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PROLOGUE: Containment 

	The door sealed behind him with a hiss and a metallic click that felt intentional.

	Hazard didn’t glance back. He didn’t need to. The hallway was soundproofed. The guard would stay outside. No cameras inside the room, not anymore. No risk of leaks.

	He stepped into the boxy space, poured concrete, a bolted-down table, two chairs. No windows. No air vents visible. One overhead light, buzzing faintly. The only noise in the room besides their breathing.

	Zeke Halston looked worse than yesterday. Not broken, but close. Tired in a way that sleep didn’t fix. Shoulders hunched. Knuckles raw from something. Boredom, frustration, the kind of pacing that left no visible path but carved deep into your brain.

	Hazard set two paperback books on the table and took a seat.

	Dune.

	The Count of Monte Cristo.

	“Patience or revenge,” Hazard said. “One teaches you how to wait. The other teaches you how to burn everything to the ground.”

	Zeke didn’t move.

	Hazard folded his hands. “Anyone try to see you since I left?”

	A small shake of the head.

	“Good. Remember, four people know you’re alive. Me and three directors. No guards. No feeds. No lawyers. So stop asking.”

	Zeke licked his lips, voice hoarse. “You can’t keep me here.”

	“I can. And I am.”

	“I have rights.”

	Hazard tilted his head slightly, studying him. “You tagged a wallet tied to a crypto exchange that went under after defrauding U.S. nationals out of billions. You used a card attached to it, in Dubai, then again in Nice. That made it ours. You became ours.”

	Zeke looked away.

	Hazard waited. Silence had weight in rooms like this. Let it settle. Press. Stretch.

	Then, finally: “You ready to cooperate now?”

	Zeke swallowed. “I can’t give you the passphrase.”

	Hazard didn’t blink. “Can’t or won’t?”

	“I mean it. I don’t know it. Not the whole thing.”

	Hazard leaned back slightly, letting his posture open just enough to suggest patience, even if he didn’t feel it.

	“Walk me through it again.”

	Zeke rubbed his face with both hands, then exhaled hard. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. The wallet was a joke. A shared sandbox. Five of us. The other four each had a token, little trophies. We embedded the phrase in the tokens. Like some D&D bullshit. Assemble the pieces, run the sequence, unlock the wallet.”

	He paused. “They gave me the hardware wallet, you know, caretaker for when we get together. Like we were just going to order party snacks with it. The hardware wallet bricked after a firmware update. I tried to repair it. Fried it instead. Total loss.”

	“No backups?” Hazard asked.

	Zeke shook his head. “That was the whole point. Redundancy without duplication. You had to have all four pieces.”

	“Jade dragon, steel rook, ivory seal, glass obelisk,” Hazard recited flatly.

	Zeke blinked at him. “You remember them.”

	“I make a point of remembering things,” Hazard said. “Too bad you’re the one who can’t handle long phrases.”

	Zeke’s voice got more desperate. “I didn’t even know how much was in there. Not until two months ago. I logged in to check the status, and—” He shook his head. “It wasn’t our money. I don’t know who sent it in. Maybe my uncle... he said he was going to leave me something someday. Had to be him. Some of it might’ve come from that exchange. I guess it’s possible he could've been involved in it.”

	“So you figured someone might want it back.”

	Zeke looked up, voice rising. “Exactly. That’s why I used the card. Just to see if it worked. One test swipe. That’s all. I was going to—”

	Hazard cut him off. “You were going to keep testing it until someone knocked on your door. Now I’m knocking.”

	“I didn’t know it was dirty!”

	“Doesn’t matter. You were careless. Turns out it was with something dangerous.”

	“I can get the phrase,” Zeke said quickly. “If you let me out, I can get them to meet early. We were planning to meet, six weeks from now. Fun cruise. Part celebration, part banking opportunity. All those guys are rich and the bank is paying for everything. Southeast Asia. I just need a few calls, a cover story—”

	“No.”

	Hazard’s voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to.

	“We’ll get the pieces.”

	Zeke’s breath caught. “They won’t give them up to you. I mean, it’s a fun wallet, but they’re loyal guys. They don’t know how much is in it, but that doesn’t mean they’re just going to hand the tokens over.”

	Hazard stood slowly.

	“Don’t worry about how we recover them. Or better yet, worry a lot. Because you’re going to be staying down here until it’s all recovered. I can’t risk you suddenly getting your memory back and remembering the passphrase.”

	“I’m being honest. I don’t remember it.”

	Hazard picked up one of the books, turned to the door, and knocked once. A quiet beep came from the other side. The lock disengaged.

	“Wait,” Zeke said.

