
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1: The Penitent

The brass knocker felt cold against Vera's knuckles—three sharp raps that echoed down the narrow brick alley like gunshots. She'd memorized the address from Maya's last text message, sent six weeks ago at 11:47 PM: Found something. Meeting someone at Absolve. If you don't hear from me by morning, this is where I went.

Morning had come and gone forty-two times since then.

The door cracked open, revealing a sliver of amber light and a man's face—sharp cheekbones, silver threading through his temples, eyes that assessed her like she was a balance sheet that didn't quite add up. He wore a burgundy vest over a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows.

"Password," he said. His voice carried the texture of expensive whiskey.

Vera's throat tightened. Maya's text hadn't included that crucial detail. She'd spent three days tracking down rumors, bribing a bartender in a dive off Fourth Street who'd mentioned "confession" with a knowing smirk. "Mea culpa," she tried, Latin tumbling awkwardly off her tongue.

The man's expression didn't change, but the door swung wider. "First time?"

She nodded.

"Rules are simple. No phones—check it at the door. No names. No faces unless both parties consent to a reveal. What happens in the booths stays in the booths." He stepped aside, gesturing her into a narrow hallway painted the color of dried blood. Sconces flickered with actual candlelight, casting dancing shadows across exposed brick. "Members only establishment. Tonight you're a guest. You want to come back, you'll need a referral."

"Who do I ask for a referral?" Vera's heart hammered against her ribs as she surrendered her phone, watching him lock it in a small wooden cubby labeled with a brass number seven.

"That depends on what you're looking for." His smile was knife-thin. "And what you're willing to confess."

He led her deeper into the building, through a heavy velvet curtain that muffled the already quiet street noise into absolute silence. The space beyond stole her breath—a cathedral of sin dressed in jewel tones and dark wood. The main room stretched upward two stories, supported by ornate columns wrapped in gold leaf that had tarnished to a greenish patina. Chandeliers dripping with amber crystals hung from a tin ceiling pressed with elaborate floral patterns. The bar dominated the far wall, all mahogany and mirrors, bottles arranged like a apothecary's collection of poisons.

But it was the booths that commanded attention.

They lined both sides of the room—confessionals, essentially, though calling them that felt sacrilegious. Each one was constructed from the same dark wood, carved with baroque flourishes that seemed to writhe in the candlelight. Heavy curtains in deep purple velvet concealed the entrances. Above each booth, a small brass plate bore a single word engraved in elegant script: Greed. Envy. Wrath. Pride. Lust. Gluttony. Sloth.

"The Seven Deadlies," the doorman said, noting her stare. "Pick your poison. Or let your poison pick you."

Scattered throughout the main floor, plush armchairs in oxblood leather created intimate conversation nooks. Perhaps two dozen patrons occupied the space—all impeccably dressed, all wearing half-masks that obscured their features while leaving mouths exposed. Servers moved between them like ghosts, carrying cocktails in cut crystal.

"The booths?" Vera asked, trying to sound casual despite the adrenaline making her fingers tremble.

"Confession is good for the soul." The doorman handed her a mask—black silk, cool against her skin as she tied it behind her head. "Though I suspect you're here for more than spiritual absolution. There's a panel inside each booth. It slides open when both sides are occupied and consent." He leaned closer, voice dropping. "What happens after that is between you and whoever's on the other side of the wall."

Her stomach flipped. Glory holes. Maya's message suddenly made horrifying sense. Meeting someone at Absolve—not meeting for drinks, but meeting in the anonymous dark, separated by wood and sliding panels and the thin veneer of deniability.

"And if I'm looking for someone specific?" Vera kept her voice steady.

The doorman's eyes narrowed slightly. "Then you're in the wrong place. Absolve is about letting go, not holding on. But sometimes what we're searching for finds us anyway." He gestured toward the bar. "First drink's on the house. After that, you're on your own."

He disappeared through the curtain, leaving her alone in the cathedral of depravity.

Vera's mind raced through possibilities. Maya had been investigating something—a thesis on underground sexual economies in urban spaces, she'd said, though she'd been cagey about details. They'd been roommates since freshman year at Nevada, close enough that Maya's sudden silence felt like a missing limb. The police had been useless—twenty-eight-year-old women disappeared all the time, they'd said, especially ones with a history of "adventurous lifestyle choices." The detective had actually used those words while looking at Maya's nose ring in the photo Vera had provided.

Fuck them. Fuck all of them.

She approached the bar, heels clicking against wide-plank floors that had been worn smooth by decades of footsteps. The bartender—a woman with platinum hair styled in finger waves that belonged to a different era, red lips curved in perpetual amusement—slid a coupe glass across the polished wood without being asked.

"First time special," the bartender said. Her mask was silver, molded to her face like mercury. "Gin, elderflower, lemon, champagne. We call it the Innocent."

Vera took a sip. The drink tasted like spring gardens and poor decisions. "How long have you worked here?"

"Long enough to know that questions like that won't get you anywhere." The bartender's smile didn't waver. "But I'll give you some advice since you look like you need it: don't go into the booths expecting answers. Go in expecting to lose yourself. The answers come after, if you're lucky."

"And if I'm not lucky?"

"Then you become a regular." The bartender's eyes glittered behind her mask. "We all have our vices. Might as well dress them up pretty."

Vera scanned the room again, looking for anything that might indicate Maya had been here. But everyone wore masks, and the anonymity was the entire point. She could be sitting across from someone who'd seen Maya, who'd been with Maya, who'd hurt Maya, and she'd never know.

Unless she played the game.

The thought made her sick and excited in equal measure. She'd never done anything like this—never been to a sex club, never had anonymous sex, never even had a one-night stand with someone whose last name she didn't know. She'd had three boyfriends in college, each relationship lasting exactly one semester before fizzling into awkward dining hall encounters. Sex had been pleasant. Adequate. Something she enjoyed but didn't crave.

But Maya had craved something. Had been willing to come here, to disappear into these booths, to risk everything for... what? Research? Thrill? Something darker?

If you don't hear from me by morning.

Vera drained her drink. The alcohol burned warm paths down her throat, false courage blooming in her chest. She set the empty glass on the bar with a decisive click.

"Which booth?" she asked.

The bartender's smile widened. "Whichever one calls to you, honey. Though if you're looking to forget..." She pointed toward the far corner. "Sloth's been occupied on the other side for the past hour. Patient man. Waiting for the right penitent."

Vera's pulse jumped. An hour felt significant—someone settling in, someone who knew the rhythms of this place. Someone who might be a regular. Someone who might have encountered Maya.

She walked toward the Sloth booth with measured steps, hyperaware of the eyes tracking her movement. The curtain felt heavy as she pushed through, entering a space barely larger than a closet. A small cushioned bench ran along one wall. Candles burned in sconces, providing just enough light to see the elegant panel built into the opposite wall—perhaps two feet square, currently closed, with a small brass latch.

Instructions had been printed on cardstock and framed beside the panel:

When ready, unlatch and slide left.What you offer is your confession.What you receive is absolution.Neither party may speak names.Safe words: Red (stop immediately), Yellow (pause), Green (continue).Condoms provided in drawer beneath bench.Exits are never locked.May you find what you're seeking.

Vera's hands shook as she sat on the bench. The space smelled like sandalwood and sex and expensive perfume—layers of encounters absorbed into wood and fabric. She could hear muffled music from the main room, something baroque and melancholy, but the booth created a pocket of isolated silence.

On the other side of that panel, someone waited.

She thought of Maya—bright, fearless Maya who'd dragged her to her first college party, who'd held her hair back when she'd gotten food poisoning sophomore year, who'd sat with her through the worst breakup and fed her ice cream while they watched terrible rom-coms. Maya who'd been researching something, investigating something, and had vanished into whatever darkness this place concealed.

Vera reached for the latch.

The brass was warm under her fingers, as though someone on the other side had touched it recently. She slid the panel left and it moved soundlessly, revealing darkness and a presence she could feel more than see.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Vera stared into the gap—maybe eight inches of space between their world and this one. Then movement, and she realized someone was there, sitting just as she was sitting, hidden by the shadows.

A hand appeared in the opening.

Male, she registered immediately—long fingers, tanned skin, a simple watch with a leather band that looked worn from use. The hand turned palm up in offering or question. The gesture somehow held more intimacy than she'd expected, more humanity.

Her breath caught. This was insane. She should leave, should find another way to track Maya's movements, should—

The hand withdrew slightly, and panic flared in her chest at the thought of losing this connection, this potential lead, this source of information. Before rational thought could intervene, Vera reached forward and placed her palm against his.

The contact jolted through her like electricity.

His hand was warm and calloused—someone who worked with their hands, who built things or played instruments or climbed mountains. He squeezed gently, acknowledgment, then turned her hand over to trace the lines of her palm with his index finger. The touch was feather-light, exploratory, and completely devastating to her composure.

No one had ever touched her like this—as though her hand were a map to be memorized, a text to be studied. He traced each finger, circled her wrist where her pulse hammered visibly, drew spirals on her palm that made her core clench unexpectedly.

"Green?" His voice came through the panel, rough and low, the single word a question and a promise.

Vera's mouth was dry. "Green."

She felt rather than saw his smile. His hand withdrew, and for a horrible second she thought he was leaving. Then the panel slid fully open, creating a gap perhaps twelve inches square, and she understood what was expected.

This was the confession. This was the transaction. This was how people absolved themselves in this cathedral of beautiful sins.

"Tell me what you need." His voice again, and God, the timbre of it went straight to her cunt. Deep enough to feel in her chest, controlled enough to suggest he was accustomed to being obeyed.

What did she need? Information. Clues. Some trace of Maya.

But that wasn't what this space was for, and if she came in asking questions, she'd mark herself as an outsider, as someone who didn't belong. The doorman had been clear—this was about letting go, not holding on.

So Vera made a choice. She would play the game, would become whatever penitent needed to exist in order to gain access to this world. And maybe—maybe—in the process of losing herself, she'd find the answers she needed.

"I need to stop thinking," she said, and realized it was true. The past six weeks had been endless loops of worry and investigation and dead ends. "I need to stop being afraid."

"Fear is useful," he said. "But tonight, you can set it down."

His hand reappeared in the opening, this time accompanied by his forearm. The sleeve of his shirt had been rolled up, revealing the corded muscle of someone who did more than sit behind a desk. "Touch me."

It wasn't a request.

Vera leaned forward, pressing her lips to his inner wrist where his pulse beat steady and sure. His skin tasted like salt and something darker—whiskey maybe, or the ghost of cigars. She felt him go still at the contact, felt the tiny exhale that suggested she'd surprised him.

Good. She wanted to surprise him, wanted to be more than whatever passive recipient he might have expected.

She dragged her tongue up his forearm, following the tendon, learning the landscape of him. When she reached the bend of his elbow, she bit down—not hard enough to hurt, but firm enough to mark.

"Fuck." The word punched out of him, raw and appreciative. His hand tangled in her hair through the opening, fingers threading through the dark waves she'd left loose. He didn't pull, just held her there, anchored. "Again."

Vera bit the same spot harder, then soothed it with her tongue. His grip tightened in her hair, a delicious pressure that made her scalp tingle. She'd never been with someone who took control like this—her previous partners had been tentative, always asking permission, treating her like she might shatter.

This man seemed to understand she was already broken, and that breaking further might be exactly what she needed.

"On your knees," he said.

The command hit her like a physical force. She should be offended—should be insulted by the presumption. Instead, her body responded before her mind could object, sliding off the bench onto the floor. The wooden planks were hard against her knees, unforgiving, real.

His hand withdrew from her hair, disappearing back through the opening. Then she heard the unmistakable sound of a belt buckle, the whisper of a zipper, and her cunt clenched so hard it was almost painful.

When his cock appeared through the opening, Vera's breath stopped entirely.

He was thick—longer than average but not intimidatingly so, cut, the head already flushed with arousal and glistening slightly with precum. A vein ran along the underside, pronounced and somehow obscene in its visibility. He was hard enough that his cock stood nearly parallel to the wall, waiting.

"Tell me your color," he said, and the care in that question—the consent check even in this anonymous dark—made something loosen in her chest.

"Green," Vera whispered. "So fucking green."

She heard his laugh, warm and pleased. "Then show me how you confess."

Vera wrapped her hand around the base of his cock, marveling at the weight of him, the heat radiating through her palm. He was radiator-hot, steel wrapped in silk, and when she squeezed experimentally, he groaned—a sound so deep and raw it vibrated through the wall.

She leaned forward and licked a stripe up the underside, following that prominent vein, tasting salt and musk and clean skin. His taste exploded across her tongue—human and male and addictive. She'd given head before, but it had always felt like a performance, something to get through on the way to the main event.

This felt like worship.

She circled the head with her tongue, dipping into the slit to gather the bead of precum there. He tasted like ocean and earth, and she found herself going back for more, licking him like candy, learning every ridge and vein.

"Stop teasing." His voice had gone rough, frayed at the edges. "Take me in your mouth."

Vera wrapped her lips around the head and sank down slowly, accommodating his girth inch by inch. He was thick enough that her jaw ached almost immediately, thick enough that she couldn't take him fully without practicing. But she tried anyway, relaxing her throat, breathing through her nose, taking him deeper until she felt him hit the back of her throat.

"Jesus Christ." His hand appeared again, finding her hair, holding her steady. "Just like that. Right there."

She held him there, nose pressed against the wall, throat spasming around his cock as she fought her gag reflex. Drool leaked from the corners of her mouth, undignified and filthy, and she didn't care. When she finally pulled back for air, gasping, a strand of saliva connected her lips to his cock.

"You're so fucking beautiful like this," he said, and even though he couldn't see her face, even though they were strangers separated by wood and masks and darkness, she believed him.

