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  Cruise Itinerary


Tahitian Delight

6 Nights – Roundtrip from Papeete




Day 1: Embark – Papeete (Tahiti), French Polynesia
Day 2: Moorea, French Polynesia
Day 3: Raiatea & Taha’a Lagoon, French Polynesia
Day 4: Bora Bora, French Polynesia
Day 5: Bora Bora, French Polynesia – Departure
Day 6: Huahine, French Polynesia
Day 7: Disembark – Papeete (Tahiti), French Polynesia






  
  Chapter 1


Late afternoon sunlight spilled through the tall windows of the Owens’ suburban Kansas City home, painting the hardwood floors and kitchen island in warm gold. Outside, the neighborhood sat quiet in that particular Midwestern way. Trim lawns. Wide driveways. Somewhere in the distance a neighbor waged aggressive war against his grass with a lawnmower that sounded like it held a personal grudge. 
Inside, the house smelled of fresh coffee.
Ryan sat at the kitchen counter in jeans and a fitted charcoal T-shirt, one hand wrapped around a mug of black coffee while he clicked through financial reports on his laptop.
Music drifted up faintly from the basement, rhythmic and pulsing.
A moment later Nastya climbed the stairs, lightly flushed from her workout. Her blonde hair was twisted into a loose, messy knot. A thin sheen of sweat traced the lines of her stomach and shoulders above her black sports bra and fitted leggings. Barre day. She felt the pleasant burn in her muscles and the deeper satisfaction of still forcing her body to obey.
Ryan glanced up. His gaze lingered just long enough to send a warm flicker low in her belly.
“You know,” he said, voice dry with amusement, “most people walk around the block and call it good when they get to be our age.”
Nastya arched an eyebrow and reached for her water bottle. “Not sure a comment like that is going to earn you any fun later. Most people are willing to let themselves go at my age.”
“You were swearing in Russian ten minutes ago. What was that about?”
“Frustration. Some of these stretches are getting tougher.” She took a long drink. The cool water cut against the heat still radiating from her skin. “My body is trying to rebel and go its own direction. I just have to remind it who is in charge.”
She wasn’t foolish enough to think she could win forever. Time was undefeated, and gravity had been cheating since the beginning. That didn’t mean she intended to surrender a damned day before she had to.
Nastya stepped behind Ryan and looked over his shoulder at the reports on his screen before giving him a little kiss on the cheek.
“I am thinking you don’t need to check on your office quite so often.”
“It helps me relax.”
“And you give me a hard time for working out. Seems to me you need to find a hobby.”
Ryan glanced up at her. “Watching you is my favorite hobby.”
Good to know she ranked higher than a spreadsheet. She was going to remind him just how much higher later.
Ryan’s phone buzzed against the granite. He glanced down, and his easy expression sharpened into something focused and alert.
Nastya caught it immediately. Not panic. Not yet. Just that particular intensity he wore when the game changed.
“Who is it?” she asked quietly, already setting the water bottle down.
Ryan frowned at the screen. “Kim.”
Unusual, but not unheard of. Kim texted. Coordinated. Occasionally stirred the group chats. Actual calls were rarer.
He accepted and put her on speaker.
“Kim.”
“Ryan.” Her voice was tight, tired. “Nastya there?”
“Right here,” Nastya said, stepping closer to the counter.
A short silence crackled over the line.
“We’ve got a situation.”
Ryan closed the laptop without looking at it. “What happened?”
“Hazard and Deborah went dark in Tahiti three days ago.”
The warmth from Nastya’s workout suddenly seemed very far away. Her hands went still on the counter as her pulse picked up.
Hazard did not go quiet. He was the head of their division, the man who somehow kept one foot planted inside the CIA while the other operated in shadows most agencies preferred not to acknowledge. More importantly, he was almost obsessively careful about communication.
“Deborah was with him,” Ryan said, his voice steady but edged. “Field work?”
“According to his notes, soft inquiry. Left with his assistant. Now nothing. Two missed check-ins. Phones inactive. No confirmed departure.”
“That doesn’t sound like Hazard.”
“No,” Kim said quietly. “It doesn’t.”
Ryan leaned back in the chair. His expression hardened into the focused mask Nastya knew well, the one that appeared whenever their contractor life reached out and pulled them back in. “What were they doing there?”
“Cruise operation. Tahiti departure. That’s part of why this is strange.” Kim exhaled slowly. “The cruise line never reported either of them missing.”
Nastya frowned. “What do you mean never reported?”
“According to the official manifests, they completed the cruise. Apparently two days after all communication from Hazard ended.”
For several seconds, nobody spoke. Nastya tried to make the pieces fit and couldn’t. Hazard could miss a check-in if something went wrong. His phone could disappear. But somehow the cruise line had recorded him finishing a cruise after he had already gone silent.
Ryan’s fingers tightened around his coffee mug.
Nastya’s thoughts went straight to Deborah. Beautiful. Elegant. Dark-haired in that effortless way that turned heads the second she entered a room. She had always known her own power without swinging it around. Somewhere between the missions, shared evenings, and increasingly complicated boundaries, Deborah had become more than a colleague. There was real affection there.