	Hazard paused, hand on the steel handle.

	“If someone else finds out… if they realize what’s in that wallet…”

	Hazard looked over his shoulder, eyes unreadable.

	“That wouldn’t be good for you.”

	Then he stepped out and shut the door behind him. No hiss this time. Just the silence swallowing everything.


CHAPTER ONE: Kill-You-Dead Money

	The Owens’ home looked ordinary enough from the street: glowing windows, quiet neighborhood, nothing that suggested covert ops or classified missions. But inside, everything had changed the moment the call ended.

	Hazard’s voice had been short, clipped, unapologetic.

	“You’re on. Meet me in Los Angeles Friday night. Tickets are in your inbox, first class. The mission is another warm-weather cruise. About two weeks. Leaving from Singapore. Pack for glitz evenings and swimsuit days. Details in Los Angeles.”

	Nastya had said message received, and the line went dead. Efficient. Icy. Unsettling.

	Now she leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed, heartbeat kicking behind her ribs. She wasn’t jumping for joy; she was too cool for that. But something tight and electric zipped beneath her skin. Dancer’s build, barre-trained legs, blonde waves brushing her shoulders, confidence just shy of lethal. Early forties on paper, closer to thirty in motion.

	Another cruise. Third one. Second as part of the team.

	He’d called them again.

	No more wondering if that last job was a fluke.

	I guess that made them steady contractors for some CIA offshoot, not that it would ever go on a résumé.

	“Another cruise,” she said aloud, tasting the words. “Third one. Second with the team. We’re getting spoiled.”

	Ryan was already scrolling through his phone, a grin tugging at his mouth. Tall, fit, sharp good looks aged into their prime. Fifty and running lean muscle over a frame that didn’t know how to relax. Ex-athlete build, eyes trained to find exits.

	“First-class, direct to L.A. Friday morning. We’ll have the afternoon to ourselves. Hazard booked a hotel by the airport.”

	“Hotel room, first class seats, tropical cruise,” she ticked off, like reading a luxury shopping list. Then her expression sharpened. “I’ll need at least ten cocktail dresses. Lots of my home dresses, the ones that used to be too sexy to wear in public. Heels to match. And bikinis.”

	Ryan smirked without looking up. “You’re already mentally packing.”

	She swept a hand toward the closet. “Black snakeskin bikini. Cherry red. The white wrap. Maybe the gold mesh one… if Kim shows up again, I can’t let her outshine me.”

	Ryan finally set his phone aside, laptop snapping closed. “I’m thinking gear. Portable signal scrambler. Maybe a GPS spoof. Drone might be too obvious, but an underwater cam rig could be useful if we’re in Phuket or Bali.”

	She stepped close and kissed his cheek. “You think like a spy.”

	“I am a spy.”

	“I think like a woman who wants to be the hottest thing on the ship.”

	“You already are.”

	She arched a brow. “Flattery is cheap. Let’s see if you still think that when Kim struts aboard in heels and attitude.”

	He caught her waist and pulled her in. “Kim’s hot, no doubt, but I know somebody hotter.”

	Nastya laughed, low and wicked. “I know you. You’re just buying time until we get on the ship.”

	“So, ship rules again?” He looked her right in the eye. “I find it exciting, just thinking about it. You going to pack a few choker necklaces?”

	“They are kind of my thing,” she replied. “And ship rules aren’t just for me. I don’t know which one of us gets laid more on these cruises.”

	“Oh, I am thinking it’s you.” He said wryly, “Can’t blame the guys.”

	“You are probably right,” she said with a smile.

	They stood there for a moment, quiet, both already drifting forward in their minds: her into sequins and heels and the promise of hands on her skin, him into circuitry and lenses and the things those tools might let them get away with.

	It had started two cruises ago, when mistaken identity dropped them headfirst into a CIA covert op.

	They’d handled it. Survived it.

	Helped enough to be asked back.

	This would be their third mission together—or second, depending on how you counted that chaotic first one where no one had technically recruited them. The missions, all accomplished successfully. And the sex, off the charts.

	Another cruise.

	Another mission.

	The heat of it already in their blood.

	***

	The trip to L.A. was uneventful, first class, just a little over three hours. Airports smooth in both directions. The worst of it was a sluggish clump of traffic peeling off the 405 toward the hotel. No alarms. No heat. No one watching them.

	Check-in was quick. Their suite was exactly what they expected: spotless, anonymous, stocked with bottled water and nothing personal. They dropped their bags, freshened up, exchanged a look that said game time, and were back in the hallway within five minutes.

	Ten minutes later they were following a security escort down a silent hallway to a private suite reserved for Hazard’s team.