Vera established a rhythm—taking him deep, pulling back to tongue the sensitive spot just beneath the head, sucking hard enough to hollow her cheeks. His breathing grew ragged, his hips making tiny aborted thrusts as though he was fighting the urge to fuck her mouth properly.

"Can I—" He stopped, regrouped. "Can I fuck your throat? Yellow if it's too much."

"Green," she managed around his cock, and that was apparently all the permission he needed.

His hand tightened in her hair and he thrust forward, hitting the back of her throat hard enough to make her eyes water. He pulled back and did it again, setting a pace that was just shy of brutal. Vera's hands came up to brace against the wall, and she focused on breathing through her nose, on relaxing, on taking what he gave her.

It was rough and messy and perfect. Drool ran down her chin, soaking the front of her blouse. Tears leaked from behind her mask. The sounds were obscene—wet and gagging and desperate. Her cunt throbbed between her legs, neglected and soaking through her panties.

"Touch yourself," he commanded, somehow reading her need through the wall. "I want you coming when I do."

Vera's hand dove beneath her skirt, shoving aside the useless scrap of her underwear to find her clit swollen and sensitive. The first touch made her moan around his cock, the vibration making him curse viciously.

She rubbed tight circles, matching the rhythm of his thrusts, chasing the orgasm building in her core. Her other hand braced against the wall, and she could feel the slight vibration of his movements on the other side—could imagine him watching his cock disappear through the opening into her willing mouth, could imagine the expression on the face she'd never see.

"I'm close," he warned, voice ragged. "Where do you want it?"

Vera doubled her efforts on her clit, desperate to come before he did. She wanted to taste him, wanted that final intimacy of swallowing him down. She hummed her answer around his cock, and he understood.

"Fuck, yes. Swallow it. Swallow every drop."

His rhythm faltered, became erratic. Three more thrusts and he was coming, flooding her mouth with pulse after pulse of cum that was bitter and perfect. Vera swallowed convulsively, taking everything he gave her while her own orgasm crested and broke, making her thighs shake and her vision white out behind her mask.

They stayed frozen like that—his cock softening in her mouth, her hand between her legs, both of them breathing like they'd run marathons. Finally, gently, he withdrew. Vera sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, feeling thoroughly debauched and strangely purified.

"Thank you." His voice came through the panel, softer now. Intimate in a different way.

"Thank you," Vera echoed, because what else was there to say?

She heard him moving on the other side, the rustle of clothing being adjusted. Then: "Will you come back?"

The question caught her off guard. This was supposed to be anonymous, supposed to be one and done, but something in his voice suggested he wanted more than that single encounter.

"I don't know," she said honestly.

"I'll be in Sloth every Sunday night at ten." A pause. "In case you need to confess again."

The panel slid closed before she could respond, leaving her alone in the booth with the taste of him still on her tongue and her heart hammering against her ribs.

Vera stood on shaking legs, straightening her skirt and trying to make herself presentable. Her reflection in the small mirror mounted beside the door showed a woman transformed—lips swollen and red, mascara smudged beneath her mask, hair thoroughly messed. She looked like she'd been thoroughly fucked, even though he'd never even seen her face.

She slipped out of the booth and back into the main room. The bartender caught her eye and raised a knowing glass. A few other patrons glanced her way, but most were absorbed in their own dramas—some sitting in intimate conversation, others disappearing behind the velvet curtains of the remaining booths.

Vera collected her phone from the cubby and pushed back out into the alley. The cold February air hit her like a slap, shocking her back into her body. She leaned against the brick wall, legs still unsteady, and checked her phone.

No new messages. No clues. No Maya.

But she had a lead now—this place, these people, this strange world her friend had discovered. And she had a reason to come back, an excuse to investigate further that wouldn't raise suspicion.

Every Sunday at ten in the Sloth booth.

She could work with that.

Vera walked back toward where she'd parked her car three blocks away, her mind already spinning strategies. She'd need to become a regular, need to earn trust and referrals, need to dig into the ownership and clientele. The doorman had been careful not to give away information, but there were always cracks in any system.

And if she had to lose herself in anonymous encounters to find those cracks, if she had to return to that booth and that voice and that cock week after week...

Well. She'd told him she needed to stop thinking. Turned out that might be exactly what this investigation required.

Vera unlocked her car and sat in the driver's seat without starting the engine. Her hands were still shaking. Her cunt still throbbed with residual pleasure. And on her tongue, the fading taste of a stranger who'd somehow felt more real than anyone she'd been with in months.

She pulled out her notebook—the same one where she'd been tracking Maya's last known movements—and added a new entry:

Absolve. Sunday 10pm. Sloth booth. Anonymous man—late thirties/early forties based on voice. Authoritative. Observant. Regular? Owner? Connected to Maya's disappearance?

She stared at the last question, then crossed it out. Too early to make connections. Too easy to see patterns where none existed.

But as she started the car and pulled out into the empty street, Vera couldn't shake the feeling that she'd just crossed a threshold she couldn't uncross. That the woman who'd walked into that speakeasy and the woman driving home were fundamentally different people.

And that maybe—just maybe—that was exactly what she needed to be.

The taste of him lingered all the way home.


Chapter 2: The Watcher

Vera couldn't stop tasting him.

Monday morning, brushing her teeth with mechanical precision, the ghost of salt and musk lingered beneath the mint. Tuesday afternoon, drinking coffee at her desk while pretending to grade undergraduate essays on postmodern literature, she found her tongue exploring the roof of her mouth, chasing phantom impressions. Wednesday night, lying in bed with her laptop open to Maya's social media profiles—frozen in time, the last post six weeks old, a photo of coffee art shaped like a skull—her hand drifted between her legs almost without conscious thought.

She came three times that night, fingers buried inside herself, thinking about the weight of his cock on her tongue and the rough command in his voice. On your knees. Each orgasm felt like confession and condemnation tangled together, pleasure sharp enough to hurt.

By Thursday, she'd convinced herself she wasn't going back.

By Friday, she'd laid out her outfit for Sunday.

The week passed in a blur of feigned normalcy. She taught her classes at the university—Introduction to Creative Writing, Fiction Workshop II—nodding along as her students discussed craft elements and narrative tension while her mind catalogued very different tensions. The weight of anonymity. The freedom of masks. The way desire could be distilled to its purest form when stripped of identity.

She met with campus police again on Tuesday, sitting across from Detective Reeves in his cluttered office that smelled like burned coffee and institutional disappointment. He'd barely glanced up from his computer screen as she presented her findings: Absolve's business license registered to an LLC with a P.O. box address, property records showing the building had been purchased eight years ago for cash, no online presence beyond whispered rumors on certain forums.

"Ms. Chen." Reeves had finally looked at her, his expression mixing pity and irritation in equal measure. "Your friend was an adult. Adults are allowed to disappear if they want to. There's no evidence of foul play."

"Her bank accounts haven't been touched in six weeks."

"Maybe she's using cash. Maybe she met someone and ran off. Maybe she decided academic life wasn't for her." He'd leaned back in his chair, making it creak. "I know you don't want to hear this, but most missing persons cases resolve themselves. People come back."

"And the ones who don't?"

Reeves hadn't answered that.

Vera had left his office with her hands shaking and fury burning white-hot in her chest. She'd gone home and pulled up every piece of information she could find about Absolve, about glory holes as a cultural phenomenon, about the underground sex economies Maya had been researching. She'd found academic papers and police reports and forum threads, but nothing that led her closer to answers.

Nothing except the address in that alley and the promise of Sunday at ten.

Saturday night, she barely slept. She lay in her bed—the same bed she'd shared with Maya when they'd had movie marathons, when Maya had been real and present and alive—and stared at the ceiling. Her mind kept circling back to the booth, to the darkness, to the way her body had responded to a stranger's commands with an eagerness that frightened her.

She'd never been that woman. The woman who got wet from being told what to do, who came so hard she saw stars while gagging on a cock she couldn't see. She was careful Vera, responsible Vera, the one who planned everything three steps ahead and never colored outside the lines.

But that woman in the booth had been someone else entirely. Someone hungry and desperate and free.

Maybe that's who she needed to be to navigate this world. Maybe careful Vera would never find Maya, but this other version—this woman who could kneel in the dark and swallow strangers—maybe she could slip into spaces the old Vera couldn't reach.

Sunday morning arrived wrapped in gray clouds that threatened snow. Reno in February was a study in contradictions—desert cold that bit through skin, mountains dusted white in the distance, the perpetual sense that the city was holding its breath for spring. Vera made coffee, showered, tried to eat breakfast and gave up after two bites of toast.

She spent the afternoon cleaning her apartment with frantic energy, scrubbing counters that were already clean, reorganizing books that didn't need reorganizing. Anything to stop thinking about the hours stretching between now and ten PM.

At seven, she started getting ready.

The outfit she'd chosen was deliberate—a black silk blouse that draped elegantly but showed the line of her collarbone, a pencil skirt in charcoal gray that hugged her hips, stockings with a seam running up the back, heels that added three inches and made her legs look endless. She took more care with her makeup than she had in months, lining her eyes with kohl, painting her lips the color of burgundy wine.

In the mirror, she looked like someone who belonged in that speakeasy. Someone who understood the rules of beautiful sins.

She arrived at the alley at 9:47, early enough that the deliberateness felt embarrassing. The same doorman answered her knock—still in his burgundy vest, still assessing her with those calculating eyes.

"Back so soon?" His smile suggested he'd expected exactly this.

"I need a referral," Vera said, trying to project confidence she didn't feel. "To become a member."

"From whom?"

She hesitated. She didn't have a name, didn't have anything except the memory of a voice and the taste of cum on her tongue. "The man in Sloth. Last Sunday."

Something flickered across the doorman's face—recognition, perhaps, or surprise. "He doesn't usually give referrals."

"I'm not asking him. I'm asking you."

The doorman studied her for a long moment. Then he stepped aside. "I'll make a note. But understand—membership isn't guaranteed. You'll need to prove you belong here. That you understand discretion."

"I understand."

"We'll see."

He took her phone again, locked it in the same cubby—number seven, she noted, wondering if that meant something. She accepted the black silk mask, tying it with fingers that trembled only slightly. The transformation felt easier this time, slipping into anonymity like a second skin.

The main room looked different on her second visit—or maybe she was seeing it differently. Last week it had been overwhelming, a assault of sensory information she couldn't process. Tonight she noticed details: the way the chandeliers were dimmed just enough to cast faces into shadow, the strategic placement of mirrors that created infinite reflections without actually showing anything clearly, the small alcoves between booths where two-top tables allowed for intimate conversations.

She noticed the people too. A woman in a red dress that looked like it cost more than Vera's monthly rent, laughing with a man whose silver rings caught the light. A couple in matching masks—his black, hers white—sitting close enough that their thighs touched. Three men in expensive suits clustered near the bar, speaking in low voices that suggested business rather than pleasure.

And she noticed the cameras.

They were subtle—tiny things mounted in the scrollwork of the ceiling, in the elaborate frames of mirrors, disguised as decorative elements. But once she saw one, she started seeing them everywhere. The entire space was under surveillance, every angle covered.

Her investigator brain catalogued this information even as her body moved toward the bar. Security made sense for an establishment like this—protection against legal trouble, insurance against anyone trying to expose clientele. But it also meant someone was watching. Someone had footage of everyone who came through those doors.

Someone might have footage of Maya.

"The Innocent again?" The same platinum-haired bartender appeared, already reaching for bottles.

"Something stronger," Vera said. "Whatever you recommend for someone trying not to think too hard."

The bartender's red lips curved. "Hemlock and Honey. Bourbon, absinthe, lemon, honey syrup. It'll either kill you or make you see God. Sometimes both."

She mixed the drink with practiced efficiency—the ritual of building something toxic and beautiful. When she slid it across the bar, the liquid glowed faintly green in the low light.

"He's already in Sloth," the bartender said quietly. "Been there since nine-thirty. Waiting."

Vera's pulse jumped. "You keep track of the booths?"

"I keep track of everything, honey. That's my job." The bartender leaned closer, and Vera caught a whiff of perfume—something with jasmine and smoke. "Word of advice? Don't fall in love with a voice. It never ends well."

"I'm not—"

"Sure you're not." The bartender straightened, already turning to another customer. "Booth's waiting when you are."

Vera drank half the cocktail in three long swallows, feeling the alcohol burn through her anxiety. The bourbon was expensive—smooth and complex, tasting like caramel and oak and bad decisions. The absinthe added a licorice edge that made her tongue tingle.

She could do this. She would do this. For Maya. For answers. For herself.

The walk to the Sloth booth felt longer than it had last week. She was hyperaware of eyes tracking her movement—though when she glanced around, everyone seemed absorbed in their own drama. Maybe it was the cameras. Maybe it was her own guilt, projecting surveillance where there was only indifference.

The purple velvet curtain parted under her hand, and she stepped into the confessional.

It looked exactly the same—same cushioned bench, same candles, same elegant panel with its brass latch. But the space felt different now, charged with the memory of what had happened here. She could almost see the ghost of herself on her knees, could almost hear the wet sounds of her mouth on his cock.

Vera sat on the bench and stared at the closed panel. Her heart hammered so hard she felt it in her throat. What if he wasn't actually there? What if the bartender had been wrong, or lying, or testing her somehow?

She reached for the latch.

The panel slid open, revealing darkness and the now-familiar presence on the other side. For a moment, neither of them moved. Then his voice, rough and low and somehow relieved:

"You came back."

"I came back," Vera echoed.

"I wasn't sure you would." A pause. "I hoped. But I wasn't sure."

The vulnerability in that admission made something twist in her chest. This was supposed to be anonymous, supposed to be just physical, but there was something achingly human about his uncertainty.

"I couldn't stop thinking about last week," she said, and it was true in more ways than she could admit.

