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Love was the risk. Truth was the weapon.
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Dedication

To those who have ever loved bravely—

and to those who learned the truth costs something.

For my family, for my readers, and for the voices we choose to trust.

Introduction

Some stories begin with a kiss. Others begin with a warning. This one begins with both—and the space between them.

A Kiss With Consequences is a romantic suspense novel about the moment love stops feeling like a safe place and starts feeling like a risk. It’s about what happens when attraction arrives with a shadow, when comfort comes wrapped in uncertainty, and when the person who makes your heartbeat steady might also be the reason it races.

I wanted to write a romance that never forgets what the world is like when power is in the room—when conversations are measured, when every sentence can be used, and when silence can be a strategy. That’s why this story lives in the margins of diplomacy and decision-making, where people speak for nations and yet still carry their own private fears. In such a place, truth doesn’t always look like honesty. Sometimes it looks like restraint.

At the heart of this book is a woman whose job is to listen with precision. She is trained to catch what most people miss: the smallest shifts in tone, the hesitation before a name, the way a pause can hold a secret. Interpreters are expected to be invisible. They are expected to be accurate, calm, professional—always present, never noticed. But what happens when the invisible witness becomes the target? What happens when the words she carries are not just information but ammunition?

And then there is him—the man whose presence feels like certainty, whose attention feels like rescue, whose closeness feels inevitable. In romantic suspense, love is never only sweetness. It’s leverage. It’s temptation. It’s the decision you make when you know you shouldn’t. One kiss can be a promise. One kiss can be a mistake. One kiss can be evidence.

The subtitle of this book says it plainly: Love was the risk. Truth was the weapon. I chose those words because both love and truth can save you—and both can destroy you—depending on when you discover them. In this story, characters don’t just fall for each other. They collide. They test each other. They hurt each other by accident and protect each other on purpose. They say the wrong thing at the wrong time and the right thing too late. That’s real love. That’s real danger.

If you’re here for romance, you’ll find it: longing, chemistry, vulnerability, and the kind of intimacy that feels earned. If you’re here for suspense, you’ll find it too: secrets, pressure, high stakes, and the slow realization that someone is always listening. And if you’re here for both, then you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.

A gentle note before you begin: this book contains themes common to romantic suspense—threat, fear, coercion, and moments of emotional intensity. Nothing is included for shock value; everything is in service of the story. Still, I believe readers deserve clarity. Please take care of yourself as you read.

Finally, thank you. Reading is a kind of trust. You are giving this story your time, your attention, your imagination. I don’t take that lightly. I hope you’ll turn the pages quickly, feel your heart race at the right moments, and—when the final truth lands—feel that satisfying click of consequences coming due.

Now, step inside. Listen closely. Some truths arrive as whispers.
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Chapter 1 — The Oath of Language
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Geneva always looked clean from a distance.

From the window of the tram it was postcard-perfect—water like brushed glass, swans moving with deliberate grace, the Alps hovering in pale blue as if they were painted on the sky. Even the cold felt curated, the kind that belonged in fashion editorials: wool coats, leather gloves, breath turning briefly visible and then disappearing.

But inside the conference center, nothing was clean.

Not the words. Not the intentions behind them. Not the consequences.

I stepped off at the lakefront stop and walked the last stretch on foot, my badge tucked into the inside pocket of my coat like a secret. The wind cut between buildings and found the small gap where my scarf met my collar, cold enough to make me blink hard. The first time I came to Geneva, I’d thought the air tasted like metal and money. Now it tasted like coffee and adrenaline.

The entrance was a sheet of glass and steel. Security was already awake—men and women in dark uniforms moving with practiced patience. A line of delegates in tailored suits stood behind the rope barriers, ID lanyards gleaming. Someone laughed too loudly; someone else pretended not to notice. A camera crew adjusted a tripod and a microphone, their fingers bare despite the cold, moving fast.

I kept my pace steady, my face neutral, and let my body perform its own memory: shoulders squared, chin level, eyes forward. Don’t look like you’re late. Don’t look like you’re nervous. Don’t look like someone who still hears certain sentences when the room falls quiet.

At the security gate, the officer scanned my badge, glanced at the screen, and handed it back without changing expression.

“Ms. Naoshin,” he said, pronouncing it carefully. “Interpreter. Arabic and Bengali.”

“And English,” I added automatically. It wasn’t pride; it was precaution. My work didn’t begin when the microphone turned on. It began the moment my name appeared on a schedule.

He nodded and waved me through.

Inside, the heat hit me in layers—radiators, bodies, a hum of conversation that rose and fell like surf. The lobby was a tide of people: humanitarian officials, donors, journalists, activists, ministers. The air smelled of perfume, hand sanitizer, paper, and something faintly floral from an arrangement of white lilies the size of a small tree.

Above it all, hanging in the atrium, was the emblem of the summit: a stylized circle of hands around a raindrop, blue on white. The tagline underneath read:

REBUILDING AFTER THE STORM: TRANSPARENCY, TRUST, TRANSFORMATION.

I almost laughed.

Instead, I slipped past the registration desk and headed toward the interpreter corridor. My boots made a muted sound on the carpet, and with every step I could feel my mind narrowing, tuning itself like an instrument. In ten minutes I would be in the booth, a glass box perched above the main hall, listening through a headset to voices from every corner of the world. I would take their meaning into my mouth and deliver it to others.

Words are bridges, I told myself, like I always did.

But bridges can collapse.

I reached the interpreter suite and pushed through the heavy door. The hallway beyond was dimmer and quieter, insulated from the lobby’s bright chaos. Here, the air was different—drier, warm with electronics. There were posters on the walls reminding us to drink water, to stretch our necks, to protect our voices. Someone had taped a handwritten note near the coffee machine:

BE KIND. WE ARE ALL RUNNING ON NERVES.

I hung my coat on a hook and checked my reflection in the small mirror by the sink. My hair was pulled back in a low, neat knot. No earrings. Minimal makeup. A face designed not to distract. A face designed to disappear behind language.

My phone buzzed once in my pocket.

I ignored it.

I had learned, the hard way, that distractions arrived like insects—small, insistent, and capable of ruining everything if you swatted at them at the wrong moment.

In the booth, I adjusted the chair, tested the microphone, and ran my fingers along the console as if it were a keyboard I had used all my life. Channels. Volume. Relay. Cough button. My throat felt tight, not from illness but from the familiar pre-work tension—the knowledge that in a few minutes, people would speak, and I would have to be flawless.

Flawless.

That word had haunted me for years.

Below, the main hall filled. Through the glass I watched as attendees took their seats, the rows of chairs creating a pattern like stitched fabric. Onstage, technicians made final adjustments. A giant screen displayed the summit logo. The lighting was cool and flattering, designed for broadcast.

My booth partner for the morning, Lucía, slid into the seat beside me and smiled.

“Bonjour, Arshi,” she said softly, her accent curling around my name. “You look like someone who hasn’t slept.”

“I slept,” I lied, and she laughed as if she knew.