	Still, the air inside felt sharp and artificial, cooled too aggressively for such a quiet space. Neutral décor. Pale walls. The kind of room meant to be erased, used for conversations no one wanted to write down.

	Ryan stepped in first, cool and competent, every inch the man who could shift from gentleman to operator without blinking. Dark slacks, pressed linen shirt, sleeves rolled with intent. The clothes whispered money. The way they fit whispered control. She knew that body by now, what it could do, what it had done for her. With her. And he was still here.

	She followed, weight settling into something fluid, her steps all grace and quiet threat. The cream blouse floated over her like careless silk, and the breezy shorts framed her legs just right, legs that had danced, fought, run, killed. And still made people stare. Together they looked like the kind of couple that made strangers guess: him mid-forties, her thirty at most.

	She lifted her chin, sunglasses on, the kind you wore when you didn’t plan to explain yourself.

	Then she pulled them off slowly. Let the room see her. The real her.

	No words yet. Just presence. I’m not here to play. But I will, if it helps.

	Behind them came Deborah.

	Nastya smiled inside before she even saw her.

	She moved like someone who knew exactly how much space she deserved and had no interest in taking more. Unhurried, poised, elegant in ways you couldn’t fake. Something intriguing in her features, a mix of East and West that made people pause, unable to place her. Nastya admired that. She admired her mind too, sharp, lightly flirtatious, fluent in several languages and dangerous in all of them.

	They were both linguists. Both had used their voices as weapons. And their silences.

	Nastya turned, warmth rising fast. “Bonjour, Debbie. Toujours aussi belle.”

	Deborah’s smile bloomed, immediate and knowing. “Toi aussi, ma chérie. Et vivante, je vois.*” Then she switched back to English without missing a beat. “Look who’s still alive.”

	Nastya crossed the room without hesitation and hugged her tight. Deborah smelled like jasmine and salt air, and the press of her arms was real.

	The kind of hug that said I remember everything.

	“Barely,” Nastya murmured into her shoulder. “But I’ll take it.”

	Ryan grinned, sliding effortlessly into the rhythm of the old team. “Glad you got the call.”

	Deborah pulled back, raising a brow. “You thought I didn’t?”

	“You missed the second cruise.”

	“Didn’t miss the headlines,” she said dryly, bumping fists with him. “Glad you’re still handsome, handsome.”

	“Touch and go,” he deadpanned.

	Nastya watched them with a flicker she didn’t bother naming. Not jealousy. Something more complicated. She and Deborah had crossed lines together—beautiful ones, reckless ones—and Ryan had crossed them with them. They had all shared heat and danger and a night none of them talked about. If something simmered under the surface now, maybe that was just what happened when history and attraction kept brushing against each other.

	The door creaked again.

	Anya stepped in, shoulders just a little too tight, eyes flicking in that way people did when they’d been hunted before. Nastya recognized the scan. She’d done it herself more times than she could count. Anya looked better than last time, though last time she’d been one wrong word from shackles.

	That memory still sat in Nastya’s spine. The way Anya had looked, young, wide-eyed, trying not to flinch.

	Nastya lifted a small, polite wave.

	Anya mirrored it. “Hi.”

	Not awkward. Not quite. But not warm either.

	“Hazard said you’re working with him now,” Ryan said. His tone was light, but Nastya caught the flicker behind it, calculated, careful.

	“I am.” Anya’s voice was soft but steady. “And I’m glad to be here.”

	Nastya nodded. “Good. We can use the help.”

	She didn’t add if it holds. She didn’t have to. The air carried it for her.

	Then the inner door opened.

	Harlan Rix filled the doorway like a silhouette built to block escape routes. Six-foot-six, black T-shirt pulled across shoulders that looked made for lifting cars and people who caused trouble. He didn’t enter so much as occupy the space. The temperature shifted with him.

	Ryan rose automatically. Their handshake was firm, silent, male shorthand for measurement and respect.

	Harlan’s gaze moved to her.

	Nastya stepped into his arms without hesitation. His body was solid heat, familiar in ways she didn’t need to unpack right now. When his arm wrapped around her waist, something inside her settled too easily.

	“Good to see you,” she said into his chest.

	“You too,” he rumbled, his voice warm gravel.

	She pulled back first, before it could say more than it needed to.

	Ryan watched the hug with narrowed eyes. Not jealousy, something more curious. He knew her tells. She didn’t hug everyone like that.

	Deborah stepped forward next, offering a polite hand. “Deborah Kohn.”

	“Harlan Rix.” He took it gently, posture still broad, still ready.

	Anya followed with a small nod.