"Neither could I." His hand appeared in the opening—she was beginning to recognize it, the long fingers and calluses, the simple watch. "I've been watching the door since nine-thirty, waiting to see if you'd show."

Watching the door. The phrase snagged in her mind. He could see the main room from his booth? That didn't make sense unless—

Unless he wasn't in a booth at all.

The thought crystallized with sudden clarity. What if the Sloth booth was designed differently? What if the "other side" wasn't a mirror confessional but something else entirely—an observation room, a private space with access to cameras and views she couldn't see?

"What do you see when you watch?" Vera asked carefully.

His fingers flexed. "Enough to know you're different from the others. Enough to know you're here for more than just this."

Her blood went cold. Did he know? Had he figured out she was investigating, that she wasn't just another thrill-seeker looking for anonymous encounters?

"I'm here for exactly this," she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

"Liar." But he said it gently, without judgment. "You're here because you need something you can't name. Something you're afraid to want."

That was close enough to the truth that it hurt. She did need something—answers, closure, Maya safe and whole. But underneath that, tangled up with it, was this other need. This hunger that had woken up last Sunday and refused to go back to sleep.

"Tell me what you see," Vera said. "When you look at me."

"I see someone who's never let go of control in her life." His thumb traced circles on her palm—when had she put her hand through the opening? "Someone who's terrified of what might happen if she stops thinking for even a second. Someone who came here looking for one thing and found something else entirely."

"You don't know me."

"I know you've been thinking about my cock in your mouth every day this week. I know you touched yourself Wednesday night—probably Thursday and Friday too. I know you showed up thirteen minutes early because you were desperate but didn't want to seem desperate." His grip tightened. "Am I wrong?"

Vera's cunt clenched so hard it was almost painful. "How do you—"

"Lucky guess." But there was something in his voice that suggested it wasn't luck at all.

She should be alarmed. Should be pulling back, demanding answers, maintaining the boundaries between investigator and subject. Instead, she found herself leaning forward, pressing her lips to his palm.

"What do you need tonight?" His voice had dropped an octave, sliding into that commanding register that made her bones feel liquid.

"More," Vera whispered against his skin. "I need more than last week."

"More how?"

She'd thought about this all week—the fantasies that had accompanied those frantic late-night orgasms. "I want... I want to feel you. Not just taste you. I want—" She stopped, embarrassed by her own desires.

"Say it."

"I want you inside me."

The silence stretched long enough that she started to panic. Had she asked for too much? Was there some unspoken rule about glory holes staying oral-only?

Then: "Stand up. Take off your panties."

Relief and arousal flooded through her in equal measure. Vera stood on shaking legs, reaching under her skirt to slide her underwear down—black lace, already soaked through. She stepped out of them and hesitated, then pushed them through the opening.

She heard his sharp intake of breath. "Jesus Christ. You've been this wet all night?"

"Since Tuesday," she admitted.

"Fuck." The single word carried so much weight—desire and frustration and something darker. "I'm going to ruin you for anyone else. You know that, right?"

"Promise?" The word slipped out before she could stop it, too revealing, too honest.

His laugh was low and dangerous. "Come here. Brace your hands on the wall above the opening."

Vera positioned herself as instructed, bent slightly at the waist, hands flat against the wood. The position left her exposed and vulnerable—skirt riding up, cunt level with the opening, no way to see what he was doing.

She heard movement, then felt his fingers through the gap—exploring, not tentative but methodical. He traced her inner thighs, making her shiver. Drew patterns on her hip bones that made her want to squirm. Finally, finally, he cupped her pussy, the heel of his hand pressing against her clit while his fingers explored her folds.

"So fucking wet," he murmured, almost to himself. "All this for me?"

"Yes." The word came out strangled.

He pushed one finger inside her—slowly, giving her time to adjust. She was tight despite her arousal, and he made a satisfied sound. "When's the last time someone fucked you?"

Vera's mind scrambled. Seven months? Eight? The end of her last relationship, mediocre sex that had felt like going through motions. "Long time."

"Good." He added a second finger, stretching her, curling them to find that spot inside that made her gasp. "I want you to remember this. Want you to feel me for days."

He finger-fucked her with patient precision, learning what made her whimper, what made her hips buck, what made her curse. When his thumb found her clit and circled it with just the right pressure, she nearly came apart.

"Not yet," he said, pulling back just as she approached the edge. "You don't come until I say."

The denial was exquisite torture. Vera whimpered, trying to push back, trying to maintain contact, but he'd withdrawn completely.

"Did you bring condoms?" His voice was slightly breathless now, control fraying at the edges.

Vera's mind blanked. She'd been so focused on the encounter itself that she'd completely forgotten the practical details. "The drawer—there were condoms in the drawer—"

She fumbled for the small drawer beneath the bench, finding a selection of protection in various sizes. She grabbed one at random and pushed it through the opening with trembling hands.

She heard the tear of foil, the rustle of movement. Then his cock appeared through the opening—sheathed now in latex, still magnificent, somehow even more intimidating from this angle.

"Back up," he instructed. "Line yourself up. Go slow—you're tighter than I expected."

Vera positioned herself, using one hand to guide him to her entrance. The first touch of his cock against her pussy made them both groan. She was dripping, soaking wet, but he was thick and she was out of practice and the angle was awkward.

She pushed back slowly, feeling herself stretch around him. The burn was intense—not quite pain but close enough that she had to breathe through it. Inch by inch, she took him deeper, her body adjusting, opening, accommodating.

"That's it," he encouraged, voice strained. "Fuck, you feel incredible. Keep going. Take all of me."

When she finally seated herself fully—ass pressed against the wall, his cock buried completely inside her—they both went absolutely still. Vera's thighs shook with the effort of holding position. Her cunt clenched around him reflexively, and she felt his hands grip her hips through the opening, fingers digging into her flesh hard enough to bruise.

"Move," he said roughly. "Fuck yourself on my cock."

Vera started to rock, pulling forward until just the head remained inside, then pushing back to take him deep. The rhythm was awkward at first, fighting gravity and the unnatural angle, but she found a groove—rolling her hips, using her legs for leverage, fucking herself with single-minded determination.

"Harder," he demanded, and his hands on her hips helped guide her, pulling her back onto him with force that knocked the breath from her lungs. "That's it. Take it. Take everything."

The sounds were obscene—skin slapping against wood, her gasps and his grunts, the wet slide of cock in cunt. Vera's arms shook from holding herself up. Sweat dripped down her spine. Her thighs burned. But she didn't stop, couldn't stop, chasing something that felt bigger than orgasm.

His hand slid around to find her clit, rubbing tight circles that made her vision white out. "Come for me. Right fucking now."

The command combined with the pressure on her clit shattered her. Vera came so hard she screamed—actually screamed, sound ripping from her throat—her pussy clenching around him in rhythmic pulses that seemed to last forever. Distantly she felt him slam into her one final time and groan through his own release, felt the throb of him coming inside the condom.

They stayed frozen like that, both trembling, both gasping for air. Finally he pulled out carefully, and Vera collapsed onto the bench, legs too weak to support her weight.

"Holy fuck," she heard him say. Then, with something like awe: "Are you okay?"

"I don't know," Vera admitted. Her whole body felt like liquid, like she might melt into the floor. "I've never... that was..."

"I know." His hand came through the opening, palm up, and she took it without thinking. Their fingers laced together, holding on. "Stay there. Don't move."

She heard him leave his side—actual footsteps, a door opening and closing. Then, maybe thirty seconds later, the curtain of her booth rustled and someone entered her space.

Vera's head snapped up, panic flooding through post-orgasmic haze. Breaking the rules, he was breaking the rules, they weren't supposed to see each other—

But he'd kept his mask on. Black silk, different from hers but just as obscuring. In the candlelight she could see his build—tall, broad-shouldered, wearing dark slacks and a white shirt with rolled sleeves. The same watch she'd memorized was on his wrist.

He knelt beside the bench where she half-sat, half-collapsed, and handed her a warm towel. "Let me?"

Too shocked to protest, Vera let him carefully clean between her legs, his touch impossibly gentle after the roughness of their fucking. He worked with clinical efficiency, but there was tenderness in it that made her throat tight.

When he finished, he sat back on his heels, studying her. This close, she could see details the panel had hidden—the gray threaded through his dark hair, the lines around his eyes that suggested he smiled often, the strong jaw and full lips.

"This isn't—" Vera's voice came out hoarse. "We're not supposed to—"

"No names. No faces without consent." He reached up and traced her cheekbone, just below where her mask ended. "But I needed to make sure you were actually okay. That I didn't hurt you."

"I'm okay." She caught his wrist, holding his hand against her face. "Better than okay."

They stared at each other, the moment stretching into something dangerous. Vera became acutely aware that beneath his mask, his eyes were studying her with an intensity that made her feel stripped bare in ways that had nothing to do with physical nudity.

"I should go back," he said finally, but didn't move.

"You should," Vera agreed, but held his wrist tighter.

"This is a bad idea."

"Terrible idea."

Neither of them moved.

Finally, with what seemed like enormous effort, he pulled back. Stood. Looked down at her with something in his posture that suggested he was memorizing every detail.

"Next Sunday?" His voice was rough.

"Yes."

"Okay." He moved toward the curtain, then paused. "Vera."

Her blood turned to ice. She hadn't given him her name—had been so careful not to give anyone her name. How did he—

"That's what the bartender called you," he said quickly, reading her panic. "When she made your drink. Vera."

Relief and suspicion warred in her chest. That made sense. That was plausible. But something in his voice suggested—

"What's yours?" she asked.

His smile was visible even through the mask. "No names. Rules are rules." Then he was gone, slipping through the curtain and back into the anonymity of the main room.

Vera sat there for a long time, trying to piece herself back together. Her legs still felt like jelly. Her cunt still throbbed with the ghost of him inside her. And her mind was racing with questions—about who he was, how much he knew, whether she'd just made a terrible mistake.

But underneath all that: anticipation. Already counting the days until next Sunday.

Finally she stood, smoothed her skirt, checked her reflection in the small mirror. She looked thoroughly fucked—hair messed, makeup smudged, lips swollen. She did her best to repair the damage, but there was only so much she could do.

When she emerged from the booth, the bartender caught her eye and raised a knowing glass in salute. Vera collected her phone from cubby seven, pushed through the curtain and out into the cold night air.

The walk to her car felt surreal, like moving through a dream. She kept expecting someone to stop her, to call her out, to demand explanations for what she'd just done.

But the streets were empty. The city slept on, indifferent to her transformation.



Three floors above the main room of Absolve, in an office decorated with the same attention to aesthetic that defined the speakeasy below, Marcus Thorne watched Vera Chen walk out of his establishment on a bank of security monitors.

He'd been watching her since she first knocked on his door last Sunday. Had tracked her through the main room, watched her enter the Sloth booth, observed every moment of her encounter through carefully hidden cameras. Had watched her leave and immediately pulled up security footage from the weeks before, searching for any sign of the friend she was looking for.

Maya Reeves. Graduate student. Twenty-eight. Missing six weeks.

He'd found her in the footage easily—five visits to Absolve over three weeks, always asking questions, always watching people a little too carefully. The pattern had been obvious to someone who'd spent eight years protecting this space. She'd been investigating something, probably for her thesis. And she'd gotten too close.

Marcus had done what he always did with problems: he'd made her disappear. Not dead—he wasn't a monster. But relocated, compensated, given a new start somewhere far from Reno with the understanding that if she ever came back, the consequences would be severe.

It had been clean. Professional. Necessary.

And now her friend—beautiful, desperate Vera Chen with her Victorian literature PhD and her determination to find answers—was following the same path. Coming to his bar, entering his booth, falling into the same trap.

He should have turned her away that first night. Should have recognized the danger, the liability, the terrible risk of letting her into his space. Should have done to her what he'd done to Maya—made her disappear before she could cause problems.

But he'd watched her on the security feeds, seen the genuine grief in her posture, the fear beneath her bravado. Had heard her voice through the intercom he'd installed in the glory hole booths—that raw honesty when she'd said she needed to stop thinking, stop being afraid.

And he'd made a catastrophically stupid decision.

He'd engaged. Had let her into his booth, had touched her, had fucked her. Had broken every rule he'd established to keep this place running, to keep himself separate from the clientele.

Now she was in his head. Under his skin. He couldn't stop thinking about her—the taste of her skin, the sounds she made when she came, the way she'd looked at him when he'd broken protocol and entered her booth.

It was a problem.

She was a problem.

And Marcus Thorne specialized in solving problems.

He leaned back in his leather chair, studying the empty monitors now that she'd left. Made a decision.

He'd let this play out. Would let her keep coming back, keep investigating, keep thinking she was getting closer to answers. He'd controlled the information flow, guide her toward harmless discoveries, away from anything that could actually threaten Absolve.

And in the meantime, he'd learn everything about her. Would watch her through these screens, would wait for her in that booth every Sunday, would slowly, carefully, methodically take her apart until she forgot she'd ever come here looking for anything except him.

It was manipulative. Probably evil.

But as he watched the replay of her walking out—the slight unsteadiness in her gait, the way she touched her lips unconsciously—Marcus found he didn't particularly care about the morality.

He wanted her. And he'd learned long ago that he usually got what he wanted.

His phone buzzed. Text from Leo, his head of security: The Chen woman is trouble. Want me to handle it?

Marcus typed back: No. I'll handle her myself.

He deleted the text thread, powered down the monitors, and headed home to his downtown penthouse.

In his pocket, carefully folded: the black lace panties Vera had pushed through the opening. He'd kept them instead of throwing them away, which was sentimental and stupid and entirely out of character.

But when he pulled them out later that night, alone in his bed, he pressed them to his face and breathed in the scent of her.