Lucía had the kind of calm that came from experience and a childhood in a loud household. She could interpret French, Spanish, and Portuguese without breaking a sweat, and she carried a tiny bottle of honey in her bag like a talisman.

“You’re on Arabic first, yes?” she asked.

“And Bengali if it comes up,” I said.

“Bengali always comes up,” she murmured, like it was a prophecy.

The moderator’s voice boomed through our headsets, and the hall’s murmur softened into attentive quiet. I placed the headphones over my ears, felt the familiar pressure, the way it sealed the outside world away and brought the speaker’s breath into my skull.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the moderator said, “distinguished delegates, honored guests—welcome.”

The opening remarks were in English. Lucía nodded along, ready to relay if needed. I listened anyway, my mind mapping the rhythm, the stress, the register. The moderator introduced speakers. A minister from a coastal country. A representative from a major relief organization. A donor from a multinational foundation.

Then, the first keynote began in Arabic.

I inhaled once, pressed the button, and spoke.

Interpretation is not translation. Translation is a document; interpretation is a living thing. It breathes. It has a pulse. It requires you to predict a sentence before it arrives, to hold half of it in your mind while your mouth delivers the other half in another language. It requires you to be two people at once: the one who listens, and the one who speaks.

It is beautiful when it works.

It is devastating when it doesn’t.

The keynote speaker’s voice was deep and controlled, the cadence measured. He spoke about reconstruction funds, about the “moral obligation” of transparency, about the way storms exposed the fault lines of governance. He used metaphors—water as both threat and blessing. He quoted scripture. He quoted statistics.

I carried him into English with the care of someone carrying a sleeping child down stairs.

Below, people nodded, typed notes, whispered into their neighbor’s ear. A row of journalists leaned forward, eyes sharp, like they were waiting for a mistake.

As I spoke, I felt something that always came during this kind of work: a strange dissociation, as if my body belonged to the booth and my mind belonged to the room below. I became an instrument. My own opinions, my own memories, my own fears—those had to wait.

But sometimes, memory didn’t wait.

The keynote ended. Applause rose, polite and disciplined. The next speaker began in French, and Lucía took over, her voice smooth.

I muted my mic and sipped water. My phone buzzed again.

This time, the vibration felt louder, like it had grown teeth.

I slid it out of my pocket and glanced down.

No missed calls. No messages.

Just a notification from an app I rarely used anymore.

Secure Voice — 1 NEW FILE RECEIVED.

For a moment, my heart stopped in a small, contained way, like a candle being pinched out.

Secure Voice was an encrypted platform used by field workers, legal teams, and—when everything went wrong—witnesses. I had installed it years ago, back when I still took certain contracts, back when I believed I could keep control by staying close to danger. I hadn’t opened it in months.

Lucía was still interpreting, her eyes half-lidded in concentration. The hall below remained calm. No one was looking at me.

My thumb hovered over the notification.

Don’t, I told myself.

Not now.

But curiosity is a cruel form of hope. It convinces you that the next thing you see might make sense of the things that never did.

I tapped.

The app opened to a single file, unnamed. The icon indicated audio. Underneath it, a timestamp: 06:14 CET—barely an hour ago.

And then, a line of text that made my pulse jump into my throat.

IF THE VOICE CHANGES, DO NOT BELIEVE IT.

The sentence was in English, but something about it felt... translated. The phrasing had the slight awkwardness of someone thinking in another language, the way Bengali speakers sometimes carried their syntax into English like a shadow.

I swallowed hard.

Underneath, another line appeared, smaller.

PLAY ONLY IN PRIVATE. DO NOT FORWARD.

My hands went cold despite the booth’s warmth.

Lucía’s voice flowed on beside me, translating a donor’s careful speech about “capacity building.” I could hear it, but it arrived far away, like the sound of a radio in another room.

I stared at the file.

My mind tried to build explanations.

A wrong number. A phishing attempt. A prank.

But Secure Voice didn’t send pranks. It sent last resorts.

My breath came in shallow.

I pressed the cough button—not because I needed to cough, but because it gave me a second of cover—and stood.

Lucía glanced at me. “You okay?”

“I need two minutes,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “Bathroom.”

She nodded without question. Interpreters did not interrogate each other mid-session. We all had our ghosts.

I slipped out of the booth, shut the door softly behind me, and walked fast down the corridor, past the coffee machine, past the posters, toward the small soundproof room at the end—a spare booth used for private calls when confidentiality mattered.

The room smelled faintly of plastic and old paper. I shut the door, sat, and stared at my phone again. My hands trembled, just slightly.

Private, the message had said.

I put my headphones in, the cheap kind I kept for emergencies, and hit play.

At first there was static, like wind over a microphone.

Then a woman’s breathing.

Short, controlled, as if she were trying not to be heard.

A voice spoke—soft, urgent, with a tremor that was either fear or fatigue.

“Arshi,” the voice said.

My name, spoken like a lifeline.

My throat tightened. I didn’t answer, of course. It was a recording. But my body responded anyway, as if it expected conversation.

“Arshi, listen to me,” the voice continued. “I don’t have time. They are watching. If you are hearing this, it means I couldn’t—” The breath hitched. “It means I couldn’t fix it myself.”

A sound in the background—metal clinking, distant voices, a door closing.

The woman lowered her volume, words pressed into the microphone.

“They will use my voice,” she said. “They already have. They will make it say anything. They will make it confess. They will make it accuse. They will make it beg.”

Her English was clear, but there were edges of another language underneath, the way certain consonants softened, the way “th” became “t” in places.

“They will make me sound like a liar.”

I gripped the phone so hard my fingers ached.

“Arshi,” she said again, and now the tone shifted, a pleading note slipping in. “Please. If you ever believed in anything I said—if you ever believed I was trying—then you have to do this part.”

A pause. In that silence, I heard a faint beep—like a keypad, a security lock, something electronic.

Then:

“Do not trust the first version,” she whispered. “If they send you something with my voice, it will be—” she hesitated, searching for the right word, “—it will be stitched. You will hear it if you listen properly. You will hear the seams.”

Seams.

That was exactly the word someone with field training might use if they had learned the basics of synthetic audio: the unnatural transitions, the tiny discontinuities where a voice was spliced, the way breath patterns didn’t match the words.

The woman inhaled. “They call it the Monsoon Protocol,” she said, and for the first time, anger hardened her voice. “Because storms erase footprints. Because after a storm, you can move anything. People. Money. Evidence.”

My skin prickled.

“The Monsoon Protocol,” she repeated, slower, as if she wanted the phrase to lodge in my bones. “It is not just one place. It is a route.”

A low thump. Like someone bumping into a wall. The woman froze mid-breath.

Then she spoke again, very softly.

“I can’t say names,” she whispered. “I can’t. They have my phone. They have my accounts. They have everything. But you can find the route if you follow the shipments labeled—” She cut herself off abruptly, breath turning sharp. “No. No. They will hear. They will—”

In the background, a man’s voice rose briefly, indistinct.

The woman’s breathing quickened.