They had shared more than missions. Shared evenings. Shared beds. A sun-drenched afternoon in a private tent on a St. Thomas beach. Quiet nights in this very house when Nastya was away and Deborah had stayed over, barefoot at the kitchen counter in one of Ryan’s T-shirts, drinking wine like she belonged there.
Not performing. Just safe.
And now both of them were gone.
Kim’s voice pulled her back. “Greg and I managed to keep the division from getting frozen for the moment. Barely.”
Ryan looked toward the windows. “How bad?”
“Bad enough that I’m lucky to still be making calls. A couple of the higher-ups want the division shut down. They’re calling the whole operation compromised with Hazard missing.”
Nastya met Ryan’s eyes. If they lost the division, they lost the structure that let them work on their terms. That was not what sat in her throat.
They could rebuild a division.
They couldn’t replace Hazard and Deborah.
Kim continued. “There’s another cruise leaving Tahiti in five days. I need you both in Los Angeles in four. We’ll brief everything there before departure.”
“You think this is connected to the cruise?” Ryan asked.
“Hazard had a reason for being on that ship. It’s the best lead we have.”
Nastya didn’t like the sound of that. Kim wasn’t calling because she had a plan. She was calling because she had a lead, and apparently not much else.
“When do the flights arrive?” Nastya asked.
“Tickets will be in your email within the hour.”
Ryan nodded once, even though Kim couldn’t see him. “We’ll be there.”
A short pause followed. When Kim spoke again, some of the command had slipped from her voice.
“Thanks. Both of you.”
The call ended.
Nastya stared at the phone. Kim didn’t normally sound like someone who needed rescuing either.
Apparently Hazard and Deborah weren’t the only ones who needed them.
The kitchen had gone quiet except for the low hum of the refrigerator. Nastya leaned against the counter and folded her arms loosely. Tahiti. Under different circumstances, the word would have felt almost absurdly inviting. Turquoise water. Private beaches. Overwater villas. The kind of place where she and Ryan could disappear between jobs and make the kind of trouble they both enjoyed.
Instead, two people they cared about had disappeared there.
Ryan stared at the dark phone screen for another moment before looking at her.
Nastya sighed softly, a wry smile tugging at her mouth despite everything. “So,” she said, “what exactly do we pack for Tahiti?”






  
  Chapter 2


LAX was busy in that particular Los Angeles way: polished surfaces, at least where construction wasn’t happening, restless energy, and the constant low-grade stress of people who had someplace to get to. Sunlight poured through the massive terminal windows while travelers dragged rolling suitcases past overpriced everything. 
Nastya walked beside Ryan through the crowded concourse, cream-colored leather travel bag slung over one shoulder, dark sunglasses pushed up into her blonde hair. Ryan looked effortlessly put-together in lightweight charcoal slacks and a fitted navy button-down with the sleeves rolled to his forearms. Comfortable. Affluent. The kind of couple that drew a few quiet second glances.
Their flight from Kansas City had landed less than twenty minutes earlier. Kim’s message had directed them to one of the private airline lounges near the international gates, tucked away from the worst of the terminal noise.
Nastya spotted Greg first. Light gray blazer, one hand in his pocket, talking quietly with the woman at reception. Large. Blond. Calm in the way that made people hand him problems.
Something about him being her first extramarital affair always made her smile. He still had that peculiar little place in her heart.
Kim stood a few steps away with a tablet in hand and the exhausted expression of someone running on almost no sleep.
Nastya smiled faintly as they approached. “You look terrible.”
Kim looked up. “You look rested. I resent you already.”
Ryan shook Greg’s hand. “You holding together?”
Greg exhaled softly through his nose. “Define holding together.”
Which answered that.
Kim gave Ryan a quick one-armed hug, then stepped back as if physical affection was a luxury she couldn’t currently afford. “Thanks for coming.”
Ryan studied her face. “No fuck jokes? You really are in charge. Must be exhausting.”
Kim’s mouth tightened. “Greg and I have temporary field authority. Which in CIA language means everyone above us is already preparing explanations in case this goes sideways.”
“Comforting,” Nastya murmured.
They moved deeper into the lounge, where a few tables and chairs surrounded a low couch along one wall. It was quiet, private, and expensive enough to keep most of the terminal noise out.
The doors opened again behind them, and Nastya turned.
Charlotte Penhallow entered wearing a fitted cream travel suit that probably cost more than most people’s monthly mortgage. Tall and elegant, she had her blonde hair falling in smooth waves over one shoulder, while oversized sunglasses partially hid sharp blue eyes. She rolled a designer suitcase behind her with the effortless grace of someone who had never needed to hurry for anyone.
Charlotte wasn’t even agency. She was filthy rich in the never-have-to-work-again sense, with an adventurous streak that matched theirs and enough experience by now to understand exactly what they did. Somewhere along the way, she had stopped being the billionaire who occasionally joined their adventures and simply become Charlotte.
“Thanks for coming, Charlotte,” Kim said. “You’ll make our cover stories that much more believable.”