Tomorrow he'd be sensible. Tomorrow he'd make rational decisions about risk management and damage control.

Tonight, he let himself imagine what it would be like when she finally learned the truth. When she discovered that the man she'd been confessing to was the same man who'd made her best friend disappear.

Would she hate him? Probably.

Would it stop him from wanting her? Not even slightly.

Marcus fell asleep with her panties on his pillow and her voice echoing in his head: I need more. I need more than last week.

So did he.

God help them both.



Vera's apartment felt too quiet when she got home. Too empty. She moved through the rooms turning on lights, filling the silence with the hum of electricity and the distant sound of traffic.

Maya's door was still closed. Had been closed for six weeks. Vera stood outside it for a long moment before finally turning the handle.

The room looked exactly as Maya had left it—organized chaos, books stacked on every surface, her thesis notes covering one entire wall in a web of connections and questions. Vera had been through it all dozens of times, looking for clues, finding nothing but the puzzle pieces of a research project she didn't fully understand.

Tonight, though, she looked with fresh eyes. Looked for any mention of Absolve, of glory holes, of underground sexual economies.

And there, buried in a stack of printouts: an article about confession booths in Victorian brothels. The ways anonymity created permission. The power dynamics of wall-separated encounters.

Maya had been studying the historical precedent. Had found Absolve and recognized it as a modern iteration of something very old.

But what had she found that made her dangerous? What had gotten her disappeared?

Vera sat on Maya's bed, surrounded by her friend's research, and made a plan. She'd keep going back to Absolve. Would earn trust, become a regular, work her way into the inner circle. Would use whatever means necessary—including the increasingly complicated feelings for the man behind that panel—to find answers.

It was manipulative. Probably dangerous.

But as she lay back on Maya's bed, still feeling the ache of him inside her, still tasting him on her tongue, Vera found she didn't particularly care about the morality.

She needed answers. And she was learning that sometimes you had to become the thing you were investigating in order to understand it.

Six days until Sunday.

She could wait.

(She wasn't sure she could wait.)

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number: You forgot something. Cubby seven, next time you visit.

Vera's heart stopped. She texted back: Who is this?

The response came immediately: Someone who's thinking about you. Sleep well, Vera.

She stared at the message until her vision blurred. He had her number. Had reached out beyond the agreed boundaries of anonymous encounter. Was making this personal in ways that violated every rule.

She should be alarmed. Should be blocking the number, reporting it, maintaining clear professional distance.

Instead, she saved the contact as "Sunday" and went to bed with her phone on her pillow.

The taste of him lingered until morning.


Chapter 3: The Revelation

The text came on Monday morning while Vera was pretending to focus on her lecture notes: Cubby seven. You'll find what you left behind.

She stared at her phone screen, reading and rereading the message until the words blurred. Her panties. He'd kept her panties. The realization sent heat flooding through her body—embarrassment and arousal tangled so tightly she couldn't separate them.

She typed and deleted three different responses before settling on: That's against the rules.

His reply was immediate: So is texting you. Seems we're both rule breakers.

Why?

The three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. Finally: Because I can't stop thinking about you. Because every woman who comes into this place looks wrong now. Because Sunday feels impossibly far away.

Vera's hands shook as she read his confession. This was dangerous—the anonymity crumbling, the distance between fantasy and reality collapsing. She should shut it down, should remind him that this was supposed to stay in those booths, separate from their real lives.

Instead she wrote: What are you thinking about?

Everything. The sounds you make. The way you taste. How tight you were around my cock. How you looked at me when I broke protocol.

She was wet. Sitting in her university office at 9 AM on a Monday, soaking through her underwear because a stranger was texting her explicit confessions. This was insane.

I'm at work, she typed, though it felt like a weak protest.

So am I. Doesn't stop me from remembering how you screamed when you came.

Vera locked her office door. Slid her hand beneath her skirt. She was already throbbing, swollen and sensitive, and the first touch of her fingers against her clit made her gasp.

What are you doing right now? His text appeared just as her fingers slipped inside herself.

She should lie. Should maintain some dignity. Instead: Touching myself. In my office. Door locked. Thinking about Sunday.

Fuck. Are you wet?

Soaking.

I want details. Tell me exactly what you're doing.

Vera's fingers worked faster, chasing the orgasm building in her core. She typed one-handed, barely coherent: Two fingers inside. Thumb on my clit. Imagining it's you. Imagining your cock stretching me again.

Are you going to come?

Yes.

Don't. Not yet. Wait for my permission.

The command made her whimper out loud. She froze, fingers still buried inside herself, teetering on the edge of orgasm. Every muscle in her body screamed for release, but she held back, waiting.

Thirty seconds passed. A minute. Two minutes.

Her phone stayed silent.

Please, she finally typed, desperation bleeding through the single word.

Please what?

Please let me come. I need it. Please.

Such good manners. Yes. Come for me. Right now.

Permission granted, Vera's orgasm crashed through her with brutal intensity. She bit down on her fist to muffle the sounds, her hips bucking against her hand, pussy clenching around her fingers as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through her.

When she finally came back to herself, slumped in her office chair with her skirt hiked up and her hand still between her legs, another text was waiting: Good girl. I'll see you Sunday. Wear a skirt. No panties.

Vera stared at the message, at the casual dominance in those instructions, and felt something shift fundamentally in her chest. This wasn't just physical anymore—wasn't just investigation and information gathering. She was falling into something she couldn't name, something that felt like addiction and obsession and need.

She cleaned herself up, straightened her clothes, and tried to focus on her actual work. But throughout the day, her mind kept returning to Sunday, to that booth, to the man whose face she'd almost seen but whose voice she'd memorized like scripture.



Tuesday brought a breakthrough in her investigation, though not the kind she'd expected.

Vera had spent weeks trying to trace Absolve's ownership through public records, hitting dead end after dead end. The LLC that held the liquor license was registered to a P.O. box. The property deed listed a trust. Every avenue led to walls designed to obscure the truth.

But Tuesday afternoon, while searching through Maya's thesis notes for the hundredth time, she found something she'd missed before: a business card tucked into the margin of a page about Victorian brothel economics.

Plain white cardstock, expensive weight, with a single line of text embossed in gold: Marcus Thorne - Private Consulting.

And beneath it, in Maya's handwriting: Owner? Met 3 times. Knows more than he's saying. Charming but dangerous. Don't trust him.

Vera's heart raced as she photographed the card, then immediately began searching for Marcus Thorne online. The results were frustratingly sparse—a LinkedIn profile listing him as an independent business consultant specializing in "hospitality ventures," a mention in a Reno Gazette-Journal article from five years ago about downtown redevelopment, a single professional photo that showed a man in his early forties with dark hair and sharp features.

She enlarged the photo, studying his face. There was something familiar about him—the strong jaw, the confident posture—but she couldn't place it. Had she seen him at Absolve? In the main room, maybe, masked and anonymous like everyone else?

Or was he the man in the booth?

The thought made her stomach flip. If Marcus Thorne owned Absolve, if he was the one she'd been confessing to, if he knew she was investigating Maya's disappearance while simultaneously fucking her through a glory hole...

That would be catastrophically complicated.

But it would also mean he had answers. Real answers. Not just about Maya's research, but about what had happened to her, where she'd gone, whether she was safe.

Vera pulled up the texts from "Sunday" and stared at them. She could ask directly—could demand to know his real name, his connection to the establishment, what he knew about Maya. Could blow up this whole careful dance in service of getting immediate information.

Or she could play the long game. Could keep returning to that booth, keep building trust, keep letting him think she was just another woman addicted to anonymous encounters. Could gather information slowly, carefully, until she had enough pieces to understand the whole picture.

The investigator in her knew the second option was smarter. More likely to yield results.

But the woman who'd screamed his name while coming on his cock wanted immediate answers, wanted to tear down the walls between them and demand truth.

She compromised: Tell me something real about yourself. Not about this—about you.

The response took five minutes: I collect first edition books. Victorian literature, mostly. Dickens, the Brontës, Wilde. I like the weight of history in my hands. Why?

Victorian literature. The same period Maya had been studying, the same era that had spawned the confession booth brothels. Coincidence? Or confirmation?

Just curious, Vera typed back. Trying to figure out who you are.

I could say the same about you. Professor Vera Chen, PhD candidate in Victorian lit, teaches creative writing at UNR. Your thesis was on fallen women narratives in sensation fiction.

Ice water flooded her veins. He'd looked her up. Had taken their anonymous encounter and deliberately destroyed the anonymity, at least on his end. Had researched her while she was researching him.

That's cheating, she managed to type.

Is it? You've been trying to figure out who I am since the first night. Turnabout seems fair.

How much do you know?

Enough. But I'm more interested in what you're trying to find out. Why you really came to Absolve in the first place.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. This was it—the moment where she could either lie and maintain her cover, or tell the truth and see what happened.

My friend disappeared. She was investigating something—your place, I think. I'm trying to find out what happened to her.

The three dots appeared and disappeared three times. Finally: Maya Reeves.

Vera's blood turned to ice. He knew. He'd known all along. Had known she was investigating while he'd been fucking her, had known she was lying while commanding her to kneel.

What did you do to her? Vera typed with shaking hands.

Nothing permanent. She got too close to information that could hurt a lot of people. I gave her a choice—disappear voluntarily or have her reputation destroyed. She chose disappearing.

Where is she?

Safe. Comfortable. Living under a new name in Portland with enough money to finish her degree somewhere else. She agreed not to contact anyone from her old life for two years. Part of the deal.

Vera read the message three times, trying to determine if he was lying. Prove it.

A minute passed. Then her phone rang—not a text, an actual call from "Sunday." She answered with trembling hands.

"I'm sending you a video," his voice said, and God, even through the phone it made her cunt clench. "She recorded it last month. Part of our agreement was regular check-ins to prove she's alive and well."

"Why would you show me this?"

"Because you're not going to stop looking until you have answers. And I'd rather give you truth than have you dig up things that could hurt both of us."

The video arrived while he was still on the line. Vera opened it with her heart in her throat.

Maya appeared on screen—definitely Maya, unmistakably alive, sitting in what looked like a coffee shop. She was thinner than Vera remembered, her hair cut shorter and dyed auburn instead of her natural black, but her eyes were the same. Her smile was the same.

"Hey," Maya said to the camera. "If you're watching this, it means someone I care about is looking for me. I'm okay. Better than okay, actually. I can't explain everything, but I made a choice to start over. It wasn't because of anything bad—it was because I found something I wasn't supposed to find, and the cost of revealing it was higher than I was willing to pay."

She paused, seeming to choose her words carefully. "I'm sorry for the worry. I'm sorry for disappearing. But I'm safe, I'm happy, and I'm finishing my degree under a new name. Please trust that this is what I wanted. Please stop looking."

The video ended.

Vera sat in stunned silence, staring at her phone. Maya was alive. Was safe. Had chosen to disappear.

"Questions?" Marcus Thorne's voice came through the phone, gentle despite the circumstances.

"Why show me this now? Why not just tell me she was gone and let me keep searching?"

"Because you were going to find out anyway. You're too smart, too determined. Better to control the revelation than have it blow up messily." He paused. "And because I'm tired of lying to you."

"You've been lying about everything."

"Not everything. The things I've said in that booth—those were real. The way I feel when I'm with you—that's real. Everything else..." He sighed. "Everything else is complicated."

"You made my best friend disappear."

"I gave her an option to walk away from something dangerous. She took it. Would you have preferred I let her publish research that would have destroyed lives? Exposed people who come to Absolve for privacy and safety?"

Vera's mind raced. He was right that exposing the clientele would be devastating—politicians, business leaders, married people seeking anonymous encounters. The scandal would be enormous.

But he'd still made Maya disappear. Had still manipulated the situation to protect his business.

"I don't know if I can trust you," Vera said quietly.

"You shouldn't trust me. I'm not a good man." His voice was rough with what might have been regret. "But I've never lied to you in that booth. And I won't start now."

"What happens Sunday?"

"That depends. Do you still want to come?"

Vera closed her eyes. The smart thing—the rational thing—would be to walk away now. She had her answers about Maya. Had confirmation her friend was safe. She could go back to her normal life, could process the betrayal and relief and complicated grief of losing someone who wasn't actually lost.

But the thought of never returning to that booth, never hearing his voice again, never feeling his hands on her body—

"Yes," she whispered. "I still want to come."

"Then I'll see you Sunday. Same time. Same booth." He hesitated. "Vera?"

"Yeah?"

"Thank you for not hating me."

"I didn't say I don't hate you."

His laugh was soft and sad. "Fair enough. See you Sunday."

The line went dead.

Vera sat in her office, surrounded by Maya's research notes and her own investigative dead ends, and tried to process everything. Maya was safe. The mystery was solved. She could walk away.

Except she didn't want to walk away. Didn't want to give up the addiction she'd developed to anonymous encounters and commanding voices and orgasms that felt like absolution.

Didn't want to give up him, whoever he really was.

Wednesday through Saturday passed in a blur of contradictions. Vera threw herself into teaching, grading papers with excessive attention to detail, meeting with students who needed help with their fiction workshops. Normal life, normal routines.

But underneath it all: anticipation building like pressure in her chest.

Thursday night, another text: What are you wearing?

She looked down at her pajamas—ratty sweatpants and a t-shirt from a conference three years ago. Something sexy, she lied.

Liar. Tell me the truth.

Sweatpants. Old shirt. Nothing exciting.

Everything about you is exciting. The fact that you're beautiful in sweatpants just makes it worse.

You've never seen me outside the booth.

Haven't I?

The implication hung there—that he had seen her, had watched her, maybe in the main room or maybe through those security cameras she'd noticed. The surveillance that would have captured everything.

Are you watching me right now? she typed, equal parts alarmed and aroused.