“If this ends,” she said, “tell my mother—” Her voice cracked, and she pressed on anyway. “Tell her I didn’t disappear. I was taken. I was—” A swallow. “I was trying.”

And then, like a knife turned inward, she added:

“And Arshi... forgive yourself first. I know what happened last time. I know you didn’t mean it. I know you’re carrying it like a stone.”

My vision blurred.

I blinked hard, furious at my own body for betraying me with tears.

“How do you know?” I whispered, though the recording could not answer.

The woman exhaled a shaky breath.

“Listen,” she said. “If they send a confession, you must challenge it. If the voice is wrong, you must say so. Even if they call you crazy. Even if they threaten you. Even if they try to make you—” She paused, and in that pause I heard something that made my blood turn to ice: the sound of someone else breathing, close.

The woman lowered her voice to almost nothing.

“They are here,” she whispered. “I have to go.”

A rustle. A rapid movement. Another voice, closer now—male, clipped, impatient, speaking in a language I couldn’t fully catch through the noise.

The woman’s final words were a rush, as if she were pushing them out before her mouth was shut.

“If you want to save anyone, find him,” she said. “Find the filmmaker. He will pretend he doesn’t care, but he does. He will know the donors. He will have the access. He will—”

A loud sound cut through—like a hand slapping the phone.

The audio spiked. A sharp gasp.

Then silence.

The file ended.

For a moment, I sat frozen, the phone still pressed to my palm, as if the heat of my skin could keep the voice alive.

My heartbeat thudded in my ears.

I replayed the last line in my mind: Find the filmmaker.

A filmmaker.

My mind offered a name like a wound reopening.

Imran.

I hadn’t seen him in three years. Not since the night I stood in my apartment doorway and told him that love was not enough if he kept treating the truth like a weapon he could swing without consequence. Not since he looked at me with that mixture of disbelief and rage, and said something that still scratched at the inside of my ribs when I remembered it:

You don’t get to blame me for the world being ugly.

Maybe I didn’t. Maybe I blamed him because it was easier than blaming myself.

But the recording hadn’t asked for my comfort.

It had asked for my skill.

It had asked for my courage.

I closed my eyes and forced myself to breathe in through my nose, out through my mouth, slow enough to steady the trembling in my fingers.

This was what I did now: crisis translation, live interpretation, controlled environments. I stayed where security guards stood at doors and microphones had mute buttons. I told myself I had left the field behind.

And yet here was a voice reaching through encryption and fear, calling my name like a rope.

I opened my eyes.

My gaze dropped to the message again.

IF THE VOICE CHANGES, DO NOT BELIEVE IT.

It wasn’t just a warning.

It was a test.

I reached for my notebook and wrote down everything I remembered from the recording: key phrases, background noises, the mention of a route, the title Monsoon Protocol, the instruction about seams, the line about a confession, the note about a mother, and the last demand: Find the filmmaker.

My handwriting was neat because my hands needed something orderly to cling to.

Then I did what I always did when language turned dangerous: I broke it down into parts.

The voice’s accent. Bengali influence, yes, but also a trace of something else—maybe Arabic? The speaker’s English had a clipped precision that suggested training, perhaps someone who had worked with international teams. She knew about synthetic audio. She knew about donors. She knew about routes.

She also knew about me.

I know what happened last time.

My stomach tightened as memory surged, unwelcome.

A courtroom. A witness. A phrase in Bengali that could mean two things depending on context—she went with him versus he took her. The judge watching me like a hawk. The defendant’s lawyer smiling faintly. The witness’s eyes wide, pleading, exhausted. I had chosen one interpretation under pressure, one tiny grammatical decision, and the room had shifted because of it.

The witness had disappeared two weeks later.

They told me it was unrelated.

They were wrong.

I had not made that mistake again. I had built my life around never making it again.

But this voice—this woman—was telling me that someone had built an entire system around weaponizing voices and translation.

Monsoon Protocol.

Storms erase footprints.

I felt nausea rise, sharp and bitter, and I swallowed it down.

I checked the app again. There was no sender ID. Secure Voice masked it by design. But there was a location tag embedded in the metadata—an optional feature used by field teams when they wanted a clue left behind.

It was turned on.

I tapped the info icon, and the coordinates appeared.

Not a precise address—just a city-level tag.

DHAKA.

Of course.

Of course it would be Dhaka, the city that lived inside me like a second pulse, the city where monsoon season smelled like wet earth and electricity, where the sky could darken in minutes, where a storm could make whole neighborhoods vanish under water.

Dhaka, where my mother still lived in a narrow apartment above a pharmacy, refusing to move even when I begged.

Dhaka, where people disappeared all the time, quietly, without headlines.

I sat back in the chair and stared at the wall.

My mind ran ahead the way it always did under stress, trying to predict the end of the sentence before it arrived.

If someone was trafficking people and money under the cover of relief work, they would need routes, and they would need silence. They would need donors to launder legitimacy. They would need media to shape narratives.

And they would need something else:

They would need believable confessions.

A witness can be forced. But a voice—your voice—can be stolen without your body present. A confession can be built like a collage. A denial can be stitched. A cry for help can be turned into a lie.

I knew the technology. I had consulted on a case last year where a politician claimed a leaked audio was fake. Everyone had argued about it on television, loud and moralistic, as if volume could equal truth. The lab results had been inconclusive. That was the point. Deepfakes didn’t need to be perfect; they only needed to create doubt.

Doubt was a storm.

My phone buzzed again, and I flinched. This time it was a normal text message from Lucía.

Where did you go? Panel switching soon. You okay?

I stared at it, swallowed, and typed back:

Bathroom. Be right there.

Then I sat motionless for another three seconds, because I didn’t know how to stand up and return to the booth and translate donor speeches about transparency while a woman’s desperate whisper still clung to my ears.

But professionalism is another kind of oath. Sometimes it is the only one you can keep.

I slipped my phone back into my pocket, tucked my notebook under my arm, and left the private room. The corridor felt too bright. The sounds too sharp. The smell of coffee too ordinary.

In the booth, Lucía glanced at me with a question in her eyes.

“I’m fine,” I mouthed, and it was the most practiced lie I had ever told.

The panel switched to a speaker in English. Lucía leaned back. I took over the Arabic channel again as the next delegate began.

For the next hour, I performed language like a ritual. I translated phrases about “integrity frameworks” and “community-led rebuilding.” I turned jargon into sentences that sounded humane. I listened for lies, because when you interpret long enough, you learn the texture of them—how people avoid verbs, how they speak in passive voice to hide agency, how they build distance with abstract nouns.

But my mind kept drifting back to the recording.

Seams.

Monsoon Protocol.

Find the filmmaker.

When the session finally paused for lunch, the hall erupted in movement. Chairs scraped. People stood in clusters. Cameras turned on again. The lobby filled with the smell of catered food: pastries, soup, something spiced and warm.

I packed my things slowly, buying time.

Lucía touched my arm lightly. “You sure you’re okay?”

I forced a smile. “Just tired.”

She studied me for a beat, then nodded, as if deciding not to pry. “Come get soup,” she said. “You need something warm.”

“In a minute,” I said.