	“We met in Monaco. Sort of,” Harlan said. Polite. Cool. The smile didn’t reach his eyes.

	“Not officially,” she replied.

	Something passed between them, acknowledgment, not warmth. Nastya filed it away. Whatever existed between those two hadn’t been pleasant.

	The room went quiet. Not peaceful. Just… waiting.

	Everyone was here. But the rhythm wasn’t there yet.

	A team—almost.

	Pieces, waiting for the mission to make them click.

	Then the energy flipped. Like a coin in midair.

	The door swung open again, and in came Kim, hair flawless, hips swaying, attitude riding shotgun.

	“Well, look at this lineup,” she announced, arms wide. “Did someone die and leave me the good team?”

	She breezed past everyone and smacked Ryan clean on the ass.

	“Hey, lucky.”

	He flinched, then laughed. “Kim.”

	She kissed Anya on the cheek, then Deborah. “You two. Stunning. Dangerous. I love it.”

	Then she reached Nastya.

	A full kiss on the lips, lingering just long enough to make it theater.

	Nastya didn’t flinch. Didn’t step back either. She kissed her right back with that same dangerous smile they both knew by heart.

	Typical Kim. Always the biggest entrance. Always the flashiest hello.

	It used to bother her. Hell, sometimes it still did. Kim could walk into a room and steal the spotlight with nothing but a wink and a heel turn. But underneath the glitter, Nastya knew the truth, Kim worked twice as hard for every inch she earned. Every cover photo. Every mark who underestimated her. Every man or woman who thought she was just flair and cleavage.

	And, yes, it didn’t hurt that Kim was gorgeous and brilliant and so confident it felt weaponized.

	But she was also loyal. And when it counted, she was lethal.

	Then she reached Harlan.

	Kim rose on tiptoes and kissed him too, right on the mouth, no hesitation. Then looked up with mock severity. “Don’t get carried away, big guy.”

	His slow smile didn’t deny anything.

	Nastya felt something tighten low, not jealousy exactly, more like memory shifting in its seat. But watching Kim kiss him like that… she wondered who Harlan enjoyed kissing more, Kim or her.

	Kim spun in a circle and clapped once. “All right. Are we briefing or drinking first?”

	The last of the banter was still hanging in the air when the door opened a final time.

	John Hazard stepped in, looking like a man who hadn’t slept in thirty hours, and had made peace with it. Dark button-down, sleeves rolled. No tie. A coat slung over one shoulder.

	No preamble.

	He dropped the coat across the back of the head chair and sat down heavily.

	“All right,” he said. “Everyone open your briefing packets.”

	There was a soft flutter of paper. Tablets buzzed to life. No one asked questions. Hazard didn’t wait for full attention. He just began.

	Ryan leaned toward Nastya, voice low. “No Greg.”

	The absence hung for a beat. Greg had been the steady hand in the first two missions. If he wasn’t here, things would be different.

	“You’re here because we’ve got a bank doing something… wrong,” Hazard said. “Small, relatively new outfit based out of Singapore. Name’s Kalid Defino Financial, they brand it as KDF Bank.”

	He leaned forward, elbows on the table, eyes sharper than the overhead lights.

	“KDF is posting returns no bank should be able to post legally. Treasury’s analysts flagged the numbers, but without jurisdiction, no one can open a formal inquiry. Then a partner intelligence service sent us a quiet ping. They’ve seen activity around KDF that doesn’t match the public filings. Nothing actionable. Enough to make everyone nervous.”

	He nodded toward the briefings. “Our forensic guys have scrubbed the public documents. Every line looks clean. Too clean. No Ponzi structure. No circular payments. No crypto noise. But the math still doesn’t work.”

	A beat.

	“That’s where you come in.”

	The tone shifted, less explanation. More orders.

	“We’re splitting into three teams.”

	He looked to Ryan and Deborah first.

	“Deborah, Ryan, you're the lead on the banking inquiry. Ryan, you’re posing as a wealthy investor. Same hedge fund alias. New fund, looking to diversify into Southeast Asia. Deborah, you’re his interpreter, cultural attaché, translator, whichever fits the moment.”

	Kim muttered, “He’ll find something that fits.”

	Hazard raised one eyebrow but ignored her, turning back to the pair. “Any issues working together?”

	Deborah shrugged. “None here.”

	Ryan nodded. “We’re good.”

	“Good,” Hazard said. Then he turned to Kim and Nastya.

	“You two are cover team two. Rich sisters. Kim, you’re old money. Nastya, you married into it. Separate cabins, but joined at the hip. You’ve been invited to invest as well, casual interest. Not as heavy as Ryan’s angle. Floaty. Playful. Play dumb if you have to.”