No. But I've watched the footage of you in that booth about fifty times. Does that make me a creep?

Yes.

Fair. I'm a creep who can't stop thinking about how you looked when you came. Who keeps your panties under my pillow like a teenage boy with his first crush. Who's counting down the hours until Sunday like it's Christmas.

Vera's heart did something complicated in her chest. Under your pillow?

I smell them when I can't sleep. Pathetic, right?

It should be creepy. Should be a massive red flag. Instead, she found it devastatingly honest—the kind of raw confession that made her feel less alone in her obsession.

I touch myself every night thinking about you, she admitted. About Sunday. About what we're going to do.

What do you want to do Sunday?

She'd been thinking about this all week. About the progression—oral, then vaginal, then...

Everything, she typed. I want to try everything.

Everything includes things that might scare you.

I'm already scared. Doesn't seem to stop me from wanting it.

Brave girl. A pause. Have you ever done anal?

Her stomach flipped. No.

Want to try?

This was insane. She should say no, should establish boundaries, should maintain some control over the situation. Instead: Yes. But I don't know how.

I'll teach you. We'll go slow. You'll tell me if it's too much. Yellow and red still apply.

Okay.

Good girl. Now go to sleep. Dream about me.

She did. Dreamed about hands in her hair and commands in the dark and the feeling of being completely, gloriously overwhelmed.



Sunday arrived wrapped in fresh snow—rare for Reno, transforming the desert city into something that looked almost magical. Vera spent the morning in a state of nervous anticipation, cleaning her apartment, showering twice, changing outfits three times.

She settled on a black dress that wrapped and tied at the waist—easy access, as he'd surely appreciate. No bra. No panties, as instructed. Heels that made her legs look endless. Her hair loose, makeup carefully applied.

In the mirror, she looked like someone heading to a date, not an anonymous sexual encounter in a speakeasy glory hole booth. But maybe that's what this had become—a strange courtship conducted through panels and masks and carefully maintained anonymity.

She arrived at 9:55, early but not desperately so. The doorman—she'd learned his name was Leo through careful observation—greeted her with a knowing smile.

"Welcome back, Professor Chen." So he knew who she was too. Of course he did. "Your membership has been approved. Congratulations."

He handed her a small card—thick stock, her name embossed in gold. "This grants you access without escort. Your locker is number seven, as you've been using."

"Thank you."

"One more thing." Leo leaned closer, voice dropping. "He's asked for you to meet him upstairs after. Third floor, office at the end of the hall. After your... encounter."

Vera's heart stopped. Upstairs meant out of the booths, out of anonymity. It meant faces and names and reality crashing into fantasy.

"He's breaking all his own rules," she said.

Leo's smile was enigmatic. "For you? Seems so."

She checked her phone—cubby seven, muscle memory now—accepted her mask, and stepped through the velvet curtain into the familiar space.

The main room looked the same, but she saw it differently now. Saw the cameras she'd memorized. Saw the private alcoves where deals were probably made, information traded, power negotiated. Saw the seven deadly sin booths not as random themed spaces but as carefully designed confessionals where secrets were traded like currency.

This wasn't just a sex club. It was an intelligence operation, a blackmail insurance policy, a way of collecting leverage on Reno's elite.

And Marcus Thorne ran it all.

The bartender—she'd learned her name was Simone—slid her usual drink across the bar without being asked. "He's waiting. Been there since nine."

"Does he always wait for me?"

Simone's smile was sad and knowing. "Honey, he waits for you like you're the only person in the world. Whatever this is between you two, it's different. Special. Try not to break his heart."

"I think he's more likely to break mine."

"Probably both true." Simone nodded toward the booth. "Go on. Don't keep him waiting any longer."

Vera walked to the Sloth booth on legs that felt disconnected from her body. Her heart hammered against her ribs so hard she was sure everyone could hear it. This was it—the culmination of three weeks of tension and need and careful dancing around truth.

She stepped through the curtain into the familiar space.

Everything looked the same—same bench, same candles, same elegant panel. But in the drawer beneath the bench, she found something new: a small bottle of lube and a note in elegant handwriting.

We'll go as slow as you need. Trust me.

Vera's hands shook as she set the lube on the bench and sat down. Reached for the latch. Slid the panel open.

He was there immediately, his hand coming through to find hers. Their fingers laced together with the ease of habit, like they'd been doing this for years instead of weeks.

"Hi," he said softly.

"Hi."

"Nervous?"

"Terrified."

"Good. Fear means you're alive." His thumb traced circles on her palm. "Tell me your colors."

"Green. Very green. Possibly the greenest I've ever been."

His laugh was warm and relieved. "I've been thinking about you all week."

"I know. You texted me approximately eight thousand times."

"Exaggeration. Maybe six thousand." His hand tightened on hers. "Are you angry? About Maya? About me?"

Vera considered the question honestly. "I don't know what I am. Relieved she's safe. Hurt that she didn't trust me enough to tell me. Confused about why I'm still here with you. But angry?" She paused. "Not as angry as I should be."

"I can work with that."

"Can you? What are we doing here, Marcus?"

His name felt strange on her tongue—too real, too personal. But also right somehow, like finally naming something that had been hovering nameless between them.

"I don't know," he admitted. "This wasn't supposed to happen. You were supposed to be another person passing through, another encounter to forget. Instead..." He stopped, regrouped. "Instead you're all I think about. Instead I'm breaking every rule I've established to protect this place because the thought of not seeing you again is unbearable."

"That's not a good answer."

"It's the only honest one I have." His hand withdrew, and she immediately missed the contact. "But we don't have to talk about that now. Right now, I want to make you feel good. Want to teach you things. Can I do that?"

Vera's cunt clenched at the promise in his voice. "Yes."

"Good. Then stand up. Take off your dress."

Her hands trembled as she untied the wrap dress and let it fall. Underneath: nothing. Just skin and shadows and the black silk mask.

"Jesus Christ." His voice had gone rough. "You're so fucking beautiful. Turn around. Let me see all of you."

Vera turned slowly, hyperaware that he could see everything—her small breasts with their hard nipples, the curve of her waist, her ass, the patch of dark hair between her legs. She'd never been this exposed in a sexual encounter, had always insisted on darkness or blankets or some shield between her body and scrutiny.

But something about the panel—the partial barrier, the maintained anonymity despite nudity—made her feel brave.

"Absolutely perfect," he murmured. "Now bend over the bench. Hands on the wall above the opening."

She positioned herself as instructed—bent at the waist, ass presented toward the panel, hands braced on the smooth wood. Vulnerable. Exposed. Waiting.

His hand came through the opening and she felt his fingers trail up her inner thigh, making her shiver. He explored slowly, thoroughly—cupping her ass, squeezing appreciatively, tracing the crease where thigh met cheek.

"I've thought about this constantly," he said, fingers dipping lower to brush against her pussy. "About tasting you. About making you come on my tongue."

"Please," Vera whimpered.

She felt him shift position—heard the scrape of what might be a chair. Then his mouth was on her, tongue licking a stripe from her clit to her entrance that made her gasp and nearly lose balance.

He ate her pussy like he'd been starving for it—long, hungry licks interspersed with focused attention on her clit that had her whimpering. His hands gripped her ass, holding her steady, occasionally spreading her wider to give his tongue better access.

"Fuck, you taste perfect," he groaned against her pussy. "Could do this for hours."

Vera's thighs shook with the effort of holding position while pleasure built in her core. His tongue circled her clit with maddening precision—never quite enough pressure to push her over but enough to keep her teetering on the edge.

Then she felt his finger press against her entrance—not entering, just circling, gathering wetness. He pushed one finger inside her slowly while his tongue continued working her clit.

"So tight," he murmured. "Gonna have to stretch you out. Get you ready."

He finger-fucked her with patient rhythm, adding a second finger, curling them to find that spot inside that made her see stars. His tongue maintained constant pressure on her clit, and the dual sensations were overwhelming.

"Can you come like this?" he asked. "Or do you need more?"

"Close," Vera managed. "So close. Don't stop."

He didn't. Kept the exact same rhythm, the exact same pressure, reading her body's signals with uncanny accuracy. When she started whimpering continuously—high, desperate sounds she'd never made before—he added a third finger, stretching her wider.

The orgasm hit like a freight train—sudden and devastating and seemingly endless. Vera screamed his name—"Marcus!"—not caring who heard, not caring about anonymity or rules or anything except the pleasure rolling through her in waves.

He worked her through it, gentling his touch as she came down, pressing soft kisses to her inner thighs. When she finally stopped shaking, he withdrew carefully.

"Good girl," he said, voice thick with arousal. "So fucking beautiful when you come."

Vera's legs felt like water. She started to collapse onto the bench, but his voice stopped her.

"Stay there. We're not done."

She heard the tear of a condom wrapper, then felt his cock press against her entrance—already wet from her orgasm, already relaxed and open. He pushed inside slowly, and they both groaned at the sensation.

"Never gets old," he said, hands gripping her hips. "Feeling you stretch around me. Feeling how wet you are."

He fucked her with long, deep strokes—not rough like last time, but thorough and deliberate. Each thrust hit deep enough to make her gasp, angled to drag against that sensitive spot inside her.

"Touch yourself," he commanded. "I want you coming again before we move on."

Vera's hand snaked between her legs to find her clit still swollen and sensitive from his mouth. The combined sensation—his cock inside her, her fingers on her clit—had her climbing toward another orgasm embarrassingly fast.

"That's it," he encouraged. "Chase it. Show me how much you need this."

Her second orgasm was different—deeper, rolling rather than crashing, making her moan continuously as it built and plateaued and built again. When it finally broke, her pussy clenched rhythmically around his cock, milking him.

"Fuck, yes," Marcus groaned. "Just like that. God, you feel incredible."

He pulled out before he came—she felt the loss of him immediately, the empty ache. Then his hands were spreading her ass cheeks, exposing her completely.

"Have you ever had anything here?" His thumb circled her asshole gently, not breaching, just exploring.

"No." Her voice came out breathless. "Never."

"Do you want to try? We can stop anytime. Your word is law."

Vera's heart pounded. This was the edge—the boundary she'd never crossed with anyone. But with him, separated by panel and mask, somehow it felt safer. Less vulnerable despite being the most vulnerable act she could imagine.

"Green," she whispered.

She heard him moving—the snap of the lube bottle opening. Then his thumb again, slick now, pressing gently against her asshole. Not pushing in, just massaging, getting her used to the sensation.

"Breathe," he instructed. "Relax. This only works if you're relaxed."

Vera focused on her breathing—in through her nose, out through her mouth. Gradually, she felt her body soften, muscles releasing tension. His thumb pressed firmer, breaching the ring of muscle just slightly.

The sensation was strange—not painful, but intense. Foreign. Her body wanted to resist, but she consciously relaxed, trusting him to guide her through this.

"Good girl," Marcus praised. "You're doing so good. Just a little more."

His thumb pushed deeper—maybe to the first knuckle—and Vera gasped at the fullness. It wasn't like vaginal penetration—this felt more primal somehow, more taboo.

"How's that?" His voice was strained with control.

"Strange. Intense. Not bad."

"I'm going to add a finger. Tell me if it's too much."

She felt his thumb withdraw, then something thinner—one lubed finger—pressing against her asshole. He entered slowly, giving her time to adjust to each new inch. When he was fully seated, he paused.

"Color?"

"Green. Weird, but green."

"It'll feel less weird in a minute. Your body just needs to adjust."

He was right. After maybe thirty seconds, the strangeness faded into something else—a fullness that wasn't quite pleasure but wasn't quite not-pleasure either. A sense of being thoroughly possessed, completely exposed.

"I'm going to move now. Slowly."

He fucked her ass with shallow movements, never pulling out completely, just easing in and out. With his other hand, he reached around to find her clit, rubbing gentle circles.

The combined stimulation was overwhelming—ass and clit, fullness and friction. Vera heard herself making sounds she'd never made before, animalistic and desperate.

"Another finger," Marcus warned, and she felt the stretch intensify as he added a second. The burn was sharper now, edging toward too much.

"Yellow," she gasped.

He froze immediately. "Too much?"

"Just... pause. Let me adjust."

They stayed frozen like that—his two fingers buried in her ass, his other hand still on her clit, both breathing hard. Gradually, the burn faded into that intense fullness again.

"Okay," Vera said. "Green."

He resumed his shallow movements, and this time when his fingers hit something deep inside her, pleasure sparked through her core. Combined with the pressure on her clit, it built into something unexpected—an orgasm approaching from a completely different direction than she was used to.

"Oh fuck," she moaned. "Oh fuck, I think I'm—"

"Let go," Marcus commanded. "Come for me. Show me how much you like this."

The orgasm was strange and intense—more like a rolling wave than a sharp peak, making her whole body tremble rather than clench. She felt herself flutter around his fingers, felt the pleasure pulse through her in ways she'd never experienced.

"Beautiful," Marcus breathed. "So fucking beautiful."

He withdrew carefully, slowly, letting her body adjust. Vera collapsed onto the bench, completely wrung out, every muscle feeling like liquid.

"Are you okay?" His voice was soft now, careful.

"I don't know what I am," she admitted. "That was..."

"A lot?"

"Yeah. A lot. But good. I think. I'm still processing."

She heard him moving—cleanup, probably. Then his hand came through the opening to cup her face, thumb stroking her cheekbone below the mask.

"You did so well," he said gently. "I'm proud of you. That took real trust."

Tears pricked behind her eyes at the tenderness in his voice. This wasn't supposed to be tender—wasn't supposed to be anything except physical release and information gathering. But somewhere along the way it had become something else entirely.

"Come upstairs," Marcus said quietly. "Please. Let me see your face. Let's stop pretending this is just anonymous encounters."