She left, and I sat alone in the booth for one more moment, staring at the empty seats below. The emblem on the screen—hands around a raindrop—looked like a joke now, a symbol of cleanliness pasted over a world that bled.

I took my phone out again. The file was still there. The message still glowed.

And beneath it, a new prompt had appeared:

REPLY?

Secure Voice allowed only short replies, designed to be read quickly and deleted. Most people used it to confirm receipt, to send safe words, to coordinate extraction.

My thumb hovered over the keyboard.

I could ignore this. I could tell myself it wasn’t my problem. I could delete the app, pretend the voice belonged to someone else.

I could keep my life in Geneva, in glass rooms and controlled environments.

But the recording had known my name.

It had known my guilt.

It had asked me to do the one thing I had built my life around doing: to listen properly.

I typed:

I HEARD YOU. I CAN HEAR SEAMS. SEND NOTHING ELSE UNLESS SAFE. WHO ARE YOU?

Then I deleted the last question. Names were dangerous.

I revised:

I HEARD YOU. I CAN HEAR SEAMS. I WILL FIND THE ROUTE.

I stared at the sentence. It sounded brave in text, the kind of line people wrote in films before they walked into danger.

I did not feel brave. I felt terrified.

I pressed send anyway.

The message disappeared, replaced by a small icon indicating delivery.

I exhaled shakily.

Now what?

Find the filmmaker.

My chest tightened again at the thought of Imran. It wasn’t just the memory of our breakup; it was the understanding of what he represented. He had always been drawn to danger like a moth to flame. He had always believed that exposure equaled justice, that truth—if made public—would automatically do the right thing.

He was wrong.

But he was also... useful.

If this was a network involving donors and media, he would have access. He would know how to get into rooms I couldn’t. He would know how to film without being seen. He would know the difference between a story and evidence.

And if the woman in the recording was right—if he pretended he didn’t care but he did—then his caring could be leveraged.

Or it could get us both killed.

I stood and left the booth, my legs strangely heavy. In the interpreter corridor, I walked past Lucía and the others without stopping, my smile a polite blur.

In the lobby, the noise hit me like a wave. People ate standing up, balancing bowls and plates. A donor laughed at something a journalist said. A minister shook hands with a CEO. A young woman in a suit stared at her phone, eyes glossy, as if she had received news she couldn’t show on her face.

I threaded through the crowd, my mind searching for quiet.

Outside, the cold slapped me awake. The sky had shifted while I was inside; clouds had rolled over the lake, turning the water darker. The wind carried the faint scent of rain, the kind that arrived before the first drop.

I walked along the building’s side, away from the main entrance, until I found a sheltered alcove by a row of bare winter shrubs. I pulled my scarf tighter and looked at the conference schedule on my badge.

The afternoon sessions included a panel called MEDIA AND ACCOUNTABILITY: THE ROLE OF DOCUMENTARY IN DISASTER RESPONSE.

My stomach dropped.

I hadn’t noticed it earlier. Or maybe my mind hadn’t wanted to.

I scanned the list of panelists.

There it was.

Imran Raihan — Investigative Filmmaker, Field Producer, Independent.

For a moment, the world narrowed to the printed letters.

Imran.

Here.

In Geneva.

At this summit.

Of course he was here. Of course the woman’s voice had pointed to him. Of course the storm had already begun moving under my feet and I had been pretending it was only weather.

My breath caught. The air felt suddenly too thin.

I imagined him in the building—maybe in the lobby, maybe in one of the side halls, maybe already eating soup like Lucía had insisted I should. I imagined his face, older now, harder around the edges, the kind of face that had learned to hide exhaustion behind confidence.

I imagined his eyes finding mine.

My phone buzzed once more.

This time, it was a calendar notification:

PANEL: MEDIA AND ACCOUNTABILITY — 14:00 — HALL C.

As if my life had been scheduled without my consent.

I stared at the screen, then at the badge, then at the gray lake beyond the glass. Wind rippled the surface, making it look like skin.

I could walk away. I could let the panel happen without me. I could tell myself that whatever was happening in Dhaka was too far away, too complicated, too dangerous.

But the voice had said: If you want to save anyone, find him.

Save anyone.

The phrase landed differently than I expected. It wasn’t about heroism. It was about responsibility. It was about the fact that someone out there—someone with a stolen voice—had believed I could make a difference.

I reached into my coat pocket and wrapped my fingers around my phone until I felt steadier.

In my head, I repeated the oath I had made after the courtroom, after the missing witness, after the night I stood under my shower letting water run over my face until I couldn’t tell if I was crying.

I will not let my words harm someone again.

It had seemed simple then, a promise with clean edges.

Now it sharpened into something more complicated:

I will not let someone else’s voice be used to harm them.

The first raindrop hit my cheek, cold and startling. Another followed, then another, as if the sky had been waiting for my decision.

I wiped the water away with my gloved hand and turned back toward the building.

The summit doors slid open, releasing a breath of warm air and noise.

Inside, somewhere in the bright human tide, Imran Raihan was walking, talking, smiling—maybe pretending he didn’t care.

And I was about to test whether the woman’s voice was right.

I stepped through the entrance and let the storm follow me in.
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Chapter 2 — The Filmmaker
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The conference center swallows me back into its warmth like a mouth that never closes.

Rain beads on my coat and darkens the wool at my shoulders. The security doors glide shut behind me, sealing out the wet air and the gray lake, and the noise rushes in—voices layered over each other, laughter, the scrape of plates, the clink of cutlery, the soft churn of cameras being repositioned like predators changing angles.

I stand still for half a second, letting my eyes adjust, letting my pulse settle into something I can carry without dropping.

Somewhere in here is Imran Raihan.

Three years ago, the idea of “somewhere in here” would have meant a rooftop in Dhaka, a cramped edit suite, a field tent smelling of sweat and dust and instant coffee. It would have meant the place where truth got sharpened into a blade.

Now it means polished marble floors, lanyards, and sponsorship banners.

It means Geneva.

It means the storm has learned how to dress itself up.

I tug my badge out from inside my coat and glance at it again, as if the printed schedule might have changed while I was outside.

MEDIA AND ACCOUNTABILITY: THE ROLE OF DOCUMENTARY IN DISASTER RESPONSE
14:00 — HALL C
A thin arrow at the bottom points left.

I follow it.

The corridor leading to the halls is quieter than the lobby, carpeted and lined with tall white panels displaying photographs from recent disasters—collapsed homes, flooded roads, children in makeshift shelters. Under each photo, a caption in neat sans-serif type gives a location and a date, as if suffering can be indexed into something manageable.

I’ve translated enough stories of loss to know that captions are always too small.

The closer I get to Hall C, the more my body remembers without permission.

The way Imran looks when he’s hunting a story—shoulders slightly forward, gaze fixed, mouth set in that determined line that makes people believe him. The way he leans in when he wants a confession, not with aggression but with an intensity that feels like being held under bright light.

The way he used to look at me when he thought he’d found the one person who understood him.

And the way that look turned into something else when I told him I couldn’t follow him into that kind of danger anymore.

