, leaving me to watch her disappear into the locker room.

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, then pull out my phone and dial Beinis’ number. “I need a very good personal trainer résumé,” I say, my voice low.

      “You got it,” he replies without hesitation.
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        * * *

      

      A step is a step, no matter how small. And coming from where I started, it’s a damn good step. But convincing our client that we might actually need more than a couple of weeks… that’s another story. I look at the man in front of me, his eyes fixed on me, waiting.

      “Sir,” I say after a long pause. “With all due respect, it’s only been a week.”

      “Yes,” he nods. “And what do you have to show for it?”

      “I’ve gotten close to the target. I’m currently working on⁠—”

      He cuts me off, waving a hand as if brushing away my words. “It’s not enough,” he sighs. “You’re wasting valuable time I could be using to establish myself in the business.”

      I grit my teeth, swallowing my frustration. “If you’re unsatisfied with my work, I suggest you find someone who can do it better. Oh, that’s right—I’m the only one who’s gotten this far.” His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t respond. Instead, he glances at the man standing behind him. The man pulls a gun from his jacket and points it at me. I don’t flinch. I meet the client’s eyes, unblinking. “Shoot me, and you’ll never get what you want,” I say, shrugging. “Do it, and you’ll be next before you can count to ten, baby boy.”

      He clenches his teeth, pushing himself up from his seat. “You’re on thin ice, Eretz,” he spits. “Don’t push it.”

      “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, do you?” I chuckle, stepping forward. In one swift motion, I grab the gun from the man’s hand, making sure he sees my finger on the trigger. “You think your little toys are going to save you?” I hold his gaze as I empty the gun, dropping the bullets onto the table before tossing the weapon aside. “You pointed a gun at me. I won’t forget that, Asher Blau.”

      His eyes flicker between anger and fear, uncertain. “Get out of my office,” he says finally, waving me away. “I want results.”

      I hum in response, turning toward the door and leaving the room. A wave of adrenaline rushes through me. It’s been a while since I felt this kind of thrill, and as much as it excites me, it scares me too.

      I know who I am. I know what I’m doing. And yet… something inside me is telling me to stop, that I’m losing control.

      I need to stay focused, keep my emotions in check. Eve is a job, a mission, nothing more. I can’t let myself get attached, can’t let myself get lost in her.

      I force myself to focus on the next task. I head toward the gym, my résumé tucked neatly in my bag. The walk gives me time to collect myself, to settle the storm inside. The city is busy at this hour—people spilling out of cafés, rushing across intersections, lost in their own routines. I blend in, just another face in the crowd.

      The front desk is quiet, just Leah tapping away at the computer, her hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. She looks up as I approach, offering a polite smile.

      “Leah,” I say with a smile, trying to sound casual. I pull the résumé from my bag, smoothing out the crease with my thumb. “I was wondering if you’re looking for personal trainers. I noticed there’s no one scheduled in the afternoons.”

      She perks up, taking the résumé from my hands. “We actually are. It’s been a struggle to cover those shifts lately.” She scans the first page, her eyebrows rising. “This is impressive. You’ve worked at some big places. I’m sure they’re going to take notice.”

      “Do you think so? I’m only looking for part-time, though.”

      Leah grins, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ll make sure this gets to the manager today.”

      I let out a fake sigh of relief and smile back. “Thank you so much. I owe you one.”

      She waves a hand. “No problem. And if you get the job, you’ll have to come by and keep me company at the desk sometimes.”

      I lean against the counter, watching her blush at her own words. “Will do… but only if I get that job.”

      She laughs, looking away. “You will,” she promises.

      Lately, it feels like I’m on autopilot, going through the motions but not really living them. I’m not searching for purpose—that’s not the issue. I’m fine with just existing.

      It comes with committing to this kind of life.

      I’ve been doing this long enough to know I’m just one of many, a pawn being pushed around—disposable, easily replaced. I don’t know how many have come before me, or how many will come after. I’m fine with that.

      I’ve always been fine with that…

      Still, my mind drifts to Eve. I wonder what she’s doing, how she’s feeling. Is she thinking about me? Or is she just existing, like me?