A tiny silence followed. Hearing Kim voluntarily thank someone felt unusual enough that even Greg glanced sideways at her.
Charlotte’s smile was knowing and warm. “Happy to help. Whenever I get together with you people, it’s always memorable.”
It wasn’t more than a few minutes later that Harlan Rix walked through the doors.
Massive as always, he stood at least six foot six, with broad shoulders straining a dark tailored suit in a way that somehow made him look more imposing rather than constrained. He was handsome in a rough, masculine way that turned heads, though the calm expression and intelligent eyes usually surprised people once they actually spoke to him.
“Thanks for being prompt, Harlan,” Kim said.
“You’re welcome,” he rumbled.
He shook Ryan’s hand firmly, then pulled Nastya into a brief hug. The sheer size and strength of him never failed to register. There was something about Harlan that made her want to surrender control and do exactly what he told her. She had indulged that particular weakness more than once and never regretted it.
“Good to see you two,” he said.
“You too.” Nastya let her gaze linger for a moment. “I wish the circumstances were different.”
“Me too.”
The look Harlan gave her was unmistakable.
They settled around the low table, Charlotte filling them in on what she had been doing since they had last seen her. Harlan joined in occasionally, and for a few minutes it almost felt like friends catching up rather than the beginning of another operation.
Then the lounge doors opened again.
Mara Jamison entered in tall heels, a fitted black blouse, and cream slacks that showed off long, elegant legs. Her light brown hair was perfectly styled, and she’d chosen enough makeup to complete the polished look without overdoing it. Today, apparently, she had decided to be sophisticated.
Nastya had seen other versions. Mara could play glamour when the situation called for it, then somehow become a broke college girl or unremarkable young tourist the next day. She was such a chameleon that Nastya sometimes wondered which version was closest to the real woman underneath.
Probably all of them.
Mara spotted the group and approached with a quiet confidence that seemed a little more natural every time Nastya saw her. She was still relatively new to all of this, but she was learning quickly.
She checked in with Kim before coming their way.
Ryan smiled when he saw her. “Mara.”
“Ryan.”
There wasn’t much in the exchange, but Nastya knew her husband. Ryan had mentored Mara through her first operation and apparently enjoyed some of the extracurricular responsibilities that came with the assignment. Nastya couldn’t particularly blame him.
“Hi, Nastya.” Mara gave her a genuine smile.
“Back at you.”
Nastya returned the smile easily. She liked Mara, and perhaps more importantly, respected what the younger woman was becoming.
Samuel’s voice reached them before he did.
Nastya glanced toward the entrance and smiled. Some things apparently didn’t change.
Samuel walked into the lounge beside Anya, already talking while she laughed at whatever he’d said. He wasn’t built on Greg or Harlan’s scale, but he was athletic and handsome, his dark skin set off nicely by a fitted tan jacket over a white shirt open at the collar. Samuel had the easy confidence of a man who treated flirting as an ongoing public service.
Anya seemed entertained, which was probably encouragement enough.
The young Russian blonde still struck Nastya as one of Hazard’s more unlikely success stories. The first time they’d met, Anya had been sleeping with the man they were trying to bring down. Prison had been one possible ending. Instead, Hazard had turned her into an asset, and somewhere along the way she’d crossed the line into becoming one of them.
Anya was beautiful in a softer way than Charlotte, with blue eyes and the kind of innocent expression she could turn almost painfully convincing when necessary. Put her beside Charlotte and Nastya and the three blondes could almost pass for sisters, with Anya unquestionably cast as the youngest.
Samuel spotted them and grinned. “Well, this looks expensive.”
Kim glanced up from her tablet. “Samuel, we’ve been together less than thirty seconds, and you’re already flirting with Anya.”
“I was being friendly.”
Anya laughed. “He was flirting.”
“Thank you,” Kim said. “I feel vindicated.”
Samuel put a hand against his chest. “I don’t see why those have to be different things.”
That earned a few smiles as they joined the others, and for the next several minutes greetings and introductions overlapped around the seating area. Nastya found herself in the unusual position of knowing nearly everyone. Some of the others were meeting for the first time, but she’d crossed paths with all of them somewhere along the strange road that had brought them here.
Hannah Price arrived while Samuel was still making himself acquainted with everyone.
Tall and attractive in an understated way, Hannah had dressed elegantly enough for whatever cover Kim had planned. She still carried herself with the brisk efficiency Nastya remembered. Hannah was frighteningly smart when information was involved, but people could occasionally be a more complicated subject. Her eyes moved around the gathering, taking in a room where most of the faces were unfamiliar.
Greg solved the problem for her.
He moved naturally to Hannah’s side, greeted her quietly, and stayed there while she settled in. Nastya watched him for a moment and smiled to herself. That was Greg. If he thought someone needed a little guidance, he provided it without making a production of the fact.
Eventually Kim checked the time and looked around the assembled group.
“All right. Here’s what we know.”
Kim remained standing with her tablet tucked under one arm. Greg stayed beside her, and Nastya found something slightly strange about seeing the two of them at the front of the room instead of Hazard.