I should be numb to this. I have trained myself to be calm in rooms where people’s words decide outcomes. But a name is not a neutral object. A name is a memory with teeth.

Hall C is already half full.

I slip inside, keeping to the back, my hood down and my posture composed. The room is set up like a small theater: three rows of chairs on each side of a central aisle, a modest stage with four armchairs, a low table with water bottles, and a large screen behind them showing the summit emblem again—hands around a raindrop, smiling propaganda.

A technician adjusts a microphone. Another checks the lights.

On the front row, a woman in a tailored suit taps rapidly on her phone, her expression blank in the way people look when they’re trying to hold themselves together. Two seats down, a man in a charity-branded fleece jacket laughs at something his neighbor says, but his laughter doesn’t reach his eyes.

I choose a seat at the back, near the aisle, where I can leave quickly if I need to.

Then I see him.

He’s not on stage yet. He’s off to the right, near the side entrance reserved for panelists, talking with the moderator. His back is half-turned toward the room, his body angled as if he’s always ready to move. He’s taller than I remember, or maybe my memory is the one that’s shrunk him down to keep him manageable.

His hair is shorter now, darker at the roots and slightly longer on top, falling forward when he nods. He’s wearing a black button-down shirt without a tie, sleeves rolled to mid-forearm, revealing a wristwatch that looks expensive but not flashy. His hands move as he speaks—controlled, precise, as if he’s sculpting his point out of the air.

And then he laughs at something the moderator says, and the sound does exactly what I hate it for doing.

It warms the center of my chest.

As if my body is stupid enough to think laughter equals safety.

I look away sharply, like I’ve been caught staring at a flame.

The lights dim a fraction. The moderator steps onto the stage, smiling as if the world has not been ending in various ways for years.

“Welcome, everyone,” she says. “Thank you for joining this conversation on media and accountability—how storytelling can help, and how it can harm.”

My mouth goes dry.

Harm.

The word sticks to my tongue like guilt.

The moderator introduces the panelists. A woman from a major relief organization. A professor who studies digital misinformation. A journalist from a global news outlet.

“And finally,” the moderator says, pausing for effect, “an investigative filmmaker whose work has taken him from the frontlines of conflict to the aftermath of disaster—please welcome Imran Raihan.”

Applause rises. Imran steps onto the stage with the easy confidence of someone who has walked into far worse rooms than this. He doesn’t smile wide; he gives the room a small, controlled curve of the mouth, the kind that suggests he knows how to charm without looking like he’s trying.

He sits in the armchair at the far left. He crosses one ankle over his knee. He leans back slightly, but not fully—always ready.

I stare at him, and something in me recalibrates.

He looks older. Not in a way that makes him less attractive, which is unfortunate, but in a way that makes him more... carved. There are faint lines at the corners of his eyes that weren’t there before. A thin pale scar runs along the edge of his jaw, partially hidden by stubble—new, unfamiliar.

Evidence of time.

Evidence of danger.

The moderator begins with broad questions—how documentaries influence policy, how audiences respond to suffering, the ethics of showing faces, of naming names.

The professor speaks about deepfakes and disinformation, about “synthetic media ecosystems,” about the way AI-generated audio and video can dismantle public trust. The journalist speaks about editorial standards and legal threats.

Then the moderator turns to Imran.

“You’ve worked in disaster zones,” she says. “You’ve filmed people at their most vulnerable. How do you balance the need to expose wrongdoing with the responsibility to protect the people you’re filming?”

Imran’s gaze drifts over the audience, and for a heartbeat I swear it passes over me.

My spine goes rigid.

But he doesn’t react. No recognition. No flicker.

Maybe he didn’t see me.

Or maybe he did, and he’s just better at hiding it now.

He lifts the microphone, and when he speaks, his voice hits my nerves in the exact way I remember.

Not because it’s beautiful—though it is, annoyingly—but because it’s a voice designed to persuade.

“I used to think exposure was automatically justice,” he says. “Like if you put the truth in front of enough people, the world would have to respond.”

A pause. His eyes harden slightly.

“I don’t believe that anymore.”

The room quiets.

“Now I think exposure is power,” he continues. “And power can be used ethically, or it can be used like a weapon. If you film someone in a moment of terror and release it without protecting them, you haven’t held power to account. You’ve just shifted the danger onto the person who already had the least protection.”

My fingers curl around the edge of my notebook.

That is... not what I expected.

He speaks again.

“I’ve made mistakes,” he says, and the words land heavier than the rest. “I’ve chased a story and forgotten that a person is not a story. And I’ve had to live with what that costs.”

The air in my throat tightens.

He doesn’t look at me. But something about the way he says it—flat, honest, without theatrics—pulls at old scars.

The moderator nods slowly. “Thank you for that,” she says. “Can you share a time when you chose not to publish something?”

Imran’s jaw flexes.

“Yes,” he says. “More than once. Sometimes the most ethical decision is to let the world stay ignorant about a detail if that detail will get someone killed.”

My heart gives a sharp, involuntary thud.

I glance down at my phone, still warm in my pocket like a hidden wound.

They will use my voice. They will make it say anything.

They will make me sound like a liar.

If they send a confession, you must challenge it.

The panel continues. People ask questions. The professor mentions how deepfake audio can be detected through breath patterns, through phoneme transitions, through micro-timing in consonants.

Seams.

Imran listens to all of it with an intensity that doesn’t look like polite interest. It looks like someone storing tools.

At the end, the moderator thanks the panelists. The lights brighten. Chairs scrape. People stand and move toward the stage.

I stay seated long enough to let the first wave pass. I am not eager to be in a crowd when my hands are still faintly shaking.

But I can’t leave without speaking to him.

The woman’s voice didn’t give me a choice.

I rise and walk down the aisle, keeping my steps measured. Up close, the stage is only a foot high; I could step onto it without permission if I wanted. But I don’t. I wait at the side until the moderator finishes exchanging business cards with a donor who smells like expensive citrus.

Imran steps off the stage and turns toward the panelist exit.

I move before I can talk myself out of it.

“Imran.”

His body stills.

For a fraction of a second, I see it—the smallest pause, the way his shoulders lock as if his nervous system has recognized a threat before his mind catches up.

Then he turns.

His eyes land on me, and the world narrows.

Recognition hits his face like a flash of lightning—quick, bright, and immediately controlled.

He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t look surprised. He doesn’t say my name right away.

He just looks at me, slow and steady, as if he’s taking inventory.

“Arshi,” he says finally, and my name in his mouth is both familiar and wrong.

His gaze flickers down to my badge. “Interpreter,” he reads, and something—humor, maybe—tugs at one corner of his mouth. “Of course.”

I force my voice to stay even. “Can we talk?”

His expression shifts, guarded. “About what?”

“Not here,” I say.

He glances at the crowd. A camera passes, its operator scanning for sound bites. Two journalists hover near the stage, watching him like he might deliver a quote worth money.

Imran steps slightly closer to me, enough to shield our conversation from casual ears.

“You always hated crowds,” he murmurs.