	Kim winked. “I excel at floaty and playful.”

	Nastya smiled, poised. “We’ll make it believable.”

	Hazard nodded, then shifted to the last pair.

	“Harlan. Anya. You’re the third set of investors. Posing as a couple on a three-year anniversary cruise. Just trying to escape the snow.”

	He looked at Harlan. “You’re a doctor. Anya, you’re his beautiful stay-at-home wife. You’ve done well enough to consider investing, and thought this cruise would keep your wife happy.”

	He glanced at the others. “If anything goes south, you’re the backup. The muscle. The support.”

	Hazard pointed with his pen. “Harlan, you’re the hammer. Anya… you’re the scalpel. Work with the other teams. Blend. But keep your eyes open.”

	He looked between them. “Any issues with the role? Or each other?”

	Anya glanced at Harlan, all size and quiet power, and visibly swallowed.

	Nastya caught the flicker of nerves. Can’t blame her. She’d once belonged to Harlan too. In a different way.

	“No,” Anya said quickly.

	Harlan just nodded. “Fine by me.”

	Hazard sat back.

	“The bank’s hosting about twenty potential investors on this cruise. It’s a vetting tour. They’re showing off branches in Phuket and Kuala Lumpur, wining and dining everyone along the way. You’ll be invited to most events. Make friends. Maybe you’ll be invited everywhere.”

	He drummed his fingers once, then pointed to the documents.

	“On paper, everything looks legal. The structures, the returns, the international filings… even the tax shelters. But something is off. Either they’re covering something masterfully, or there’s an outside funding source that shouldn’t exist. We don’t know which.”

	He let that hang.

	“You’re there to figure it out. Quietly. If they catch wind you’re government, they’ll clam up, or vanish.”

	He paused.

	“And one more thing.”

	Hazard reached into the inside pocket of his coat and slid out a photo. He tossed it onto the table. A grainy shot of a man in a blazer boarding a yacht.

	“There’s a U.S. senator on part of this cruise. Senator Caldwell. He’s sniffing around for investment opportunities. Maybe legit. Maybe not. He doesn’t know about you. And I don’t want him to.”

	Kim raised a brow. “Should we… seduce or avoid?”

	“Avoid,” Hazard snapped. Then, a beat later: “Unless it’s impossible. Then tell me first.”

	“Understood,” Ryan said.

	Hazard stood, rubbing his eyes. “You leave at oh-seven-hundred. Wheels up at ten. Singapore by tomorrow night.”

	Everyone was halfway out of their seats, but he wasn’t finished.

	“Everyone out,” he added. “Except Kim and Nastya.”

	His tone left no room for interpretation.

	Ryan hesitated, eyes flicking briefly to Nastya.

	She gave the faintest nod. It was fine. She could handle Hazard.

	Had handled him, in fact, first mission. She knew what his hands felt like when he wasn’t issuing orders, and she knew better than to mistake any of it for softness. Hazard was flint under pressure and hard lines in human shape. Attractive, in the way older men sometimes were, when they gave nothing away and took everything in. She locked the memory away. This was business, not history.

	The door clicked shut behind the others.

	Hazard paused, then reached into his briefcase and pulled out a slim, matte-black folder. He slid it across the table to the women.

	“Open it.”

	Kim popped the clasps with a flick. Inside were four neatly mounted photographs, each one a man’s face: clean-cut, tanned, cocky smiles. Beside each face was a small, curious object. Game pieces, almost, roughly the size of a chess pawn, but each one uniquely shaped and finished: a jade dragon, a steel rook, an ivory seal, and a dark glass obelisk.

	“Memorize them. Faces and objects. Don’t get them mixed up.”

	Kim leaned forward, eyes sharpening, her voice dropping to something quieter, hungrier. “This is the good stuff.”

	Nastya pulled the folder closer, her eyes flicking between the faces and tokens, lips pressed in concentration.

	Hazard watched them. They passed the folder back and forth without a word—just exchanging subtle glances, the occasional raised brow or conspiratorial smirk. Two women trained to read people, processing data like predators cataloging prey.

	He exhaled, like he’d bitten something sour. “You’re enjoying this already, aren’t you.”

	Kim grinned. “A little.”

	When they were done, Hazard took the folder back and locked it into a side compartment of his briefcase.

	He folded his hands.

	“I want to be very clear. This is deadlier than anything I’ve sent you on before.”

	He met each of their eyes.

	“No one else knows about this. Not Harlan, not Ryan, not even Deborah. Just you two and me. It stays that way.”