“Several days ago, Hazard and Deborah disappeared during a luxury cruise operating out of Tahiti,” Kim began. “No distress call. No confirmed departure from French Polynesia. Two days before the end of the cruise, both phones went inactive at the same time.”
“Yet according to the cruise records,” Greg added, “they completed the voyage normally.”
Harlan frowned. “That makes no sense.”
“No,” Greg said. “It doesn’t.”
He tapped the tablet, bringing up an image of a sleek white cruise ship. “This particular cruise caters almost exclusively to ultra-high-net-worth clients. Invitation-heavy booking, quiet luxury, heavy emphasis on privacy.”
“Rich people nonsense,” Samuel translated.
Charlotte looked mildly offended. “Some of us enjoy rich people nonsense.”
That earned the first real laugh since they’d gathered.
Greg waited for it to pass. “There’s something else. Another yacht shadows the cruise for the entire voyage.”
A second image appeared.
Nastya leaned forward.
The yacht was only slightly smaller than the cruise ship, much sleeker, and beautiful in an aggressively expensive way. It followed the same route through the islands, sometimes sailing with the cruise ship and sometimes making side journeys on its own.
“Do we think that’s why Hazard was there?” Ryan asked.
Kim and Greg exchanged a look before Greg answered. “We think it had something to do with it. Hazard chose this particular cruise for a reason. Unfortunately, whatever convinced him to go is information we don’t have.”
That bothered Nastya. Hazard had known enough to take Deborah halfway across the Pacific and put both of them aboard that ship. Now they were missing, along with whatever he had learned.
“What does the yacht do?” Mara asked.
“It hosts selected passengers from the cruise,” Greg said. “Private demonstrations, prototype showcases, exclusive networking. Invitations only.”
Nastya crossed one leg beneath the table. “Demonstrations of what?”
This time Greg looked at Kim.
Kim sighed.
“They sell sex robots to billionaires.”
For perhaps half a second, nobody said anything.
Then Samuel sat forward. “I have several questions.”
“Of course you do,” Hannah said.
“Hazard on a luxury sex-robot cruise.” Ryan chuckled. “I can’t decide if that’s completely wrong or completely appropriate.”
Charlotte glanced at Harlan. “I’m curious.”
“Don’t go there,” Harlan replied.
Anya was grinning now, while even Mara had lost some of her carefully polished composure. Nastya looked toward Kim and caught the smile she was trying very hard not to let loose.
Under almost any other circumstances, Kim would have been making things considerably worse by now.
Instead, she raised a hand. “Everybody settle down.”
Samuel stared at her. “You’re telling us to settle down?”
“I know. I hate this job already.”
That got another laugh, including one from Greg.
Greg let the laughter run for another moment before taking over the explanation. “The company markets them as high-end AI companions. Extremely advanced behavioral systems, limited production access, and prices aimed at people for whom money has largely stopped having meaning. Part of the sales strategy appears to involve immersive demonstrations aboard the yacht.”
“How advanced?” Mara asked.
“We don’t have full specifications,” Greg said. “Hazard may have known considerably more than we do. If he did, that information disappeared with him.”
Nastya didn’t like that answer nearly as much as she’d enjoyed watching Kim discover responsibility.
“And we don’t know whether the companions themselves were what interested Hazard,” Kim added. “It could have been the technology, the company, someone associated with the yacht, or something he discovered after he got there. What we know is that he deliberately chose this cruise, and then he and Deborah disappeared.”
That brought the room back where it belonged.
Kim looked around at them. “There’s one more problem. Our division is already under pressure. If we fail here, there’s a good chance half the people in Langley will use it as an excuse to dismantle the entire operation.”
Mara leaned forward. “So what do we do?”
Greg answered this time.
“You board the same cruise tomorrow.”
Kim picked up her tablet. “And we find out what happened to them.”
Then she began assigning pairs.
“Charlotte, you’re our legitimate entry point. Wealthy investor class. Harlan, your cover is Charlotte’s security. Treat it like a real job. Keep the heiress safe.”
Harlan nodded once.
“Greg and Hannah, you’re a wealthy couple enjoying some time in Tahiti. Money to spend, no need to be shy about it.”
Hannah glanced at Greg, who gave her a small smile before she nodded. Nastya suspected he would make the assignment easy for her.
“Samuel and Anya.” Kim looked between them. “Affluent tech entrepreneurs.”
Samuel grinned. “I can do rich. I’ll even pamper my gorgeous wife.”
“Do your lines ever work?” Hannah asked.
“Frequently.” Samuel winked at her.
Anya shook her head, although her smile suggested she wasn’t terribly bothered by her new husband.
“Ryan and Mara.” Kim’s tone remained perfectly neutral. “Older financier and younger companion.”
Nastya caught the tiny flicker in Mara’s expression before the younger woman recovered. She and Ryan had played versions of that relationship before, and Mara could slip into the role remarkably well.
Nastya glanced at her husband. He appeared entirely comfortable with the assignment.
Naturally.
“And Nastya stays with me,” Kim continued. “We’re using the widow cover from Singapore. Sisters-in-law inheriting family money.”
Nastya smiled. “I liked that cover.”