I ignore the familiarity in his tone like it’s a trap. “I got an encrypted message,” I say. “This morning. It mentioned you.”

His eyes sharpen immediately, the warmth draining out.

“Who sent it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then why are you sure it’s real?”

Because it said my name like it was dying, I think.

Because it knew my guilt.

Because it sounded like fear, and I have learned how to recognize fear in any language.

Out loud, I say, “Because I know what manipulated audio sounds like, and I know what panic sounds like. This was both.”

Imran studies me for a beat, his face unreadable.

“Where?” he asks.

“Outside,” I say, and then I regret the word because it sounds like a plea.

But he nods once, as if deciding something.

“Two minutes,” he says. “Let me get out of the traffic.”

He turns toward the side corridor reserved for panelists, and I follow without thinking, my badge granting me easy passage past a small barrier.

We move through a short hallway lined with black curtains and cables. The air smells of dust and electronics. A staff member in a headset glances at us but doesn’t stop us. People assume you belong if you walk like you do.

Imran pushes through a door marked PANELISTS ONLY and leads me into a narrow backstage lounge with a coffee urn and a table of pastries no one is touching. The room is quieter, insulated from the lobby’s roar.

He turns to face me fully.

In the softer light, I can see the fatigue under his eyes. The faint shadow of stubble. The scar along his jaw.

My gaze catches on the scar before I can stop it.

His eyes follow mine, and his mouth hardens.

“Field souvenir,” he says curtly. “What do you want, Arshi?”

The directness makes me bristle. “I didn’t come to comment on your face.”

His eyes flash. “Good. Because I’m not interested in—” He stops himself, jaw flexing as if he almost said something harsher. He inhales once, controlled. “Tell me about the message.”

I pull out my phone. My hands are steady now—not because I’m calm, but because anger is a kind of stability.

I open Secure Voice. The file sits there like a loaded weapon.

“I didn’t forward it,” I say, meeting his eyes. “And I didn’t play it near anyone.”

His gaze flickers with something like approval, quickly buried.

“Play it,” he says.

I hesitate. The room feels too small suddenly. The air too thin.

Then I plug my headphones in and place one earbud in my ear, offering him the other.

Our fingers brush as he takes it.

The contact is brief, accidental, but my body registers it like a flare.

He inserts the earbud, and for a moment we are connected by a thin wire, ridiculous and intimate.

I hit play.

The static begins. The breathing. The voice.

“Arshi...”

Imran’s posture shifts immediately, attention sharpening. He doesn’t know the woman, but he recognizes urgency the way I do. He listens without interrupting, his eyes fixed on the floor as if watching the audio like a film.

When the voice says, They will use my voice, Imran’s jaw tightens.

When she says, They call it the Monsoon Protocol, his gaze snaps up to mine.

When she says, Find the filmmaker, he goes completely still.

The recording ends.

Silence swallows the room.

Imran pulls the earbud out slowly, as if the sound might burn him if he moves too fast. He stares at my phone for a long moment, then looks at me.

“Did you notice the background?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. “Metal. A keypad. Maybe a lock. And someone else breathing near the end.”

He nods once. “And the accent?”

“Bengali influence,” I say. “But not only Bengali. She’s trained. Field-trained. She knows enough about deepfakes to talk about seams.”

Imran’s face tightens at the word.

“Seams,” he repeats. “That’s specific.”

“It is,” I say. “And it’s accurate.”

He paces one step, then another, contained energy like a caged animal.

“This isn’t just a random distress message,” he says. “She’s pointing you to me on purpose.”

“She thinks you have access,” I say. “Donors. Rooms. People.”

His laugh is short and humorless. “People always think I have access. What I have is a camera and a reputation for making powerful people uncomfortable.”

“That’s access,” I say.

His eyes meet mine, sharp.

“And what do you have?”

I hold his gaze. “I have ears. I have pattern recognition. I have the ability to tell when a voice has been stolen.”

He stares at me for a beat, then looks away.

“Dhaka,” he says suddenly, as if the word has been sitting in his mouth all morning. “She’s in Dhaka?”

“The metadata tag says Dhaka,” I confirm. “City-level. Not an address.”

Imran’s shoulders drop a fraction, the first sign of real weight.

“I was supposed to fly to Dhaka next week,” he says quietly.

My pulse jolts. “For what?”

He hesitates, and for a second I see the old Imran—the one who kept parts of his work separate from me, claiming it was to protect me, but really it was because secrets made him feel in control.

Then he exhales and answers anyway.

“I’ve been working on a piece about disaster funding,” he says. “Specifically—how relief networks get used as cover. It’s been on my radar for months.”

A chill slides down my spine.

“You didn’t tell me,” I say, and it comes out sharper than I intended.

He looks back at me, his expression hard. “We haven’t spoken in three years, Arshi. I didn’t exactly have a channel.”

Fair.

I swallow the retort.

“What network?” I ask instead.

He shakes his head once. “Not here. Not without confirming what’s safe.”

I step closer, lowering my voice. “That message is safe enough to point at you,” I say. “So tell me. Is ‘Monsoon Protocol’ something you’ve heard?”

His gaze flickers, and I know the answer before he speaks.

“Yes,” he says. “Not in public. Not on paper. But I’ve heard it in whispers.”

My stomach tightens.

“From who?”

“Fixers. Port workers. A lawyer who thought he was being paranoid,” he says. “No one will say it plainly. They talk around it like it’s a curse.”

A memory flashes—Dhaka under monsoon clouds, the smell of wet concrete, the way people speak in half-sentences when they’re afraid.

“What is it?” I ask.

Imran rubs his thumb along his jaw, an old habit from when he was thinking hard.

“A route,” he says. “A method. A protocol. It’s what you call something when you want it to sound legitimate.”

“Storms erase footprints,” I murmur, repeating the line from the recording.

Imran’s eyes narrow. “She said that?”

“Yes,” I say. “Like she’s seen it. Like she’s inside it.”

He exhales slowly.

Then his gaze lifts past me, toward the door, as if he’s seeing the building differently now—less like a summit venue and more like a stage for laundering legitimacy.

“This summit,” he says. “The donors here. The relief organizations. The panels about transparency.”

His voice turns cold. “It’s perfect cover.”

My phone buzzes in my hand, and I flinch—half expecting another encrypted file.

But it’s not Secure Voice.

It’s an email notification, the subject line visible on the lock screen:

PRIVATE BRIEFING — DONOR LOUNGE — 15:30 — INVITATION ATTACHED

Underneath, a sender name: Summit Relations Team.

I stare at it.

Imran’s gaze drops to the screen.

He reads the subject line, and something shifts in his expression—an alertness that makes his eyes brighter.

“Let me see that,” he says.

I unlock my phone and open the email. A PDF invitation appears with a QR code and a name list of invited guests.

Imran leans in to read it.

The scent of him reaches me—clean soap and something darker, like cedar, like cold air trapped in fabric. It is unfair that smell can act like a time machine.

I force myself to focus on the screen.

His name is on the list.

Mine is not.