Vera's heart stopped. "Marcus—"

"I know. I know all the reasons we shouldn't. But I'm tired of talking to you through panels. Tired of not being able to hold you properly. Tired of pretending this doesn't mean something."

She should say no. Should maintain the boundary, keep this contained in these booths where it couldn't hurt either of them.

Instead she found herself saying: "Okay. Give me a few minutes to get dressed."

"Third floor. Office at the end of the hall. I'll be waiting."

The panel slid closed, leaving her alone in the booth with her racing heart and the ghost of his touch still burning on her skin.



Vera took her time in the booth—cleaning up, putting her dress back on, checking her reflection in the small mirror. Her lips were swollen, her hair thoroughly messed, mascara smudged despite her best efforts. She looked exactly like what she was: thoroughly fucked and emotionally compromised.

She stepped out into the main room, and this time when people glanced her way, she met their eyes. No more pretending to be someone else. No more hiding in the anonymity.

The stairs to the third floor were tucked behind a discreet door near the bar. She climbed them on shaking legs, each step bringing her closer to whatever waited at the top.

The third floor was different from the opulent decay downstairs—this was modern, all clean lines and expensive furnishings. Offices for running a legitimate business, though the business itself was anything but.

The door at the end of the hall was slightly ajar. Vera knocked anyway.

"Come in."

She pushed it open and stepped inside.

Marcus Thorne stood by the window, looking out over Reno's downtown lights. He'd removed his mask, and seeing his face fully for the first time made her breath catch.

He was beautiful—not conventionally handsome, but striking. Sharp cheekbones, full lips, dark hair threaded with silver at the temples. Eyes that were almost black in the low light, watching her with an intensity that made her feel stripped bare despite being fully clothed.

"Hi," he said softly, and God, seeing his face while hearing that voice was almost overwhelming.

"Hi," Vera managed.

They stared at each other across the office—maybe ten feet of space that felt like miles. Everything was different now, with faces and names and reality flooding in.

"I'm not who you thought I was," Marcus said finally. "I'm probably worse."

"I know what you did to Maya. I know what this place is. I know you're not a good man."

"And yet you're here."

"And yet I'm here," she agreed.

He crossed the distance between them in three strides and kissed her—finally, properly, without barriers. His lips were soft and demanding, tasting like whiskey and something darker. His hands cupped her face, thumbs stroking her cheeks while his tongue explored her mouth with the same thorough attention he'd paid to the rest of her body.

When they finally broke apart, both gasping, he rested his forehead against hers.

"I'm going to fall in love with you," Marcus said quietly. "Might have already started. Thought you should know that."

Vera's heart did something complicated in her chest. "That's a terrible idea."

"I know. Doesn't make it less true."

"I don't even know if I like you. You made my best friend disappear."

"I gave her a choice. She chose safety over truth. I'd make the same choice again if it protected the people who come here."

"That's morally ambiguous at best."

"I've never claimed to be moral." His hands slid down to her waist, pulling her closer. "But I've never lied to you. Everything I've said in that booth—it's all been real. The way I feel, the way I want you, the way I can't stop thinking about you."

Vera let herself lean into him, let herself feel the solid warmth of his body against hers. This was insane—falling for the man who'd made her best friend disappear, who ran an intelligence operation disguised as a sex club, who was probably dangerous in ways she couldn't fully comprehend.

But her body didn't care about logic. Her heart didn't care about red flags.

"I don't know what this is," she whispered against his chest.

"Neither do I. But I want to find out." He pulled back to look at her. "Stay. Tonight. Let me actually take you to bed properly instead of fucking through panels."

Every rational part of her brain screamed to refuse. But her mouth said: "Okay."

Marcus smiled—the first real, unguarded smile she'd seen from him—and it transformed his face completely. "Thank God. I have a bedroom upstairs. Will you let me take care of you?"

"What does that mean?"

"Bath. Food. Sleep. Normal things that people do together." He paused. "Unless you'd prefer I tie you up and fuck you again immediately. I'm flexible."

Despite everything—the complications, the moral ambiguity, the terrible decisions she was actively making—Vera laughed. "Bath sounds good."

"Then come with me."

He led her up another flight of stairs to what appeared to be a private apartment built into the fourth floor. The space was gorgeous—exposed brick and modern fixtures, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city, furniture that looked comfortable rather than just expensive.

The bathroom was all marble and warm light. Marcus ran the bath while she stood awkwardly in the doorway, unsure of the etiquette for this situation.

"Get in," he said, testing the water temperature. "I'll be right back."

He disappeared while she undressed and sank into water that was perfectly hot, smelling like cedar and something else she couldn't identify. Her body ached in the best possible way—pussy tender from use, ass still feeling the ghost of his fingers, muscles loose and satisfied.

Marcus returned with wine and what looked like expensive takeout. He'd changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt, looking impossibly domestic. He sat on the edge of the tub and handed her the wine.

"Chinese. Hope that's okay. I wasn't sure what you'd want."

"It's perfect." Vera sipped the wine—red, complex, expensive. "This is surreal."

"Which part?"

"All of it. The fact that I'm in your bathtub. The fact that an hour ago you had your fingers in my ass. The fact that I'm pretty sure I'm falling for you despite every logical reason not to."

Marcus set his wine down and slid into the bath behind her—apparently the invitation was for both of them. He pulled her back against his chest, arms wrapping around her waist.

"For what it's worth," he said against her ear, "I'm terrified too. This wasn't supposed to happen. You were supposed to be a problem I solved. Instead you became the only thing that matters."

They sat like that for a long time—soaking, drinking wine, not talking. Just being together in ways that felt more intimate than anything they'd done in those booths.

Finally, when the water started cooling, Marcus washed her hair with careful attention, massaging her scalp, rinsing thoroughly. Then he dried her off with a towel that was probably worth more than her monthly rent, dressed her in one of his t-shirts, and led her to bed.

The bed was enormous and perfectly made. Marcus pulled back the covers and gestured for her to climb in.

"I need to check security systems," he said. "Make sure everything's locked down for the night. I'll be back in twenty minutes. Sleep if you want."

But Vera couldn't sleep. She lay in his bed, surrounded by his scent, staring at the ceiling and trying to process everything.

She'd found Maya—safe, relocated, choosing to disappear. The mystery was solved. She could walk away now, go back to her normal life, pretend this had never happened.

Except she didn't want to. Wanted this—whatever this was—more than she'd wanted anything in years.

When Marcus returned, he slid into bed beside her and pulled her close. She fit against him perfectly, her back to his chest, his arm around her waist.

"What happens now?" Vera asked into the darkness.

"I don't know. But I'd like to find out. If you'll let me."

"This is complicated."

"Very complicated."

"You're probably bad for me."

"Almost certainly."

"And yet—"

"And yet," he agreed.

They fell asleep like that—tangled together, breathing in sync, both pretending the morning wouldn't bring consequences.

But morning came anyway, bringing light and clarity and the reality of choices made in the dark.


Chapter 4: The Unraveling

Vera woke to winter light streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows and the unfamiliar weight of an arm draped across her waist. For one disoriented moment, she couldn't place where she was—the bed was too soft, the sheets too expensive, the scent of cedar and male skin too foreign.

Then memory crashed back in waves: the booth, the encounter, Marcus's face finally revealed, falling asleep in his arms after admitting they were both falling into something neither could name.

She turned carefully, not wanting to wake him, and found Marcus already awake—watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read. In the morning light, without the dramatic shadows of candlelit booths, he looked different. More real. The lines around his eyes deeper, the silver in his hair more pronounced, but also somehow softer. Vulnerable in ways that the commanding voice through the panel had never been.

"Hi," he said quietly, the same greeting from last night, but weighted differently now in daylight.

"Hi." Vera's voice came out rough from sleep and screaming his name. "What time is it?"

"Just past eight. Monday morning. The rest of the world getting ready for normal things." His thumb traced lazy circles on her hip through the t-shirt she wore—his t-shirt, she remembered, oversized and smelling like him. "You don't have to teach until noon on Mondays, right?"

Ice water flooded her veins. "How do you know my schedule?"

Marcus had the grace to look slightly ashamed. "I might have looked into you. More than I admitted yesterday."

"How much more?"

He sighed, rolling onto his back and staring at the ceiling. "Everything. Your CV, your publications, your teaching evaluations. Your apartment lease, your car registration, your credit score. I know you drink too much coffee, that you order Thai food every Thursday, that you've been to the campus police station six times in the past month asking about Maya. I know you're meticulous about grading but hate faculty meetings. I know your mother calls every Sunday at ten AM and you usually ignore it."

Vera sat up, clutching the sheets to her chest despite the fact that he'd seen every inch of her body last night. "That's—that's stalking. That's incredibly invasive."

"I know." He still wasn't looking at her. "I do it to everyone who shows an interest in Absolve. Standard protocol. Can't be too careful when you're running an establishment that collects the kind of information we collect."

"So this whole thing—the texts, the vulnerability, the 'I'm falling for you' speech—was that just manipulation? Keeping me close to control the threat I represented?"

Now Marcus did look at her, and the raw honesty in his eyes made her breath catch. "It started that way. I won't lie—when you first showed up, you were a problem to be managed. But somewhere between the first night and now, it became real. You became real. Not a threat to neutralize, but a person I couldn't stop thinking about."

"How am I supposed to trust that?"

"You're not. You shouldn't." He sat up, running his hands through his hair in what she was learning was a gesture of frustration. "Everything about this situation is fucked up. I surveilled you, I manipulated circumstances to keep you coming back, I knew exactly what I was doing when I showed you that video of Maya. None of that is defensible."

"Then why did you do it?"

"Because I'm selfish. Because the alternative was making you disappear like I did Maya, and I couldn't—" His voice broke slightly. "I couldn't stand the thought of you not existing in my life. So I chose the morally bankrupt option of trying to control the situation while still keeping you close."

Vera drew her knees to her chest, processing this confession. Every rational part of her brain screamed to get dressed and leave, to report him to the police, to expose Absolve and everything it represented. But her traitorous heart kept circling back to the way he'd touched her, the way he'd been patient when teaching her about anal, the way he'd washed her hair with such careful attention.

"Tell me about Absolve," she said finally. "The real story. Not the sanitized version."

Marcus was quiet for a long moment, seeming to weigh his options. Then he stood, pulling on sweatpants and walking to the windows. When he spoke, his voice was measured—the voice of someone who'd told this story before, probably to himself in justification.

"Eight years ago, I was doing private security consulting for high-profile clients. Politicians, CEOs, people with secrets worth protecting. I watched them self-destruct over and over—affairs exposed, indiscretions weaponized, private desires used for blackmail. The internet age made privacy essentially impossible."

He turned to face her, leaning against the window frame. "I started thinking about historical solutions. About how people used to manage discretion before everything was recorded and shared. Confession booths in churches—places where secrets could be told without identity attached. Victorian brothels with their elaborate screening processes. Japanese pleasure houses with their strict codes of silence."

"So you created a modern version," Vera said.

"I created a space where people could explore desires without risking exposure. The glory hole booths were inspired by historical precedent—total anonymity, separated encounters, plausible deniability. The membership screening is rigorous. The surveillance is for protection, not exploitation—we've never leaked footage, never used information for blackmail."

"But you collect it."

"We collect it. As insurance. If someone tries to expose us, if law enforcement comes after us, if any client decides the discretion they purchased wasn't worth protecting—we have leverage. Mutually assured destruction as a business model."

Vera's academic brain kicked in despite her emotional turmoil. "That's brilliant and horrifying in equal measure."

"I've never claimed to be ethical. Just effective." Marcus moved back toward the bed, sitting on the edge but not touching her. "Maya figured it out. Not the full extent, but enough to be dangerous. She was smart—recognized the power dynamics at play, understood the implications. Her thesis would have exposed not just the establishment but the clientele. Would have destroyed marriages, ended careers, maybe gotten people killed."

"So you made her disappear."

"I gave her enough money to finish her degree somewhere else and start over. Paid for her relocation, set her up with a new identity, gave her a monthly stipend for two years. In exchange, she agreed to complete silence about what she'd found." He finally looked at her. "I didn't hurt her, Vera. I saved her from people who would have."

"What people?"

Marcus's expression darkened. "Some of our clients are dangerous. Not all the encounters here are purely recreational—some are about power, about control, about darkness I'd rather not examine too closely. When Maya started asking questions, started talking about her research publicly, certain clients became... concerned. I stepped in before they could."

The implication hung heavy in the air. Vera felt simultaneously grateful that Maya was safe and horrified by the world her friend had stumbled into. "How many Mayas have there been?"

"Three in eight years. All relocated, all compensated, all safe as far as I know. It's not a perfect system, but it's better than the alternative."

"Which is?"

"People getting hurt. Or worse."

Vera wrapped her arms around her knees, trying to integrate this information with the man who'd held her so tenderly last night. "Why are you telling me this? Why not just make me disappear too?"

Marcus smiled sadly. "Because I'm tired of controlling everything. Tired of being the person who makes people disappear. And because..." He reached out to touch her face, fingers gentle on her cheek. "Because I'd rather take the risk of trusting you than lose you."

"That's not rational."

"Nothing about this is rational. Rationality would have been turning you away that first night. Rationality would be ending this now, before it gets more complicated." His thumb traced her lower lip. "But I've spent eight years being rational, and I'm exhausted. So I'm choosing the irrational option of hoping you might feel the same way."

Vera closed her eyes, leaning into his touch despite everything. "I should hate you."

"You should."

"I should report you to the police."

"You should."

"I should walk out of here and never come back."

"You absolutely should." His hand slid into her hair, tilting her face up. "Are you going to?"

She opened her eyes, meeting his gaze directly. "I don't know yet."

"Fair enough." He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers. "Can I make you breakfast while you decide?"