      “Yael,” she says, approaching the counter.

      “Eve,” I reply.

      “No longer the lady from the coffee shop?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “‘Lady from the coffee shop and gym’ seems a bit long, don’t you think?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Order?”

      She shakes her head. “Soy latte, no foam.”

      “Name?”

      “Eve,” she says, playing along.

      I write her name on the cup, ignoring the tingling in my stomach that comes every time I’m near her. It’s distracting, even annoying. But I can’t help myself.

      “Coming right up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit on the floor, my back pressed against the wall, legs stretched out in front of me. The room is quiet except for the subtle rustle of Liora’s tiny feet as she climbs up my shirt. I tip my head back, eyes tracing the cracks in the ceiling. “Did you know geckos can live up to twenty years as pets? That’s longer than most dogs or cats. People say they aren’t cuddly, but I disagree. Liora’s as loyal as any dog. She even does a few tricks—when she feels like it.”

      “Eretz, you’re losing it,” Yousef’s voice crackles through my phone’s speaker.

      “I’m perfectly sane.”

      “How many hours a day do you spend talking to that thing?”

      I shrug, knowing he can’t see me. “Can you do it or not?”

      He sighs. “Do you think I’m a machine? You call me at any hour, demanding things. It’s four in the morning. I’m tired, woman.”

      “It’s four in the morning for me too, man.” I mimic his tone, feeling Liora crawl around my neck, her cool skin making me shiver.

      "Security is pretty tight in events like this. This isn't your run-of-the-mill millionaire gathering with red carpets, photographers, designer dresses and expensive cars as a way of flaunting wealth to the commoners. These people don't want to be in the public eye. They don't want to mingle with just anyone. It's all about business.” Yousef yawns. "Which means not only does everyone know each other on a personal level, but there will for sure be tons of people trying to get Eve's attention... and for all we know, she may accept it for the sake of business. She seems like the calculated type, and to be honest, I don't see this woman marrying anyone for love.”

      “If you don’t want to go around serving appetizers, just say so.”

      “Why me?”

      “You said you could be a spy. Here’s your chance.”

      “Not like this!”

      “We all start somewhere. Don’t be a wuss.”

      He groans. “Fine.”

      “The event’s in a few days. We need to move,” I say, standing up. “Talk to Avera. He’ll get you in with the caterers. I’ll call you later.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Goodnight.”

      I toss my phone onto the bed and carry Liora to her cage. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to be your climbing gym all night.” She blinks, then flicks her tongue out, licking her eyeball. I grimace. “Goodnight,” I say, closing the cage.
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      The manager leads me through the gym, his steps echoing on the polished floor. “I see you’re already a member here. Did you like it so much you want to work here too?” he asks, glancing over his shoulder.

      “I actually wanted to work here first, then decided to check it out for myself. I’m impressed,” I say, nodding as I take in the space. “I’ve noticed there aren’t many female trainers. Seems like a good opportunity to fill that gap.”

      “I must ask why only part-time?" he turns to me, raising his eyebrows.

      “Family obligations,” I answer, keeping my tone even.

      He hums, considering. “And what do you think about the pay?”

      “It’s fair for the work.”

      “When can you start?”

      “As soon as possible.” I don’t hesitate.

      He extends his hand. “Welcome aboard, Ms. Hanani.”

      I shake his hand. “Thank you for this opportunity.”

      He leaves me at the front desk to retrieve the paperwork. And Leah’s grin is infectious as I approach her. “You got the job?” she asks, her eyes shining with genuine excitement.

      “I did,” I reply, letting a smile spread across my face. I lean casually against the counter. “It’s all thanks to you.”

      She waves a hand, brushing off the compliment. “Don’t mention it. How about celebrating over drinks?”

      I hesitate, forcing a polite smile. “I would love to,” I lie, “but I have plans for later. Maybe another time?”

      “Sure,” she nods. “Another time, then. I won’t forget.”

      As soon as I get my hands on the documents and the uniform, I walk to the personnel changing rooms, dialing Yousef’s number. He’s been trying to reach me throughout the entire interview.

      “Eretz,” he says, his voice strained and out of breath. “The tracker… it was removed. Someone removed the tracker from the target’s car!”