But at the bottom, in smaller text, it says:

Each invitee may bring one guest.

Imran looks up at me slowly.

“Donor lounge,” he says. “Private briefing. Invitation only.”

“That could be nothing,” I say, though my voice is thin.

Imran’s mouth curves slightly. Not humor. Not quite. Something like anticipation.

“It’s never nothing,” he says.

I feel the sudden urge to step back, to create distance from his certainty. Certainty is what gets people killed. Certainty is what makes men charge forward thinking the world will get out of their way.

“Imran,” I say carefully, “if you’re thinking we walk into a donor lounge and start interrogating philanthropists—”

“I’m thinking we observe,” he cuts in. “We listen. We collect names. We watch who talks to who.”

He pauses. His gaze locks onto mine.

“And you,” he adds, “are very good at listening.”

My throat tightens.

The compliment lands like a hand on my skin. Too familiar. Too intimate.

I keep my tone neutral. “If we go in, we do it my way.”

His eyes narrow. “Meaning?”

“Meaning: no filming faces without consent,” I say. “No recording private conversations unless it’s legally defensible. No baiting. No pressure. And if I say we leave, we leave.”

His jaw flexes. The old Imran would have fought. The old Imran would have called it caution that slows justice.

This Imran holds my gaze for a beat longer than necessary.

Then he nods once.

“Fine,” he says. “Your way.”

I blink, surprised.

His gaze flickers briefly to my mouth and back to my eyes, so fast I almost convince myself I imagined it.

Almost.

“Why?” I ask before I can stop myself.

His expression hardens again, as if he regrets agreeing too easily.

“Because,” he says, voice low, “if this is what I think it is, we don’t get second chances. Not on the ethics. Not on the fallout.”

The words hit me in a tender place I didn’t mean to expose.

Second chances.

I swallow.

“Okay,” I say quietly. “We go in. We listen.”

Imran steps closer, reaching past me to the table. He picks up a black blazer folded over a chair—his, I assume—and shrugs it on smoothly, transforming from panelist into something sharper.

Then he looks at me, assessing.

“What are you wearing under that coat?” he asks.

I frown. “Clothes.”

His mouth twitches. “Arshi.”

I exhale in irritation. “A black dress. Simple.”

He nods, satisfied. “Good.”

“Why?”

“Because donors like their guests to look like money,” he says. “And you, unfortunately, can look like money when you want to.”

Heat climbs my neck. “That’s not a compliment.”

“It’s a weapon,” he replies, and then, as if he realizes how that sounds, he adds, quieter, “And we need every weapon we can get.”

My hands tighten on my phone.

Somewhere in the lobby, laughter rises. A camera flashes. The summit continues to perform its version of goodness.

Imran glances at his watch. “We have ninety minutes,” he says. “Enough time to do two things.”

I lift a brow. “Which are?”

“One,” he says, “confirm whether ‘Monsoon Protocol’ is on anyone’s tongue in that room.”

“And two?”

He looks at me, and the expression in his eyes is careful.

“Get you a name,” he says. “A real starting point.”

My chest tightens.

A name is dangerous.

A name is also necessary.

I nod once, slow.

“Fine,” I say. “But we don’t chase anyone today. We don’t escalate. We observe. We map.”

His gaze holds mine.

“Map first,” he agrees. “Then move.”

The words are so close to something we used to say in the field that my throat aches.

We used to be good at this.

We used to trust each other.

We used to touch each other like we had time.

I force my mind away from the last thought before it becomes a memory I can’t afford.

We leave the backstage lounge together, walking through the curtain corridor and back into the hall’s bright chaos.

People glance at us as we pass, their eyes registering two things: Imran Raihan, panelist and filmmaker, and the woman beside him, poised and quiet, wearing an interpreter badge like a disguise.

No one sees the wire humming between us—the invisible thread of a woman’s stolen voice pulling us toward danger.

At the end of the corridor, Imran stops at a small information desk and speaks with a staff member in a headset. He shows his email. The staff member smiles brightly and hands him a sleek black card with a QR code.

“Donor lounge access,” she says. “Welcome.”

Imran turns, offering the card toward me.

I hesitate for half a second, then take it.

Our fingers touch again, and this time it doesn’t feel accidental. It feels like a decision disguised as coincidence.

His gaze meets mine, steady.

“You still have that look,” he says softly.

“What look?” I ask, wary.

“The one you get when you’re about to step into trouble,” he says. “Like you’ve already accepted the cost.”

My mouth tightens. “Maybe I’m just tired.”

He watches me for a beat.

“Arshi,” he says, voice low, “if you don’t want to do this with me, say so now. I can go in alone.”

I laugh once, sharp. “And do what? Smile at donors and charm them into confessing trafficking?”

His eyes flicker with humor. “It’s worked before.”

“Not on me,” I shoot back.

His gaze drops to my mouth again—brief, controlled—and then he looks away, jaw tight.

“Not on you,” he echoes, and the words land with a weight that has nothing to do with donors.

I inhale slowly.

“I’m doing this,” I say. “Because someone asked for help. Not because you’re here.”

He nods once, accepting the boundary.

“Good,” he says. “Then let’s keep it professional.”

The lie sits between us like a spark.

We move toward the elevator bank that leads to the donor level. The carpets get thicker. The lighting gets softer. The people get fewer and more polished.

A man in a gray suit stands by the elevator with a tablet, scanning QR codes. Imran presents the black card; the man nods. Then the tablet turns to me. I hold up my badge and the guest access.

The man pauses, eyes flicking to my name.

“Ms. Naoshin,” he says politely. “Welcome.”

The elevator doors slide open.

Imran gestures for me to enter first.

I step inside.

The elevator is mirrored on three sides, instantly multiplying our reflections: me, him, us, repeated into infinity like possibilities.

I look at my reflection without seeing it. My face is composed, but my eyes are brighter than they should be.

Imran stands beside me, close enough that I can feel the heat of him through wool and air.

The doors close.

For a moment, we are suspended in a quiet box, rising.

No cameras. No crowd. No moderator voice.

Just the soft hum of machinery and the sound of our breathing.

Imran’s gaze flickers to mine in the mirror.

“You heard ‘Monsoon Protocol’ this morning for the first time,” he says quietly, not a question.

“Yes,” I answer, equally quiet.

“And she said they’ll use her voice,” he adds.

“Yes.”

His mouth tightens.

“You can prove it’s fake,” he says.

I swallow. “Sometimes. If the fake is sloppy enough. If I have enough reference material.”

“And if it’s not sloppy?”

Then doubt becomes the storm, I think.

Then the best you can do is show seams and hope someone cares about truth more than they care about convenience.

I force my voice steady. “Then I can still show uncertainty. I can still complicate their narrative.”

Imran’s eyes harden. “Complication doesn’t save people.”

“No,” I say. “But it buys time. And time saves people.”

He studies me, and something in his gaze softens—respect, maybe, the kind he used to give me when I said something he didn’t want to admit was right.

The elevator dings.

The doors slide open.

We step out into a corridor that looks like a luxury hotel: dark wood paneling, warm lighting, abstract art on the walls. A discreet sign points toward the donor lounge.

