
Untrusted:

A Contemporary Domestic Suspense Novel.






















ZARA VENOM





  	
	    
	      Also by ZARA VENOM

	    

      
	    
          
	      He was unaware

          
        
          
	          Bedside

          
        
          
	          Sidewife

          
        
          
	          Uninvited

          
        
          
	          Roommate

          
        
          
	          Untrusted

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hucow and the Haunted Realms

          
        
          
	          Hucow of the Haunted Grove

          
        
          
	          Hucow and the witch chronicles

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Married into His Empire

          
        
          
	          The Wife Behind the Billionaire

          
        
          
	          The Marriage Behind Closed Doors

          
        
          
	          The Marriage Contract Between Enemies

          
        
          
	          His Empire, Her Conditions

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire’s Family Deal

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Terms of Love

          
        
          
	          The CEO's Convenient Fiancée

          
        
          
	          Married to My Billionaire Boss

          
        
          
	          Pretend to Be Mine

          
        
          
	          The Boardroom Arrangement

          
        
          
	          Faking It with the Billionaire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Chapters of Us

          
        
          
	          Until the Roses Remember

          
        
          
	          The Warm Side of Winter

          
        
          
	          Love Arrived Wearing Blue

          
        
          
	          The Café of Unsent Letters

          
        
          
	          We Fell in Love Between Chapters

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Altar of the Alpha

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By ZARA VENOM

Untrusted (He was unaware, #5)

Chapter 1

Chapter One: The Bedroom Feed

Chapter Two: Separate Keys

Chapter Three: What Permission Sounds Like

Chapter Four: The Wren Account

Chapter Five: The Honest Version

Chapter Six: No Emergency Between Us

Chapter Seven: The Wrong Signature

Chapter Eight: Voluntary Disclosure

Chapter Nine: The Bait Credential

Chapter Ten: A Future in Conditional Tense

Chapter Eleven: What the Fire Keeps

Chapter Twelve: Manual Override

Chapter Thirteen: The Abort Phrase

Chapter Fourteen: The Consent Protocol

Chapter Fifteen: A House That Asks

Also By ZARA VENOM

Copyright & Disclaimer

Copyright © [2026] [ZARA VENOM]. All Rights Reserved.

This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and incidents are purely the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or real life events is purely coincidental.

This book contains mature themes, explicit content, and adult situations intended for readers 18 years and older. By purchasing or reading this material, you confirm that you are of legal age in your country or region.

All characters depicted in this book are consenting adults aged 18 or older. None of the characters are biologically or legally related. This work does not promote or condone nonconsensual activities, illegal relationships, or any form of real life harm. It is solely a work of fiction intended for entertainment purposes only.

This book is protected under international copyright laws. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or articles.

The author and publisher assume no responsibility for misuse or misinterpretation of the content. Reader discretion is advised.

Table of Contents

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Bedroom Feed
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At 2:17 in the morning, Neris Veyle watched herself sleep.

The image filled her phone from edge to edge: her bedroom, her bed, her body curled beneath the gray linen coverlet. One bare foot protruded near the bottom of the frame. The feed was colorless except for the green timestamp in the upper-right corner, advancing one second at a time.

02:17:08.

02:17:09.

02:17:10.

Neris sat awake at the dining-room table one floor below, wearing black trousers and the blue blouse she had put on eighteen hours earlier.

She did not scream. Fear was information before it was emotion, provided she caught it early enough.

She set the phone against her closed laptop and looked at the room around her. Front windows latched. Courtyard door bolted. No movement in the dark reflection of the glass. The townhouse's status panel glowed beside the kitchen archway, a placid green square announcing that every registered entrance remained secure.

Her own recorded breathing whispered from the phone.

Neris reached beneath the table and pressed the silent-alert button fixed to its underside. The tiny switch had no wireless components. A copper wire ran from it to a dedicated cellular transmitter concealed in the wall—a concession to paranoia Orren had once teased her about and later helped her install.

The memory landed badly.

She turned her attention back to the feed.

Camera position: northeast corner, approximately eight feet high. Wide-angle lens. No obvious compression artifacts. The bedside clock in the image read 2:17, matching the false timestamp, but Neris had unplugged that clock three weeks ago after its display began flickering. In the feed, her wedding ring rested on the table beside it.

In reality, the ring was upstairs in the safe.

So the footage was old. Eleven weeks old at least. That did not explain how someone had obtained it. There had never been a camera in the bedroom.

A notification appeared over the image.

THRESHOLD SALE AUTHORIZATION EXPIRES FRIDAY, 5:00 P.M.

The message vanished before she could capture it. Neris lifted her second phone—the stripped-down work device she used for audits—and photographed the screen instead.

Timestamp. Source. Chain.