	Both women nodded, the smiles gone now. Expressions sober. Alert.

	Hazard exhaled slowly through his nose.

	“Before we go deeper, what do you two know about crypto?”

	Kim shrugged. “Not much. My wallet’s sad. I swapped a little Bitcoin into stablecoin right before it rocketed. Great timing, as always.”

	Nastya nodded. “We don’t use it much. Ryan hates the tax tracking. Government expects you to note every up and down, even if you’re just buying coffee. It’s a nightmare.” She added, “So we just hold some. Bitcoin. Ether. A couple others. Long-term plays.”

	Hazard rubbed his jaw.

	“Exactly what I was hoping for. And afraid of.”

	He leaned back in his chair and let the silence stretch.

	“There’s a crypto wallet. Came into existence under circumstances that aren’t relevant right now. What is relevant is that it’s holding a sum equivalent to the GDP of a mid-sized country.”

	Kim blinked. “As in—?”

	“As in kill-you-dead money,” Hazard said. “Multiple nations would murder to get their hands on it.”

	Nastya’s posture shifted. Barely. But the alertness was there. She knew that tone in Hazard’s voice. Knew the look behind it. Beneath the dry instructions and taut delivery was something closer to fear, and that meant the danger was real.

	Hazard continued.

	“We have the wallet. And we have the guy who claims to be its owner. He says he can’t access it, forgot the seed phrase. Claims the phrase was split and embedded in four physical objects. Those objects were given to four different men, crypto entrepreneurs. All of them are booked on the same cruise. They’re fairly successful, so the bank is trying to smooze some money out of them.”

	He tapped the table once, flat and sharp.

	“They don’t know what they have. They think the tokens belong to a tiny party wallet they all toss money into for fun. They don’t have a clue how much is in there. But if the wrong hands get to them and steal the passphrase, someone gets rich.”

	Kim’s eyes sparkled. “You want us to steal the tokens. And swap in fakes.”

	Hazard nodded. “Precisely. We’ve made identical duplicates. You are to collect the originals, one by one, without raising suspicion. Charm them. Seduce them. Play dumb. Play smart. Whatever works.”

	“They straight?” Kim asked.

	“We think so. None married. Some may have girlfriends. You’ll have to work around that.”

	Kim leaned back, smiling. “So it’s a fuck-’em treasure hunt.”

	Nastya chuckled. “Sounds like our kind of mission.”

	She said it lightly, but her mind was already racing. Faces, angles, potential pickup lines. The odds that at least one of those men would be more dangerous than they looked. The odds that Hazard wasn’t telling them everything.

	And the odds that she might have to do worse than seduce someone to keep Kim safe.

	Hazard didn’t smile.

	“I’m serious. No one else knows. Only my bosses. If this leaks, you’d have agents crawling out of every agency, all going after the same thing.”

	He let the implications hang like a loaded gun.

	“Assume every step is being watched. These guys might not know what they hold, but someone might be watching. Hell, someone might already be hunting.”

	Both women went still for a breath.

	“When you secure an object,” Hazard said, “you contact me. Direct. No games, no middlemen. Use the burner in your packet. I want real-time updates.”

	Kim tilted her head. “And when we get all four?”

	“Contact me and no one else.”

	Hazard closed the briefing folder with a quiet snap, his face tight with the kind of tension you didn’t get from paperwork.

	Kim didn’t miss it.

	“So…” she said, rising from her chair and stretching like a cat. “You back in the States for good?”

	Hazard glanced up but said nothing at first, just watched her move.

	She started around the table slowly, a lazy saunter, her hips making promises her words hadn’t yet. He didn’t stop her.

	“Yes,” he said finally, voice low. “Back for now. But I have some work in the Philippines. May head there.”

	As if on cue, Nastya stood too, graceful, unhurried, falling into step behind Kim. She walked with elegant confidence, her steps silent on the suite’s plush carpet.

	Kim leaned in slightly, her voice soft. “You’re carrying tension, boss. We can see it.”

	Nastya’s voice followed, low and velvety. “Stress isn’t good for you. You need to release it.”

	They flanked him, one on either side. Hazard didn’t move.

	He’d faced warlords, arms dealers, and foreign intelligence.

	But this?

	This was more dangerous.

	He exhaled.

	“Girls,” he said, voice roughening. “I haven’t forgotten.”

	There was silence, warm, heavy, shared.

	They all remembered the Caribbean.

	Kim smiled and leaned in, pressing a light kiss to his cheek. Nastya followed, brushing hers just behind his jaw, the faintest whisper of perfume lingering behind.