Imran walks beside me, and I can feel him adjusting his pace to match mine without making it obvious.

At the end of the corridor, two security staff stand at double doors. One scans Imran’s code. The other looks at me, then at my badge, then at Imran.

Imran’s hand lifts, gentle, and lands at the small of my back.

It is the most intimate touch he has given me in three years.

It is also, in this moment, practical.

A signal.

We are together. We belong.

My breath catches anyway.

The security staff nods and opens the doors.

Warm light spills out. The scent of expensive perfume and wine and polished wood hits me like a wave. The room beyond is spacious and quiet, filled with small clusters of people speaking in low voices—donors, executives, ministers, their laughter softer than in the lobby, their smiles sharper.

A string quartet plays in the corner, the music like a thin layer of elegance spread over something predatory.

Imran leans slightly toward my ear.

“Remember,” he murmurs. “We’re guests. We listen. We smile.”

My skin prickles at the closeness of his mouth.

I keep my voice level. “And if I say we leave—”

“We leave,” he finishes.

He lets his hand fall away from my back as we step into the room, but the absence of it feels like a bruise.

We move through the lounge slowly, letting the room take us in. People glance at Imran, recognition lighting their eyes, and then glance at me, curiosity flickering.

Imran offers small nods, polite smiles. He’s a chameleon; he always has been. He can turn himself into whatever a room needs in order to reveal its secrets.

I hate that skill.

I also need it.

A waiter passes with a tray of champagne glasses. Imran takes two and hands one to me. I accept it, though I don’t drink. The glass is another prop in our costume.

We stop near a tall plant, half-sheltered, and pretend to admire a photograph on the wall—a black-and-white image of a flooded street with children standing knee-deep in water.

Behind us, two men speak in French about “risk mitigation.”

To our left, a woman in a red dress murmurs in Arabic about “brand safety.”

Across the room, a cluster of donors laugh softly as if they are sharing a joke the rest of the world cannot afford to hear.

Then I hear a phrase that makes my stomach tighten.

Not loud. Not dramatic. Just a sentence dropped casually in English.

“...after the cyclone, the Monsoon Protocol kicked in.”

My fingers tighten around my glass hard enough that I feel the edge bite into my skin.

Imran’s eyes cut toward me.

He saw it. He heard it.

He shifts his posture, turning his body slightly to angle his head toward the speakers without looking like he’s eavesdropping. He is good at this. Too good.

The voice belongs to a man in a navy suit, speaking to a woman in a cream-colored blazer. Their expressions are calm. Their bodies are relaxed.

People discussing catastrophe like it’s a quarterly report.

The man continues, careless.

“—it’s efficient, I’ll give them that,” he says. “Once the route is—”

The woman cuts him off gently, smiling. “Not in here.”

The man laughs lightly. “Of course.”

My pulse slams.

Imran leans in, barely moving his lips. “Did you catch that?”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Route,” he murmurs. “So the recording wasn’t exaggerating.”

The woman in the cream blazer turns her head slightly, scanning the room, and for a moment her gaze passes over us.

Imran smiles at her instantly—charming, smooth.

She smiles back reflexively, then looks away, satisfied.

Imran’s smile fades the second her eyes leave him.

“That’s our first confirmation,” he says quietly.

I nod, my throat too tight to speak.

Imran’s gaze sweeps the room, calculating.

“Okay,” he murmurs. “We need names.”

My fingers slide into my coat pocket and find my notebook, the one where I wrote down the details of the recording. I pull it out just enough to pretend I’m checking something.

The man in the navy suit gestures with his glass toward a corner of the room.

“Reza’s people handled it,” he says, voice low. “Discreet as always.”

Reza.

The name lands like a stone in water.

Imran’s eyes narrow.

I lift my gaze toward him. “Reza?”

Imran’s mouth tightens. “I’ve heard the name,” he says. “Not confirmed.”

The woman in the cream blazer says something I don’t catch. The man responds, more quietly.

I lean slightly, listening the way I listen in a booth—focused, calm, extracting meaning from noise.

“...Geneva is a performance,” the man says. “London is where the real decisions happen.”

London.

My chest tightens.

Imran’s voice is barely a breath. “London donor trust,” he murmurs, and his gaze flickers with grim satisfaction. “Matches what I’ve been tracing.”

My mind races. Dhaka. Route. Reza. London.

The outline of the beast is forming.

My phone vibrates softly in my pocket.

I freeze.

Secure Voice?

I pull it out slowly.

It’s not Secure Voice.

It’s a calendar reminder again—another session starting soon.

But my fear doesn’t dissipate. It lingers, a sharp edge under my ribs.

Imran watches my face. “You okay?”

I swallow. “Fine.”

He doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t push—not here.

We move deeper into the room, drifting like polite ghosts.

Imran stops near a small group where a man with silver hair is speaking about “compliance frameworks.” Imran inserts himself with ease, asking a question that sounds like curiosity but is really a probe. The man responds, pleased to be listened to.

I stand beside Imran, smiling politely, saying nothing, letting them underestimate me.

My ears do the work.

I catch a few more fragments: “Singapore,” “free-zone,” “container manifests,” “voice authentication.”

Voice authentication.

My skin prickles.

Whoever built this network has thought about everything.

Including people like me.

Imran ends the conversation gracefully, thanking the man and stepping away.

We drift toward a quieter corner near a tall window that looks down onto the lake, now blurred with rain.

Imran keeps his posture relaxed, but his eyes are sharp.

“We have enough to confirm the term,” he says softly. “And we have a name—Reza.”

I nod. “We need more than a first name.”

Imran’s gaze flickers around the room. “We need a full identity. Organization. Title. Entry point.”

I inhale slowly, letting my interpreter brain translate panic into procedure.

“Then we don’t take it from gossip,” I say. “We take it from something they can’t argue with.”

Imran’s brows lift slightly. “Like what?”

I lift my glass slightly, as if gesturing at the room. “Badges,” I say. “Programs. Printed materials. People love putting their names on things when they think they’re untouchable.”

Imran’s mouth curves, brief admiration. “Still the most practical person in the room.”

I ignore the warmth that comment tries to create.

“Let’s find the program,” I say.

Imran nods, and we move toward the entrance again, where a table holds glossy pamphlets and sponsor lists. I flip through one casually, as if I’m deciding which workshops to attend.

Sponsors. Partners. Foundations.

Then, halfway down a page, my eyes snag.

KEY PARTNER: QAYYUM GLOBAL RELIEF INITIATIVE
CHAIR: DR. REZA QAYYUM
My stomach drops, not from surprise but from confirmation.

Imran leans in, reading over my shoulder.

His breath touches my ear.

“Dr. Reza Qayyum,” he murmurs. “There he is.”

The name feels too clean on paper. Too official. Too... legal.

Imran’s voice goes quieter, colder. “He’s here.”

I glance up.

As if summoned by his own printed legitimacy, a man enters the donor lounge from the far doorway—tall, impeccably dressed, salt-and-pepper hair
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