Panic wanted to skip those questions. Panic wanted to race upstairs, tear apart the bedroom, and search every vent and outlet while whoever had sent the feed watched her do it.

She remained seated.

On-screen, the bedroom door opened.

A man entered.

He was tall and broad through the shoulders. Dark hair. Charcoal coat. His face stayed turned away from the nonexistent camera, but Neris knew the slight hitch in his right stride. She knew the hand that pushed back his cuff before he reached toward the sleeping woman. She knew the narrow silver band on his thumb.

Orren.

The man stopped beside the bed.

Every muscle in Neris's body locked. She could hear her father's voice from twenty years ago, patient and aggrieved, explaining why he had read her messages. If you have nothing to hide, why does privacy matter?

The man in the video bent toward her sleeping face.

The feed went black.

Neris took three measured breaths. She did not permit herself a fourth.

She picked up the work phone and opened Threshold's diagnostic app. It required her fingerprint, a rotating six-digit code, and a physical key plugged into the phone's port. She supplied all three.

The house map appeared.

No cameras registered inside the private rooms. That was not reassuring. A hidden device would not announce itself on a household inventory.

She opened the access log.

At 2:12, five minutes before the message arrived, an administrator credential had queried the townhouse controller. The identifier resolved slowly, the letters appearing one at a time.

OK-ROOT.

Orren Kest's original engineering key.

Neris stared at it until the letters stopped looking like language.

Orren's credential had been disabled eight months ago, the afternoon he moved out. She had watched the confirmation populate on three separate servers. Then she had printed it, signed it, and sealed the page in the compliance archive because digital certainty was only certainty until somebody found a better piece of code.

The status panel beside the kitchen arch changed from green to amber.

SERVICE ENTRANCE: OPEN.

The service entrance was twelve feet behind her.

Neris did not turn immediately. The black courtyard glass reflected the narrow passage beside the pantry. Its door appeared closed. No shape moved there.

She slid her hand into the open drawer beside her knee and closed it around the heavy steel flashlight inside. It was not a weapon, though it could become one. More importantly, it would still work if the house lost power.

The status panel chimed.

SERVICE ENTRANCE: SECURE.

The lock had opened and closed without moving the door.

A command, then. Not an entry.

Someone was demonstrating access.

Neris rose and backed toward the front vestibule, keeping the table between herself and the kitchen. She pulled the red manual-disconnect lever beside the coat closet.

Relays snapped inside the walls. The status panel went dark. The refrigerator hum ceased, followed by the ventilation system and every other networked convenience she and Orren had once used to demonstrate that security could be elegant.

The house settled into silence.

Her personal phone rang.

ORREN KEST filled the screen.

For one irrational instant, relief surged through her so sharply it hurt. Her body remembered him before her judgment could intervene: Orren appearing in a doorway with coffee; Orren sitting cross-legged on the floor to repair something rather than replacing it; Orren's hand finding the small of her back in a crowded room.

Then she remembered the figure bending over her bed.

She did not answer.

The call stopped. A message appeared.

I'm outside. Across the street. I won't approach the house.

Neris crossed to the narrow window beside the front door and moved the curtain less than an inch.

Orren stood beneath the dead streetlamp opposite the townhouse.

Eight months had changed him in small, offensive ways. His hair was longer at the front. The coat from the video hung open over a white shirt with the sleeves rolled unevenly. He had lost weight. Even at this distance she could see the angle of his cheekbones and the dark exhaustion beneath his eyes.

His hands were empty and visible.

He looked at the house, not at the window.

The phone rang again. Neris answered but said nothing.

"I'm staying here," Orren said.

His voice was quieter than she remembered. Still precise. Still stripped of every word he considered unnecessary.

"How did you know?"

"I received a file at two oh nine. Eight minutes before your alarm triggered."

"What file?"

"Twelve seconds of you at the dining-room table. Live or close enough to pass. The message said, 'She finally knows.'"

Neris examined the ceiling above her. Smooth plaster. Recessed lights. A smoke detector she had tested herself four days ago.

"Send it to my audit address."

"Already sent. Original attachment, headers intact. I didn't open it on any device connected to Threshold."

Of course he hadn't. Orren could make foresight sound like an accusation even when he was only stating a fact.

"Where were you when it arrived?"

"My apartment."

"Alone?"

A pause. Less than a second, but she heard it.

"Yes."

"Can anyone verify that?"

"No."

The honest answer was not the useful one. It never had been.

"Why are you here?"

"Because the file included your address."

"You knew my address before tonight."

"I knew the address of the house we jointly own. I did not know you were sleeping there again."

She hated that he was right. During the separation, she had divided her time between the townhouse and a rented flat near Threshold's offices. She had told Cyrra she was returning to the house this week. She had told the board's attorney because the pending sale included a disputed claim on Threshold equipment installed in the walls.

She had not told Orren.