	Kim let her fingers drift across his shoulder as she turned away. “If you change your mind…”

	Nastya finished the thought with a sly smile. “… just let us know.”

	“We hope you can join us at the end of this cruise,” Kim said.

	“You missed the party at the end of the last one,” Nastya added.

	Hazard gave a soft grunt. “Just be careful. This one’s dangerous.”

	“We know,” Nastya said.

	As they slipped out the door, Hazard sat alone for a long moment, shoulders tight, the phantom pressure of lips and fingertips still lingering.

	He stared at the closed door.

	Maybe he’d try to make the end of this cruise after all.


CHAPTER TWO: Flight and Landing

	The boarding line inched forward into the wide-body jet, the hush of conditioned air, the cool slip of luxury against skin, and the soft cabin lighting washed over them like a shift in atmosphere. Ryan tugged at the front of his jacket and followed the attendant’s gesture down the aisle into the Business Class.

	He clocked the layout immediately: one-two-one pods, angled for privacy but open enough for subtle observation.

	Nastya was already at her window seat, mid-cabin, blond hair catching the glow as she slid her handbag into the cubby with practiced precision. Across the aisle, Kim lounged in her seat with the ease of someone who already owned it, crimson scarf tossed over one shoulder like a flag of intent. Her lips curled as she glanced up, boredom or calculation, hard to say.

	Further forward, Anya and Harlan occupied a pair of middle seats. Harlan’s broad shoulders pushed the limits of the sleek pod, while Anya, petite and composed, seemed to fold effortlessly into the space beside him. Her eyes flicked between the in-flight screen and the other passengers, noting everything without appearing to look.

	Just behind Kim and Nastya, Deborah turned halfway in her seat to smile at Ryan as he approached. She looked effortlessly elegant, one leg tucked beneath her, drink already in hand. The seat beside hers was waiting, his.

	He gave her a nod and slipped into place.

	Spread across the cabin, they looked like six wealthy strangers settling in for a seventeen-hour marathon. But every seat had been chosen deliberately, distance where needed. Line of sight where it mattered. Close enough for murmured words, far enough for plausible deniability.

	The flight attendants moved like shadows, offering champagne flutes and hot towels with polished ease. Ryan accepted one, noting the quiet click of Deborah’s nails against the stem of her glass.

	“Still keeping up with your French?” she asked lightly, one brow raised in mischief.

	Ryan groaned. “Je comprends bien assez,” he said it carefully, the vowels warped just enough by his Kansas drawl to make her grin.

	She gave a theatrical wince. “Oh, you understand just fine. But speaking it, mon pauvre garçon, you sound like a farmer choking on truffles.”

	He shot her a look, the kind that might have shut someone else down.

	Deborah only smiled wider and took another sip.

	“French is supposed to be spoken like kissing,” she continued softly, leaning closer. “Not like you’re wrestling it into submission.”

	Ryan arched a brow. “Dangerous advice. I remember kissing you at Magens Bay.”

	Her laugh was low, throaty, alive with memory. “Then just keep that in mind… mon pauvre petit garçon français.”

	He shifted in his seat, keeping his voice beneath the hum of the engines. “So besides French, what else are you hiding in that arsenal for this trip?”

	She tapped her glass once, then met his eyes. “Thai.”

	That caught him. He hadn’t expected it, and she knew it.

	“Thai?”

	“Mmm-hmm. Phuket won’t all be English and champagne receptions. Someone has to hear what’s really being said.”

	Ryan nodded, impressed despite himself. “So you’ll keep me out of trouble?”

	Her smile turned sharper. “Or get you into it. C’est plus amusant comme ça.”

	(It’s more fun that way.)

	He chuckled under his breath, though a flicker of heat passed through him. French always stirred something, not just because of Deborah, but because Nastya had teased him in the same tongue more than once.

	The seatbelt light chimed overhead.

	Ryan leaned back, champagne bubbles crisp on his tongue, though his mind wasn’t entirely on the mission yet.

	Not with Deborah this close, speaking French like it was foreplay.

	Across the aisle, Kim stretched in her seat, crossing one long leg over the other, her crimson scarf sliding off her shoulder as if rehearsed. She leaned toward the aisle just far enough to catch Nastya’s eye.

	“Ready for another cruise, sis?” she asked, voice low and playful. “Think it’ll be anything like the last two?”

	Nastya smiled faintly as she settled in. Of course she remembered. Two cruises full of intrigue, impossible missions… and sex. A lot of sex. With allies, marks, enemies, and people who blurred the lines.

	Kim was no different. Bold, unashamed, always riding that razor edge between seduction and survival.

	“Here’s to hoping,” Nastya said, raising her glass. “I enjoyed the variety last time.”