“You liked that it left you free to overtly pursue the crypto bros,” Kim said.
“Well, that might have been part of it.”
Greg took over, dividing the operational assignments. Some of them would pursue the yacht directly, while others would focus on the cruise ship, its passengers and crew, and anything unusual connected to previous voyages. Until they knew what Hazard had been investigating, they had little choice but to work both sides.
Kim checked the time. “Flight boards in forty minutes. First class, but spread according to your pairing assignments. From this point forward, stay in character.”
Around Nastya, the gathering broke apart as people collected luggage and boarding documents. Charlotte left with Harlan, Hannah stayed close to Greg, and Samuel was already saying something to Anya that earned another shake of her head.
Ryan came over and slipped an arm around Nastya’s waist. “Looks like you’re a wealthy widow again.”
“Tragic, isn’t it?”
“I’m sure you’ll find some way to console yourself.”
Nastya glanced toward Mara, who was waiting a few steps away. “Apparently you already have.”
Ryan smiled. “Strictly professional.”
“Of course.”
She kissed him, lingering just long enough to make Mara look away with a small smile.
“Have fun with your younger woman,” Nastya said.
Ryan picked up his bag. “Enjoy being single.”
“Oh, I intend to.”
He laughed and joined Mara.
Nastya watched them head toward the lounge exit. Just like that, Ryan and Nastya Owens were being put away for a while. She was a wealthy widow again, Ryan belonged on Mara’s arm, and somewhere over the Pacific their friends were becoming husbands, wives, lovers, and employees who didn’t exist.
They had become disturbingly good at this.
Hazard and Deborah were still missing.
Somewhere in Tahiti, they had boarded a cruise looking for something.
Now Nastya intended to find out what had found them.






  
  Chapter 3


By the time Nastya and Kim boarded the flight to Tahiti, the rest of the team had already scattered through the first-class cabin as instructed. 
Thirty seats filled the softly lit space, surrounded by polished wood and enough privacy to make an international flight feel almost civilized. Most of the passengers looked wealthy enough to consider first class a necessity rather than an extravagance.
Perfect cover.
A flight attendant greeted them as they boarded. “Welcome aboard, ladies. May I offer you champagne before departure?”
“Yes, please,” Nastya said immediately.
Kim sighed. “Probably safer than coffee at this point.”
The attendant smiled politely, clearly deciding not to ask questions, then directed them toward their seats.
Nastya let her gaze wander casually as they made their way through the cabin. Everyone had already slipped into character.
Ryan sat three rows ahead beside Mara, the two angled toward each other over a tablet. Wealthy older financier and younger companion looked almost too natural on them. Mara had changed into a cream blouse and dark skirt, once again becoming whatever version of herself the situation required.
Ryan appeared perfectly comfortable with his new companion.
Charlotte and Harlan were farther ahead, and Nastya wondered when Charlotte had last suffered the indignity of flying commercial. Samuel already had Anya laughing, while Greg and Hannah looked almost boring together, which made them remarkably convincing as a wealthy couple accustomed to traveling together.
Nastya and Kim settled into their seats near the rear of first class, Kim at the window and Nastya on the aisle. A few minutes later, the flight attendant returned with their champagne.
Kim took hers immediately. “I swear to God, if one more person at Langley says the phrase plausible deniability to me this week, I may become a domestic terrorist.”
Nastya nearly choked on her first sip. “You should not joke like that on an airplane.”
“I’m exhausted enough that I have no idea what I’ll say next.”
Nastya crossed her legs and took another casual look around the cabin.
“The pairings fit surprisingly well. I’m not sure I would have done it differently.”
Kim took a sip of champagne. “Greg helped.”
“Mm. I noticed.” Nastya glanced sideways at her. “Though I cannot help noticing you left both of us without any dick on this trip.”
Kim didn’t even blink. “Probably plenty of robot dick where we’re going.”
Nastya laughed. “Do you think it can possibly be any good?”
“Apparently not terrible. There are reviews if you’re interested in research.”
“Now I’m imagining you reading sex robot reviews at three in the morning.”
“Just trying to understand that part of the assignment.”
“You absolutely did. Was it after midnight?”
Kim took another drink instead of answering.
Outside the windows, airport workers moved beneath the massive aircraft while luggage carts rolled past in the California sunlight.
Nastya lowered her voice. “Any predictions?”
“About what?”
“The pairings.”
Kim’s eyes drifted toward Charlotte and Harlan. “Charlotte is absolutely sleeping with Harlan in Tahiti.”
Nastya smiled. “Oh, completely. She remembers.”
“Hard not to.”
“The man is basically a biological weapon.”
Kim snorted into her champagne.
Nastya glanced toward Ryan and Mara. “And Mara enjoys my husband far too much for that cover to stay professional.”
“Oh, she is definitely riding your husband.”
“I expect her to take the assignment very seriously.”
That earned another laugh before Nastya’s attention moved farther down the cabin. “Hannah is the interesting one.”
“You think she’ll resist Greg?”