"Did you use OK-ROOT tonight?" she asked.

Orren went completely still across the street.

"No."

"It queried the controller at two twelve."

"That's impossible."

"Define impossible."

"The signing module containing that key is in a bank box. It hasn't been connected to a network in eight months."

"Then someone copied it."

"The key was built to prevent copying."

"That's a description, not an answer."

"Then someone made the controller believe it saw my signature." His breath reached the receiver, slow and controlled. "Neris, is the house isolated?"

"Physically."

"Backup power?"

"Off."

"Manual alarm?"

"Triggered before you called."

"Good. Police response in that district averages eleven minutes after midnight. Seven have passed."

She looked at the clock on her work phone. He was correct.

"Do not come closer," she said.

"Your call."

The words should not have affected her. They were ordinary words, spoken without emphasis. But Orren had spent the last year making decisions before she knew a decision existed. Your call was either the smallest possible evidence of change or a phrase chosen because he knew she needed to hear it.

The distinction mattered.

Headlights swept across the front windows. A patrol car turned onto the street without its siren and stopped at the curb. A second vehicle arrived behind it.

"Police are here," Neris said.

"I see them."

"Stay where you are."

"I will."

She ended the call.

Two officers approached the townhouse while a third crossed toward Orren. Neris placed the flashlight on the floor, opened the front door, and raised both empty hands.

"Neris Veyle?" the first officer asked.

"Yes. I triggered the alarm. Possible unlawful access to the residential controller and covert surveillance. I have not confirmed physical entry. The network is disconnected, and I have preserved the devices receiving the messages."

The officer blinked once. "Is anyone else inside?"

"Not to my knowledge."

"Any weapons in the residence?"

"Kitchen knives, tools in the basement, and a locked safe on the second floor. No firearms."

She stepped onto the pavement. The night air caught the damp fabric between her shoulder blades and turned it cold.

Across the street, Orren spoke to the third officer with his hands still visible. He did not look at Neris until the officer asked him to produce identification. Even then, his gaze touched her only briefly, checking for injury rather than permission.

She knew that look too well. Once, she had trusted it more than locks, contracts, or sworn testimony.

The officers searched the townhouse in pairs. Neris waited beside the patrol car, answering questions while an ambulance idled at the corner in case the intruder had left something more dangerous than a message.

Orren remained on the opposite pavement.

He could have told the police that his name was still on the deed. He could have demanded access to the controller he had designed. He could have crossed the street and wrapped his coat around her shoulders, using concern to step past the boundary she had drawn.

He did none of those things.

After nineteen minutes, the first officer emerged.

"No one inside," she said. "No sign of forced entry. We didn't find a camera in the bedroom, but we're not equipped for a technical sweep."

"Did you inspect the east bedroom window?"

"Locked from inside. So was the roof hatch."

"The service entrance registered an open-close command."

"The door itself is bolted." The officer glanced at Neris's phone inside its clear evidence sleeve. "Could somebody be trying to frighten you? An employee? Your husband?"

"Estranged husband," Neris said.

Orren could not have heard from across the street, but his jaw tightened anyway.

"We'll need statements from both of you. If you can stay somewhere else tonight, do that. Don't reconnect the system until your technical people have examined it."

"I am the technical person."

The officer gave her a tired, assessing look. "Then get a second one."

Neris looked at Orren.

He had built Threshold's first controller at their kitchen table nine years ago. He knew the architecture better than anyone alive. He was also the man whose credential had just awakened inside her walls.

Evidence did not care what answer she preferred.

She crossed the street.

Orren waited until she stopped an arm's length away. Up close, the changes in him were harder to dismiss. A faint scar crossed his chin, new since she had last touched his face. He smelled of cold air and the cedar soap he had used throughout their marriage.

Her body registered these details. Her judgment filed them without comment.

"Show me what they sent you," she said.

He held out his phone but did not move closer. The message remained isolated inside a forensic viewer. Neris checked the sender, the routing data, and the attachment hash before starting the clip.

The angle was high and slightly oblique. It showed her seated at the dining-room table, staring at the sleeping version of herself on her personal phone.

The recording captured a moment that had occurred less than an hour ago.

Neris expanded the frame. The image appeared to come from the smoke detector above the kitchen arch.

"That detector isn't networked," she said.

"It wasn't when I installed it."

"You haven't been inside for eight months."

"No."

"Not once?"

His eyes met hers. Gray, direct, infuriatingly calm.

"Not once."

The answer settled between them with all the weight of their marriage and none of its warmth.

Behind Neris, the officers finished recording the exterior and returned to their cars. One promised a case number before morning. Another reminded her to stay elsewhere. Then engines started, red taillights



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A

o oz [ 3

A CONTEMPORARY DOMESTIC SUSPENSE NOVEL

Y
| ZARA VEN






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