The mundanity of the question—the shift from confession to domesticity—made her laugh despite everything. "You cook?"

"I make excellent scrambled eggs and mediocre coffee. Take it or leave it."

"I'll take it."



They ate breakfast in comfortable silence—Marcus's eggs were indeed excellent, fluffy and perfectly seasoned, though his coffee was terrible. Vera sat at his kitchen island in his t-shirt and her underwear from last night, watching him move around the space with practiced ease. It felt surreal, this glimpse into his normal life, the person he was outside the carefully constructed persona of Absolve's owner.

"Tell me something real," Vera said, echoing the text conversation from last week. "Not about Absolve. About you."

Marcus leaned against the counter, coffee mug in hand. "What do you want to know?"

"Why Victorian literature? You said you collect first editions."

His expression softened. "My grandmother. She raised me after my parents died in a car accident when I was seven. She was a librarian, specialized in nineteenth-century British literature. Used to read to me every night—Dickens, Hardy, the Brontës. She'd explain the historical context, the social commentary, the ways authors hid radical ideas in acceptable narratives."

"She sounds wonderful."

"She was. Died five years ago. Left me her entire collection—probably worth half a million if I ever sold it, which I never will. It's in a climate-controlled room downstairs. I can show you, if you want."

Vera's heart did something complicated. The vulnerability in his voice, the genuine affection for his grandmother, the connection to her own academic specialty—it made him more human, more real, more dangerous to her carefully maintained boundaries.

"I'd like that," she said softly.

They finished breakfast and Marcus led her back downstairs—not to the speakeasy level, but to what appeared to be a library occupying the entire second floor. Vera gasped as she stepped through the door.

The space was stunning—floor-to-ceiling shelves, rolling ladders, leather armchairs positioned near windows, ambient lighting designed to showcase rather than damage. And the books—thousands of them, arranged by period and author, spines showing wear that suggested they were read rather than just collected.

"Oh my God," Vera breathed, moving toward the Victorian section like a moth to flame. She ran her fingers along the spines reverently, recognizing editions she'd only seen in university special collections. "This is incredible. This is—Marcus, some of these are priceless."

"I know. My grandmother taught me proper care and handling. They're meant to be read, though—not just preserved. What's the point of owning books if you never open them?"

Vera pulled out a first edition of Wuthering Heights, opening it carefully to check the publication date. 1847. Her hands trembled slightly as she turned pages with the practiced delicacy of someone who understood the value of rare books.

"I wrote my dissertation on the Brontës," she said quietly. "Emily especially. The way she interrogated gender roles and social expectations through Gothic conventions."

"I know. I read it. It's brilliant—the chapter on liminal spaces and transgression was particularly insightful."

Vera looked up sharply. "You read my dissertation?"

"I read everything you've published. Your work on sensation fiction and fallen women narratives shaped how I think about Absolve, actually. The ways Victorian society created spaces for transgression while maintaining the appearance of propriety—that's exactly what we do. Just with glory holes instead of masked balls."

The academic connection between them clicked into place with almost audible force. This was why his text about Victorian literature had felt significant—he understood her work, her perspective, the theoretical framework that had shaped her thinking.

"That's why you designed the booths as confessionals," Vera realized. "The Catholic imagery, the deadly sins themes—you're using Victorian moral panic about sex work as aesthetic inspiration."

Marcus smiled. "Guilty. Though I'd argue we're more honest than our Victorian predecessors. At least we acknowledge what we are instead of hiding behind euphemism and plausible deniability."

"Victorian brothels were honest about what they were too. It was society that insisted on euphemism."

"Fair point." He moved closer, looking at the book still in her hands. "Emily understood something most people miss—that transgression isn't about rejecting social norms, it's about finding spaces where different rules apply. The moors in Wuthering Heights, the confession booth in our speakeasy—places outside normal society where people can be their actual selves."

Vera carefully returned the book to its shelf, then turned to face him fully. "Is that what you think we're doing? Finding a space where different rules apply?"

"I think we're trying to. Though I'm not sure what rules we're following anymore." His hand came up to cup her face. "This stopped being about Absolve weeks ago. Maybe it was never really about that."

"Then what is it about?"

"You. Me. The fact that I can't stop thinking about you even when I should be thinking about damage control and risk management. The fact that you're standing in my library wearing my shirt and I want to fuck you against these bookshelves more than I've wanted anything in years."

Heat flooded through Vera's body at the raw hunger in his voice. "That's your grandmother's collection. Seems disrespectful."

"She'd approve. She always said books should be surrounded by life, not trapped in museums." His other hand settled on her waist, pulling her closer. "Besides, she had a dirty sense of humor. Probably would have found it poetic."

Vera laughed despite the tension crackling between them. "You're trying to justify defiling rare books with literary theory?"

"Is it working?"

She pulled him down for a kiss—deep and hungry, nothing tentative about it. His hands immediately slid under the t-shirt she wore, finding bare skin, mapping the territory he'd explored so thoroughly last night.

"Bedroom," Vera gasped when they broke apart. "Not the library. I have professional standards."

Marcus groaned but pulled back. "Fine. But I'm holding you to that offer for later."

They made it halfway to the stairs before he pushed her against the wall, kissing her hard enough to bruise, one hand sliding between her legs to find her already wet. "Fuck standards," he muttered against her mouth. "I need you now."

"Marcus—"

"Say no and I'll stop. Say yes and I'll make you come right here."

Vera's professional standards warred with the need flooding her system—and lost spectacularly. "Yes. God, yes."

He dropped to his knees with gratifying speed, pulling her underwear down and throwing them aside. Then his mouth was on her, tongue licking through her folds with single-minded focus that made her knees buckle.

Marcus hooked one of her legs over his shoulder, opening her wider, and proceeded to eat her pussy like a man starving. His tongue circled her clit with maddening precision, occasionally dipping lower to fuck into her entrance, then back to that bundle of nerves that made her see stars.

"Fuck," Vera gasped, hands tangling in his hair. "Marcus, I'm—"

He hummed against her clit—the vibration combined with the pressure of his tongue pushing her over the edge. She came with a cry that echoed through the library, hips grinding against his face as pleasure rolled through her in waves.

Before she could fully recover, Marcus stood, lifting her with impressive strength and carrying her the rest of the way to his bedroom. He dropped her on the bed—more unceremoniously than last night's careful handling—and stripped off his sweatpants to reveal he was already hard, cock jutting toward his stomach.

"Condom," Vera managed, still floating in post-orgasmic haze.

"Nightstand. But first—" He climbed onto the bed, caging her body with his. "I want to look at you properly. See your face while I'm inside you."

Something about that felt more intimate than anything they'd done in the booths—the eye contact, the full-body contact, the complete abandonment of barriers. Vera felt exposed in ways that had nothing to do with physical nudity.

Marcus seemed to read her hesitation. "We can stop. We don't have to—"

"No. I want this. I want you." She pulled him down for a kiss that was slower than before, tender rather than desperate. "I want to see you too."

He smiled against her lips, then reached for the nightstand to grab a condom. Vera watched him roll it on—fascinated by the care he took despite obvious arousal, the way his hands were steady even though his breathing wasn't.

Then he was positioned at her entrance, the head of his cock pressing against her. Their eyes met and held as he pushed inside slowly—so slowly, giving her time to feel every inch, to adjust to the stretch, to watch his expression shift from controlled to overwhelmed.

"Fuck," Marcus breathed when he was fully seated. "You feel incredible. Look at me—don't close your eyes."

Vera forced herself to maintain eye contact even though the intensity made her want to look away. This was different from the booth encounters—more vulnerable, more real, more frightening in its intimacy.

He started to move—long, deep strokes that hit every sensitive spot inside her. One hand braced beside her head for leverage, the other sliding down to grip her hip, angling her for deeper penetration.

"Is this okay?" he asked, voice strained. "Too much?"

"Perfect. Don't stop."

Marcus picked up the pace, fucking her with steady rhythm that built tension in her core with mathematical precision. He shifted slightly, changing angle, and suddenly every thrust was hitting that spot inside her that made her gasp.

"There," Vera moaned. "Right there. Fuck, Marcus—"

"I know. I can feel you tightening around me. You're close, aren't you?"

She couldn't form words, could only nod desperately while pleasure built toward breaking point. His hand slid between them to find her clit, rubbing circles that matched his thrusts.

"Come for me," Marcus commanded, and the authority in his voice combined with the pressure on her clit shattered her.

Vera came hard, pussy clenching rhythmically around his cock, crying out his name while maintaining that eye contact he'd demanded. She watched his control break—watched him thrust harder, faster, chasing his own release until he groaned and buried himself deep, coming with her name on his lips.

They collapsed together, both gasping for air, tangled in sheets and each other. Marcus carefully pulled out and disposed of the condom, then pulled her into his arms.

"That was—" Vera started.

"I know."

They lay like that for several minutes, just breathing together, neither wanting to break the spell by moving or talking. Finally, Marcus pressed a kiss to her forehead.

"You're going to be late for class."

Reality crashed back in. Vera glanced at the clock—10:37 AM. She had less than ninety minutes to get home, shower, change, and make it to campus. "Shit."

"I can drive you. Faster than dealing with parking."

"People will see your car dropping me off. They'll ask questions."

"Let them. I'm done hiding this." His arms tightened around her. "Unless you want to hide it? I'll respect whatever boundaries you need."

Vera considered. Her colleagues already thought she was distracted and obsessed with Maya's disappearance. Showing up with a mysterious man dropping her off would just add fuel to that fire. But the alternative—sneaking around, maintaining the pretense that this was just physical—felt dishonest in ways she couldn't articulate.

"No," she said finally. "No more hiding. But I need to go home and change. And shower. I smell like sex."

Marcus laughed. "You smell perfect. But yes, I'll take you home. On one condition."

"What?"

"Dinner tonight. Actual dinner, in public, like normal people on a normal date. If we're not hiding this, let's not hide it."

Vera's heart did that complicated thing again—half fear, half excitement. "Okay. Dinner. But somewhere that's not too fancy—I have limited wardrobe options for dating the owner of a secret sex club."

"There's a good Italian place on the river. Quiet, excellent food, no one will care who we are." He kissed her nose. "Now get dressed before I change my mind about letting you leave this bed."



The drive to Vera's apartment was quiet—comfortable silence rather than awkward. Marcus drove a sleek black sedan that probably cost more than she made in a year, navigating Monday morning traffic with practiced ease.

"When did you realize?" Vera asked as they pulled up to her building.

"Realize what?"

"That this was more than just managing a threat. That you actually cared."

Marcus was quiet for a moment, hands still on the wheel even though he'd parked. "That first Sunday. When you came back even though you didn't have to. When you walked into that booth like you were walking into battle—terrified but determined. I watched you on the security feeds and thought, 'She's going to destroy me.'"

"But you let me in anyway."

"I let you in anyway." He turned to look at her. "Worst decision I've ever made. Best decision I've ever made. Both true simultaneously."

Vera leaned over to kiss him—quick and chaste because they were in public, but meaningful nonetheless. "I'll see you tonight."

"Seven o'clock. I'll pick you up."

She climbed out of the car and watched him drive away, feeling unmoored and exhilarated in equal measure. Then she ran upstairs to shower and change, trying to process everything that had happened in the past twelve hours.

Her apartment felt strange—too quiet, too empty, too much like her old life before glory hole booths and dangerous men. She showered quickly, scrubbing away the scent of him even though part of her wanted to keep it. Dressed in teaching clothes—professional pants, blouse, cardigan. The armor of academia.

In the mirror, she looked the same as always. But she felt fundamentally changed, like someone had reached inside and rearranged her essential self.

Her phone buzzed: Missing you already. Tonight can't come fast enough. - M

Vera smiled despite everything, despite the complications and moral ambiguities and the fact that she was almost certainly making a terrible decision.

She texted back: Focus on your day. I'll focus on mine. We'll figure out the rest tonight.

Deal. Teach those undergrads about narrative tension. I'll be here thinking about real-world tension.

Stop being charming. I'm trying to maintain professional focus.

Never. Charm is my primary weapon. - M

Vera laughed and pocketed her phone. She had an hour before class, which meant she had time to do something she'd been avoiding: actually process what she'd learned about Maya.

She sat at her desk and pulled up the video Marcus had shown her—the proof that Maya was alive and safe. Watched it three more times, studying her friend's face for signs of coercion or distress.

But Maya looked genuinely okay. Thin, sure, and obviously operating under constraints about what she could say. But her eyes were clear, her smile real, her body language relaxed rather than frightened.

Vera opened her laptop and started a new document—not sure what she was writing, just needing to process through text. The cursor blinked, waiting.

Maya is safe. Marcus says he didn't hurt her, gave her money and a new start. I want to believe him. Need to believe him, because the alternative—that I'm falling for someone who actually harmed my best friend—is unbearable.

But what if he's telling the truth? What if he really did save her from something worse? The clients he mentioned, the dangerous people who were "concerned" about her research—that's real. I've read enough about underground economies to know information is valuable and dangerous in equal measure.

So Maya is safe. I should be relieved. Should be able to let go, move on, return to my normal life.

Except I don't want to. Don't want normal. Want the complications, want the man who probably shouldn't want me, want the feeling of being thoroughly fucked and emotionally compromised.

What does that say about me?

Vera stared at the words on screen, then highlighted and deleted them. No need to document her own deteriorating judgment.

Instead she pulled up her lecture notes for Fiction Workshop II—they were discussing point of view today, the ways perspective shapes narrative truth. Appropriately meta given her current situation.

She made it to campus with fifteen minutes to spare, stopped for terrible coffee that was somehow still better than Marcus's, and walked into her classroom with her professional mask firmly in place.

Her students were already there, manuscripts spread across desks, discussing the week's reading assignment. They looked up when she entered, and Vera felt the familiar comfort of academic space settling around her like armor.