“Not resist, exactly.” Nastya considered it. “The others enjoy sex openly. Even when it serves the mission, they’re still doing something they wanted to do anyway. Hannah seems different. Sometimes I think she treats sex as another tool in the field kit.”
Kim leaned back in her seat. “That’s probably true.”
The cabin doors closed, and a soft chime sounded overhead as the aircraft began pushing away from the gate. Conversation around them quieted while the terminal slowly slid past the windows.
Nastya watched it for a moment. “Nothing personal. You’re doing great, but it feels strange without Hazard.”
Kim’s expression tightened. “Yeah.”
“He’s too competent for this to be an oversight. We’re not going to find him sitting in some Tahiti hotel with Deborah, ignoring his phone for three days.”
“No.” Kim stared through the window. “If Hazard missed his check-ins, something went wrong.”
For the first time since they’d boarded, the exhaustion on her face looked like more than lack of sleep.
“I keep thinking about what we don’t know,” Kim continued. “He found something important enough to get on that cruise without telling us much about it. Now he’s gone, Deborah’s gone, and Greg and I are supposed to figure out what he was doing after the fact.”
“You will.”
Kim looked at her.
“We will,” Nastya corrected.
A faint smile appeared. “Better.”
The engines deepened beneath the cabin floor as the aircraft turned toward the runway.
Kim finished her champagne and set the glass aside. “I’m going to be terrible company for a while. I need a couple hours of sleep before my brain stops working completely.”
“Sleep. I’ll wake you if the sex robots attack.”
“Appreciated.”
Kim closed her eyes, leaving Nastya to watch the runway through the window as the aircraft accelerated. The joking and champagne couldn’t quite hide what waited underneath. Hazard and Deborah had taken this same route to Tahiti knowing far more than anyone on this plane did now.
Somewhere along the way, whatever they knew had gotten them into trouble.
They arrived that evening.
After nearly nine hours across the Pacific, customs, and a late dinner at a discreet luxury hotel near the marina, the team disappeared into separate rooms. No gathering or late-night strategy session followed. Everyone stayed inside their covers, wealthy travelers who simply preferred their privacy.
Nastya suspected at least two of the pairings had already ignored the suggestion to rest.
The next morning confirmed one of them.
Charlotte emerged from the hotel in a flowing white sundress and oversized sunglasses, looking remarkably pleased with the world. Harlan followed with their luggage, every inch the professional security man except for the occasional brush of Charlotte’s hand against his arm.
Kim noticed immediately. “Our security detail appears very... dedicated.”
Nastya hid her smile behind her coffee cup. “Extremely thorough. Good for her.”
Luxury SUVs carried them separately to the port through the warm Tahitian morning. Palm fronds swayed outside the tinted windows while sunlight danced across water so blue it almost hurt to look at. The air carried salt, flowers, and sun-warmed vegetation. Tahiti was absurdly beautiful, the kind of place that could make someone forget why they had come.
Nastya hadn’t forgotten.
The cruise ship waited at the private terminal, its brilliant white hull rising above polished glass balconies and elegant dark trim. Staff in crisp uniforms greeted passengers by name while porters handled designer luggage with practiced care. Everything about the operation promised money, discretion, and carefully curated pleasure.
Then Nastya saw the yacht.
It sat beyond the marina traffic, anchored separately across the water. Lower and sleeker than the cruise ship, it was still enormous enough to make the other yachts around it look like toys. Even at a distance, there was nothing subtle about the wealth behind it.
Hazard had known something about that yacht.
Now it was sitting right in front of her.
“That’s our mystery boat?” Nastya asked quietly.
Kim followed her gaze. “Looks like it.”
Passengers moved gradually through the private terminal while crew offered chilled towels and champagne. Wealthy couples drifted past in resort wear and expensive sunglasses, already settling into vacation mode.
Nastya and Kim stayed near the rear of the boarding flow. Nastya wore a pale gold sundress that skimmed her curves and strappy heels. Kim had chosen a fitted white blouse tucked into cream slacks that somehow still looked all business.
While no one was watching, Kim slipped a small silver pill case into Nastya’s hand.
“I gave these to everyone last night,” she said quietly.
Nastya cracked it open. A single dark capsule rested inside.
“What is it?”
“Temporary tracking beacon. Very quiet tech. Only our division has them.” Kim adjusted her sunglasses. “Greg’s engineer friend developed them. If things go sideways, he can find us anywhere.”
Nastya looked from the capsule to Kim. “You want me to swallow an experimental tracking device?”
“Better than the alternative.”
“How long?”
“Ten days.”
Nastya slowed. “Ten days? Inside me?”
Kim shrugged. “That’s the claim.”
“The claim?”
“The engineer says it’s perfectly safe.”
“And you believe him?”
Kim smiled. “Mostly.”
Nastya laughed. “That’s not nearly as reassuring as you think it is.”
“If it helps, Greg swallowed one first.”
“Voluntarily?”
“Eventually.”
Nastya rolled her eyes, popped the capsule into her mouth, and swallowed it with a sip of bottled water.
“If I start picking up satellite radio, I’m blaming you.”
“Fair.”
The line carried them steadily toward the gangway. Around them, the others blended easily with the wealthy passengers, couples and companions who appeared to have nothing more dangerous planned than a week in paradise.