	A spark passed between them. Kim knew exactly what she meant.

	“You saw the four,” Kim murmured, eyes flicking toward the middle seats. “Pretty cute, don’t you think?”

	Nastya followed her gaze. Cute, yes. Rich, definitely. Vulnerable? Hopefully.

	“Makes the job more enjoyable.”

	Kim chuckled. “The job being to fuck your way close.”

	“Something like that.” Nastya set her glass down, her tone dropping to something colder. “Just… stay sharp. Hazard wasn’t wrong. Southeast Asia can get dangerous fast.”

	Kim’s smirk dipped for a beat. “You stay sharp too.”

	Their eyes held, no teasing, no competition. Just a promise.

	“We watch each other’s backs,” Nastya said.

	Kim raised her glass in a tiny salute. “Deal.”

	“Deal.”

	Kim slid out of her pod to adjust her carry-on, then headed forward, heels tapping lightly on the aisle carpet. She barely took two steps before a wall of muscle filled the aisle.

	Harlan.

	He didn’t speak; he didn’t need to. He just stood there, arms folded, a slow grin tugging at his mouth, blocking her path like it amused him.

	Kim tilted her head. “Move it, big guy. You’re in my light.”

	He didn’t move. Just let the grin deepen.

	Her smile sharpened. “Oh, we’re doing this?”
 She brushed past him, quick and precise, slipping a neat little kidney jab under the ribs.

	Harlan grunted, then laughed, low and deep, shifting aside a half-second too late to be polite.

	Kim glanced over her shoulder. “Try me again and I’ll make sure they serve you hospital food on this flight.”

	His laughter followed her down the aisle.

	Across the cabin, Nastya took it in. Kim’s smirk had more satisfaction than irritation… and Harlan’s laugh had more heat than humor.

	She turned back to the window, letting the darkness outside swallow the moment.

	Las Vegas.

	She remembered too well. The weight of him, the control he never relinquished, the way she’d let herself bend.

	Her pulse kicked, uninvited.

	Focus.

	This is a mission.

	Harlan was an incredible fuck.

	Undeniable.

	But did she have room for that kind of distraction this time?

	***

	The sliding doors whooshed open in perfect sync, and the team stepped into Changi Airport’s pristine arrivals hall. Polished floors gleamed beneath the lights, and even the air smelled efficient.

	Ryan adjusted the collar of his linen jacket and scanned the signage. “This place runs like a Swiss watch. I didn’t even get a chance to rehearse my fake name before they waved me through.”

	Deborah rolled her eyes beside him. “Because you look like every bored hedge fund manager they’ve ever seen.”

	He grinned. “Compliment taken.”

	Ahead of them, Nastya moved like the terminal was a runway, sunglasses still on despite the hour. Behind her, Kim stretched her arms overhead in a theatrical yawn.

	“Well, I tried to get thoroughly searched,” Kim announced. “No dice.”

	The customs agent who’d checked her was still visibly rattled.

	Nastya didn’t glance over. “Please tell me you didn’t flash the poor man.”

	“Just a little thigh,” Kim winked. “For national security.”

	Harlan lumbered through behind them, passport tucked away. He drew looks. He always drew looks, but a doctor’s letter and sheer bureaucratic apathy had smoothed everything.

	“You could’ve smiled,” Kim muttered.

	“I smiled,” Harlan said, deadpan. “Internally.”

	Anya kept close at his side. “At least no one asked to open our bags,” she murmured, eyes scanning the hall. Even in jeans and a tee, she carried herself like someone who slept lightly.

	Ryan nudged Deborah. “They bought the attaché cover.”

	“Obviously.” She lifted her chin. “I am an attaché.”

	They descended the escalator into baggage claim, where the conveyor belt hummed to life.

	Harlan grabbed his suitcase, then lifted a rose-gold roller bag out of the way without looking.

	“That’s mine,” Kim said.

	“You left it in my path.”

	She took it with a raised brow. “Still a big oaf.”

	Ryan spotted a sleek black case sliding past and lifted it cleanly. Deborah arched a brow.

	“You remembered which one was mine.”

	“I remember details,” he said. “It’s part of the job.”

	“Of course,” she murmured, though her gaze lingered.

	Nastya pulled her own bag free, expression unreadable. Kim stepped in beside her, voice soft.

	“He’s being polite, sis. That’s all.”

	“I’m not worried,” Nastya said, sliding her sunglasses back on.

	They moved toward the exit in a smooth, practiced procession, six polished strangers with one mission and plenty of room for trouble.

	Only once they cleared the final checkpoint did the airport doors part.
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