      The words hit me like a physical blow. “How?”

      “I hid it under the rear bumper—it shouldn’t have been noticed during routine inspections or maintenance checks. It was positioned perfectly to avoid detection.”

      I curse under my breath. “How long ago?”

      “A few hours, maybe more.”

      I take a deep breath, closing my eyes and leaning my back against the cold wall behind me. The coolness does nothing to calm the storm brewing in my mind. “I’m guessing there’s no way of knowing where it went or who took it?”

      “The last known location was at her office building this morning around nine. After that, nothing. The signal went completely offline.”

      I run my hand through my hair, trying to think through the implications. “I can’t say this was entirely unexpected,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose where a headache is already forming. “She’s not stupid—she definitely knows her brother is up to something. She’s probably been watching for signs of surveillance.”

      “Do you think she’s suspicious of you specifically?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What are we going to do now?”

      “Nothing,” I say simply, though my mind is already racing through contingency plans. “I’ll deal with it.”

      “Are we still infiltrating the event?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re crazy, Eretz. Are you trying to throw me under the bus here?”

      “I thought you didn’t want me to underestimate your abilities… are you opting out now?”

      There’s a pause, and I can practically hear him weighing his options. “No.”

      “Good. Talk to Beinis, try to find out if she has hidden security personnel. We need to know exactly what we’re dealing with—how many people, what kind of training, their positioning. Everything.”

      “I’m on it.”

      “Yousef,” I say before he can hang up, my voice dropping to a more serious tone. “Don’t communicate any of this to Avera. Not yet.”

      “I was the one who didn’t hide the tracker well enough… you don’t need to tell me that twice.”

      I hang up and take a minute to think, staring at the locker in front of me. I’ve underestimated Eve, and that was a mistake I can’t afford to make again. She’s smart, calculating, and clearly has her own network of people working for her. I can’t take any more risks with assumptions.

      Yet despite the danger—or perhaps because of it—I can’t help but feel the thrill I’ve been craving. The adrenaline that comes with uncertainty and the razor’s edge courses through my veins like a drug.

      I am a moth drawn to the flame, and I’m afraid it will be the end of me.

      “You’re so rough,” the woman grumbles as I help her stretch her back and shoulders, guiding her through the movements with firm pressure. “It hurts.”

      I scoff. “I’ve barely touched you.” She lets out another grunt when I press down on her shoulders again. “Your muscles are extremely stiff—just relax.”

      “How can I relax when you’re being so forceful? Can’t you be more gentle?”

      I pause my movements, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “If you’d rather have a massage therapist, I’ll gladly let you go on your way.”

      She huffs, clearly frustrated but unwilling to leave. “Fine.”

      I continue working on her tension points, ignoring her continued whining and focusing on the task at hand. Through the glass doors, I catch sight of a familiar figure approaching, her eyes already scanning the room until they find me.

      “Okay, Mrs. Leibowitz, I think that’s enough for today. We’ll continue working on your flexibility next session.”

      Mrs. Leibowitz turns to look at me, both glad and disappointed, somehow. “We’re done?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Already?”

      “Weren’t you complaining about my methods just a second ago?” I ask, just as Eve approaches our area.

      Mrs. Leibowitz turns to Eve, scoffing with a dramatic flair. “I hope you don’t get this kind of rough treatment, dear.” Eve offers a polite smile but remains diplomatically silent. “Thank you, Yael. I’ll see you next week, sweetheart,” the woman says, gathering her towel and water bottle before making her exit.

      Eve watches her go, then shifts her gaze back to me. “I’m not entirely sure if she likes you or not,” she comments.

      I shrug, trying to brush it off. “I suppose she enjoys the torture,” I reply, half-joking, half-wondering if it’s true.

      Eve hums thoughtfully, her attention drifting to the logo on my shirt. She reaches out, her fingers lightly tracing the embroidered design.

      The touch is unexpected and sends a subtle shiver through me.

      “Interesting,” she murmurs.

      “How so?”

      “I didn’t actually think you worked here,” she raises her eyebrows. “I guess I was wrong.”
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