A uniformed crew member scanned their boarding credentials. “Welcome aboard, Ms. Beaumont. Ms. Beaumont. Sisters?”
“Sisters-in-law, actually,” Nastya replied smoothly. “Both widows now. Our husbands were in the same plane crash.”
“Sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you,” Kim said with a polite nod.
They stepped onto the gangway together. Warm ocean air washed over them, carrying salt, perfume, and the faint pulse of music from somewhere aboard the ship.
The deck beyond was immaculate, with polished teak beneath their feet and brilliant white railings reflecting the tropical sun. Crew members guided arriving guests toward elevators, champagne bars, and private suites with effortless professionalism.
A hostess met them and escorted them toward the upper decks.
“Your suites are adjoining,” she explained. “The connecting balcony doors can stay open or locked, whatever you prefer.”
Kim glanced at Nastya.
“We’ll leave them open.”
The hostess smiled. “Excellent choice.”






  
  Chapter 4


The cruise ship slipped steadily across the calm water between Tahiti and Moorea beneath a cloudless blue sky. Papeete had fallen behind them, but Tahiti still rose green and mountainous across the water. Ahead, Moorea’s jagged peaks climbed dramatically from the Pacific, close enough that it hardly felt as though they had gone to sea at all. 
By late afternoon, the ship had settled into its rhythm. The pool decks buzzed with passengers stretched across loungers or gathered around bars, colorful cocktails glowing in the sunlight. Soft music drifted across polished teak while crew circulated with chilled towels and easy smiles. Somewhere below, a piano played in one of the lounges, low and unhurried.
There was food everywhere. A buffet still serving lunch for anyone who had missed it, a grill beside the pool, pastries and coffee in the observation lounge, and restaurants preparing for dinner before anyone had even decided where they wanted to eat. Nobody had to drive anywhere afterward. Nobody had to clean the kitchen. If you got bored, there was a casino, a spa, live music, a show that evening, or another bar twenty steps away.
And everywhere Nastya looked, there was water, broken only by two impossibly green islands rising from it.
She understood the appeal completely.
For a week, someone else worried about almost everything. You unpacked once, ate too much, drank whenever the mood struck, and woke each morning somewhere new. Tomorrow they would step ashore on Moorea. After that came Raiatea and Taha’a, then two days at Bora Bora.
She could get used to this.
Nastya stood at the upper railing in a pale floral sundress, sunglasses shielding her eyes as the warm ocean wind played with loose strands of her blonde hair. The thin fabric moved against her body with every shift of the breeze, cool against skin still warm from the sun.
Farther out across all that blue, the yacht remained impossible to ignore.
It glided parallel to the cruise ship at a comfortable distance, sleek and predatory against the endless water. Even from here, it looked expensive enough to embarrass small nations.
Kim stepped up beside her holding two iced coffees.
“You look thoughtful. It worries me.”
Nastya accepted one with a smile. The glass was cold against her fingers. “I was trying to decide whether that yacht looks luxurious or ominous.”
Kim studied it for a few seconds. “I’m leaning toward obscenely expensive.”
“Coward. Commit to an answer.”
“Luxurious then.”
“Thank you.”
They stood at the railing for a while, drinking their coffee and watching the ocean slide past in long, glittering sheets. A waiter passed behind them carrying a tray of frozen drinks toward the pool. Somewhere nearby, someone laughed, and another burst of music floated up from the deck below.
It would have been remarkably easy to forget they were working.
That was probably the point.
Nastya had spent much of the afternoon watching passengers do exactly that. Couples wandered between shaded lounges without watches or schedules. People ate because something smelled good rather than because it was mealtime. Others settled beside the pool with books they might never open. The ship offered an endless series of small pleasures and required almost nothing in return.
Nothing about it felt threatening.
That bothered her.
Hazard and Deborah had walked these same decks. They had eaten in the restaurants, sat in the lounges, and looked across the same ocean. Somewhere during that perfectly pleasant vacation, something had gone badly wrong.
Yet Nastya had spent most of the afternoon looking for cracks and found none.
Kim checked her watch. “Presentation starts in twenty minutes.”
Nastya took another drink of her coffee and looked toward the yacht.
“Then maybe we should go meet the tech geniuses.”
“Genius is a strong word, especially for people we haven’t met.”
Nastya smiled. “Maybe I was impressed by the brochure.”
The assignments had been settled over lunch, along with enough food for Nastya to begin appreciating the advantages of cruise-ship espionage.
Greg and Hannah had taken the quieter half of the investigation. They would work through the ship itself, learning what they could about the crew, passenger records, previous voyages, and any trace Hazard and Deborah might have left behind. Samuel and Anya had drawn the social version of the same job. Repeat passengers were the priority, along with crew members willing to talk after a little attention and a few drinks.
The remaining six would concentrate on Kessler Dynamics and the yacht.
Samuel had stopped with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Wait. The six of you get the sex robots?”
“Someone has to make the sacrifice,” Ryan said.
“While I interview repeat passengers?”
Hannah barely looked up from her lunch. “I’m sure you’ll survive the deprivation.”
Kim smiled across the table. “Sorry, Samuel. You’re going to miss out on the robot pussy.”
Samuel glanced at Anya beside him and winked. “I don’t think I’m going to miss it.”
Anya gave him an amused look. “Lucky once doesn’t mean lucky twice.”
“Confidence is important in fieldwork,” Samuel countered.
“So is actually doing the fieldwork,” Greg said.
Ryan lifted his glass. “Personally, I’m looking forward to a woman programmed to think I’m always right.”
Samuel shook his head. “Now I know you haven’t done your research. Nobody would believe that.”
Kim laughed. “Not even the robot.”
Hannah finally looked around the table. “I’m surrounded by children.”
Nastya had laughed with everyone else, although the division made sense. Greg and Hannah were the best choices for the methodical work, and Samuel could probably learn a passenger’s life story before the second drink arrived. Anya made an ideal partner for him. People saw the beautiful young blonde, heard her laugh, and rarely considered how carefully she might be listening.
Meanwhile, Nastya, Kim, Ryan, Mara, Charlotte, and Harlan had an invitation to get closer to the one thing that had followed Hazard and Deborah’s cruise from port to port.
The fact that it came with cutting-edge sex robots was simply an occupational hardship.
Nastya was prepared to suffer.

      [image: ]The private presentation occupied an observation lounge high on the ship, far removed from the busier public decks. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around two sides of the room, offering sweeping views of Moorea rising green and jagged across the water. Inside, dark wood, low furniture, champagne, and silver trays of appetizers created the comfortable impression that nothing resembling a sales pitch was about to happen.
Only sixteen guests had been invited.
Nastya suspected that was part of the sales pitch too.
Ryan and Mara sat near the center, already deep in quiet conversation. Mara had one long leg crossed over the other and looked entirely at home among people who could spend several million dollars without consulting anyone first. Charlotte occupied a rear seat beside Harlan, who somehow managed to look like private security even in expensive resort clothes.
Nastya and Kim chose seats with a clear view of the room.
“See anyone poor?” Kim murmured.
Nastya glanced around. “Ryan.”
Kim almost smiled.
A tall man in an immaculate navy suit stepped to the front once everyone had settled. He appeared to be in his early fifties, fit, silver beginning at his temples, with the easy confidence of someone accustomed to speaking to people who expected to be impressed.
Nastya studied him.
Nothing about Horatio Norton immediately set off alarms. That was mildly disappointing.
“Good afternoon,” he said warmly. “My name is Horatio Norton, and on behalf of Kessler Dynamics, welcome.”
The screen behind him came to life with an aerial view of the yacht pacing their ship across the brilliant blue water.
“Before we begin, I should explain why you’re here. Kessler Dynamics does not currently offer our adaptive companion program to the general public. Production remains extremely limited, and every installation requires substantial technical support. Invitations are extended to prospective clients individually.”
He let that settle for a moment.
Nobody in the room looked surprised to learn they were special.
“We also value discretion. We ask that there be no photography or recording during your visit to the yacht. What you choose to tell your friends afterward is your affair. Showing them is ours.”
That earned a few smiles.
Nastya liked him already.
Which was inconvenient.
Horatio touched a control, and the image changed.
A man and woman sat across from one another beside a pool, talking over drinks. Both were attractive without looking impossibly perfect. Their conversation had apparently begun before the recording, and the woman laughed at something the man said before reaching across to touch his wrist.
“I’d like to begin with a very simple question,” Horatio said. “Which one isn’t human?”
The room grew noticeably quieter.
Nastya studied the screen.
The man, she decided. Something about the smile. Maybe too precisely timed.
“The man,” someone near the front said.
Several people murmured agreement.
Horatio smiled.
“They’re both companions.”
Nastya sat a little straighter.
Well.
That was more interesting.
Horatio let the video continue for another few seconds before replacing it with an image of the yacht.
“What you’ve just seen represents our current generation of adaptive companion technology. Conversation, facial expression, physical movement, emotional response, and social behavior are continuously adjusted to the person interacting with them. They don’t simply follow scripts. They learn.”
Now Nastya understood why Hazard might have gotten interested.
“Our prototype systems currently operate from the yacht accompanying this voyage. The onboard infrastructure allows dramatically greater behavioral sophistication and emotional responsiveness than conventional standalone units.”
One of the older guests frowned. “So they only work on the yacht?”
“They function independently,” Horatio said. “However, the adaptive intelligence performs substantially better while connected to our localized processing network.”
Ryan leaned slightly toward Mara. “The yacht is basically a floating AI server farm.”
Horatio looked at him. “A somewhat simplified description, but not entirely inaccurate.”
A few guests chuckled.
Ryan raised a hand slightly. “So how does that work if I bring one home? I have a nice pool, but the yacht isn’t going to fit.”
This time the laughter was louder.
“Fortunately, we don’t require you to purchase the yacht.”
“That’s a relief.”
“A small room, roughly the size of a walk-in closet, is sufficient for the supporting computer installation. The same space serves as a self-maintenance station for the companion. Our technicians design and install
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