"Okay," she said, setting down her bag and coffee. "Let's talk about unreliable narrators. Who wants to start?"

The discussion flowed easily—her students were engaged, asking smart questions, pushing back on each other's interpretations. This was what she loved about teaching: the collaborative meaning-making, the way literature created space for multiple truths to coexist.

But halfway through class, while a student was analyzing perspective shifts in Lolita, Vera's mind wandered to Marcus. To the way he'd curated his explanation of Absolve, choosing which details to reveal and which to obscure. The way he'd presented himself through the booth—authoritative and controlled—versus the vulnerability he'd shown this morning.

Was he an unreliable narrator of his own story? Or was she the unreliable narrator, seeing what she wanted to see because the truth was too complicated?

"Professor Chen?" One of her students—bright girl named Samantha—was looking at her with concern. "Are you okay?"

Vera blinked back to the present. "Sorry, yes. Just thinking about... perspective. The way narrators shape what we see. What were you saying?"

They wrapped up the discussion and Vera dismissed class ten minutes early, suddenly exhausted by the performance of normalcy. She gathered her things slowly, avoiding her office hours, not ready to face students with their earnest questions about graduate school and publishing.

Instead she found herself walking across campus to the library—the old one, built in the 1960s, all concrete and dated architecture. She climbed to the top floor where the special collections were housed, needing to be around books that felt permanent and real.

The special collections librarian—Dr. Eleanor Wright, tenure-track, probably in her sixties—looked up as Vera entered. "Professor Chen. Haven't seen you in a while. Looking for anything specific?"

"Just browsing. Needed to be around old books."

Eleanor smiled knowingly. "I understand completely. The modern world too much today?"

"Something like that."

Vera wandered through the climate-controlled stacks, running her fingers along spines without really reading titles. But she found herself gravitating toward the Victorian literature section—found herself pulling out a first edition of Jane Eyre, opening it carefully.

The marginalia caught her eye—someone had written notes throughout, in elegant nineteenth-century script. Commentary on the text, reactions to plot points, underlined passages that clearly meant something to the reader.

"Reader, I married him," the famous line near the end, was underlined twice. In the margin: Finally. After all the suffering. After all the pretense. Truth at last.

Vera's throat tightened. Jane and Rochester's relationship had been built on secrets and lies—his hidden wife, her hidden feelings, both of them pretending to be something they weren't until circumstances forced honesty.

Was that what she and Marcus were doing? Building something on a foundation of secrets that would eventually collapse under the weight of truth?

"That's a beautiful edition." Eleanor had appeared beside her, silent as a ghost. "Donated by a private collector last year. The marginalia makes it even more valuable—gives us insight into how Victorian readers engaged with the text."

"Someone loved this book," Vera said, tracing the underlining. "Loved it enough to mark it up despite that decreasing its monetary value."

"Love often makes us do things that don't make rational sense." Eleanor's eyes were kind behind her glasses. "Are you working on something new? Research project?"

"Maybe. Still figuring it out." Vera closed the book carefully. "Do you think Jane was right to go back to Rochester? After everything he'd hidden from her?"

Eleanor considered the question seriously. "I think Jane went back because she'd changed. Become strong enough to choose him from a position of equality rather than dependence. The question isn't whether Rochester deserved forgiveness—it's whether Jane had become the person who could offer it."

"So it's not about him at all. It's about her journey."

"Precisely. Rochester was always who he was—flawed, secretive, morally ambiguous. Jane was the one who had to transform to meet him as an equal."

Vera thanked Eleanor and checked out the book, needing to sit with that interpretation. Needing to figure out if she was Jane in this scenario—if she needed to transform to meet Marcus as an equal—or if she was fooling herself about the whole thing.

Her phone buzzed as she left the library: How was class?

Fine. Good discussion on unreliable narrators.

Appropriate given the current circumstances. Am I an unreliable narrator?

Undoubtedly. But so am I. Maybe that's the point.

Deep thoughts for a Monday afternoon. Want to share?

Vera hesitated, then decided honesty was worth the risk: Reading Jane Eyre. Thinking about secrets and forgiveness. About whether love built on lies can transform into something real.

The response took several minutes: Heavy. But relevant. For what it's worth, I'm done lying to you. Whatever happens from here, it'll be based on truth. Even if that truth is ugly.

I'm holding you to that.

Good. See you at seven. Wear something comfortable—the restaurant is nice but not stuffy.

Vera went home to change and found herself staring at her closet with unfamiliar anxiety. What did one wear to dinner with someone who'd had his fingers in your ass less than twenty-four hours ago but was now attempting normal dating?

She settled on a simple dress—deep green, flattering without trying too hard, comfortable heels. Did her makeup carefully, left her hair loose. In the mirror, she looked like someone going on a date rather than someone having a moral crisis about falling for a dangerous man.

Close enough.

Marcus arrived precisely at seven, knocking on her door like a gentleman rather than texting from the car. When she opened it, he was holding flowers—peonies, lush and pink and probably expensive.

"Hi," he said, and the softness in his voice made her heart ache.

"Hi. You brought flowers."

"I'm trying to do this properly. Romance you like you deserve to be romanced." He stepped inside, setting the flowers on her counter. "Do you have a vase?"

"Under the sink."

While he arranged the flowers with surprising competence, Vera studied him. He was wearing dark slacks, a fitted button-down, no tie. Casual elegance that probably came naturally to someone who owned establishments where appearances mattered.

"You clean up well," she observed.

"So do you. That dress is..." He trailed off, eyes raking over her appreciatively. "Stunning. We should probably leave now before I suggest skipping dinner entirely."

"Absolutely not. You promised me Italian food and I'm holding you to it."

The restaurant was perfect—intimate without being claustrophobic, bustling enough that they weren't conspicuous but quiet enough for conversation. The host greeted Marcus by name, leading them to a corner table with a view of the Truckee River.

"You come here often?" Vera asked as they settled into their seats.

"Often enough. It's good food, good wine, and the owner respects privacy." He paused. "I should clarify—I come here alone. This is the first time I've brought someone."

"Why me?"

"Because you're the first person I've wanted to share things with in... years. Maybe ever." He reached across the table to take her hand. "I know this is fast. Know it's probably insane given the circumstances. But I need you to know this isn't casual for me. You're not casual."

Vera squeezed his hand, feeling the weight of that confession. "It's not casual for me either. Which is terrifying, because casual would be so much simpler."

"Fuck simple. Simple is boring."

They ordered wine and appetizers, settling into the kind of conversation that felt simultaneously natural and charged with significance. Marcus asked about her research, her teaching, what had drawn her to Victorian literature. Vera found herself talking about her grandmother too—the one who'd given her Wuthering Heights when she was twelve, sparking a lifelong love of Gothic fiction.

"We both had grandmothers who shaped us," Marcus observed. "Both through Victorian literature. That feels significant."

"Literature major in you is showing."

"I was a literature major. Double major with business, but literature came first." He swirled his wine thoughtfully. "I almost went to grad school. Was accepted to several PhD programs, actually. Chose business instead—more practical, more lucrative. Sometimes wonder what would have happened if I'd chosen differently."

"You'd probably be teaching at some small liberal arts college, wearing tweed jackets with elbow patches, boring your students with your dissertation research."

Marcus laughed. "That sounds terrible and also kind of appealing. The quieter life."

"Is it? Appealing?"

He considered. "Sometimes. When I'm dealing with the uglier aspects of Absolve—the surveillance, the leverage, the constant threat of exposure. But then I remember why I built it. The people it protects, the space it creates, the freedom it offers. And I think maybe the ugliness is worth it."

"That's very Victorian of you. The greater good justifying questionable means."

"I contain multitudes. Whitman, not Victorian, but the principle applies."

Their entrees arrived—pasta for her, risotto for him, both expertly prepared. They ate and talked, the conversation flowing from literature to philosophy to politics to the minutiae of daily life. Vera found herself relaxing, the anxiety that had been her constant companion for weeks finally easing.

This was good. This felt right. Whatever complications existed—and there were many—the connection between them was real.

Over dessert—tiramisu they shared, feeding each other bites with the casual intimacy of people who'd crossed physical boundaries but were still learning romantic ones—Marcus's phone buzzed. He glanced at it, and his expression darkened.

"Problem?" Vera asked.

"Maybe. Leo just texted—someone's been asking questions about Absolve. Local journalist, apparently doing a story on underground economies in Reno." He pocketed the phone. "It's probably nothing. We get inquiries occasionally. But the timing is... concerning."

"Because of me? Because I've been investigating?"

"I don't know. Maybe." He reached for her hand again. "I need to go back after this. Deal with it before it becomes an actual problem. But I don't want to cut our evening short."

"Then don't. I'll come with you."

Marcus looked surprised. "You want to come to Absolve? On a Monday?"

"I want to understand your world. All of it, not just the parts you show me in booths." Vera squeezed his hand. "Besides, if someone's investigating, maybe I can help. I'm decent at research."

"You're more than decent. You're brilliant." He flagged down their waiter, requesting the check. "Okay. But I need to warn you—Monday nights are different. Quieter, but also stranger. Different clientele."

"I can handle strange."

They drove back to Absolve through streets that were quieter than Sunday, Monday being a weeknight, most of Reno's nightlife dormant. Marcus parked in a private garage beneath the building—Vera hadn't known that existed—and led her through a service entrance.

"Employees only," he explained. "Main entrance is closed Mondays. We do private events only."

They took an elevator directly to the third floor, entering his office where Leo was waiting. The head of security looked grim.

"Details," Marcus said without preamble.

Leo pulled up something on his tablet. "Journalist is Amanda Pierce, writes for Reno Now. She's been contacting former employees—servers, bartenders, security. Asking about the establishment's operations, the clientele, what we know about members. Three people have called to report the inquiries."

"What did they tell her?"

"Nothing. Everyone's under NDA, and they know the consequences of breaking it. But she's persistent. Also smart—asking questions about tangential things, building a picture indirectly."

Marcus's jaw tightened. "Do we have leverage on her?"

"Working on it. She's clean so far—married, two kids, no major secrets that we can find. But I'll keep digging."

Vera cleared her throat. "Or you could just talk to her."

Both men turned to look at her.

"Explain what?" Marcus asked. "That we run a sex club with anonymous glory holes? That we collect surveillance on our clients? That we've made people disappear to protect our interests?"

"Explain that you provide a safe space for consensual adult encounters. That your surveillance is for protection, not exploitation. That the anonymity serves a legitimate purpose." Vera moved closer. "Look, journalists are going to investigate. You can't make them all disappear. But you can control the narrative if you're proactive instead of reactive."

Leo looked skeptical. "That's risky. Opens us up to more scrutiny."

"You're already under scrutiny. The question is whether you want to shape that scrutiny or just react to it." She turned to Marcus. "Let me reach out to her. As a concerned community member, someone interested in her research. I can feel out what angle she's pursuing, what she actually knows versus what she suspects."

Marcus studied her for a long moment. "You'd do that? Put yourself in her sights?"

"I'm a researcher. I know how to talk to journalists. And I have plausible reason to be interested—Maya's disappearance, my own investigation. I can frame it as academic curiosity rather than insider knowledge."

"It's smart," Leo admitted reluctantly. "Uses her existing cover story, doesn't expose our operations."

"And if she figures out you're connected to me?" Marcus asked Vera.

"Then we deal with that. But right now, you need information. Let me get it."

Marcus pulled her aside, away from Leo's hearing. "This is dangerous. If she's smart enough—"

"I can handle it. Trust me." Vera held his gaze. "You said you were done lying to me. That includes letting me help when I can actually be useful."

He cupped her face, thumb stroking her cheekbone. "You're already useful. And important. And I don't want you taking risks for me."

"Too bad. We're in this together now. For better or worse."

"Those are wedding vows."

"I'm aware." She kissed him quickly. "Let me do this. I'm good at this."

Marcus sighed, but nodded. "Fine. But carefully. And you report back everything—no secrets, no protecting me from bad news."

"Deal."

They returned to Leo, and Vera got the journalist's contact information. She'd reach out tomorrow, frame it as an academic inquiry into underground sexual economies—ironic, given that was actually Maya's research topic.

"I need to check on the event downstairs," Marcus said. "Private party, should be low-key. Want to see what Monday nights look like?"

Vera nodded, curious despite her lingering anxiety about the journalist situation. They took the elevator down to the main floor, and she was struck immediately by how different Absolve felt on a Monday.

The space was dimmer, more intimate. Only about a dozen people occupied the main room—all masked, all dressed in dark clothing that felt more ritualistic than the Sunday crowd's elegant attire. The music was different too—something ambient and unsettling, electronic undertones that made the hair on her arms stand up.

"Private kink party," Marcus explained quietly. "Every Monday we host a different community. Tonight is the rope bondage crowd. No booths—they need more space."

As Vera watched, she saw what he meant. In the cleared center of the room, a woman was being suspended by an elaborate rope harness, her body suspended in a complex pattern of knots. The rigger—a man in leather pants and nothing else—worked with focused precision, checking each line for safety while the suspended woman breathed through the experience with meditative calm.

"That's beautiful," Vera murmured, genuinely awed by the artistry of the ropework.

"Shibari. Japanese rope bondage. It's as much art as it is sex—sometimes more art than sex." Marcus's hand settled on her lower back, proprietary. "The Monday groups are my favorite. They take this seriously, understand the trust required. No pretense, no games—just people exploring their limits with care and consent."

They watched the scene unfold—the rigger adjusting lines, the suspended woman's body moving through poses that looked simultaneously painful and transcendent. Around them, other couples engaged in their own scenes—impact play with paddles and floggers, sensation play with ice and wax, a threesome in one corner that looked more like a carefully choreographed dance than sex.

"Do you participate?" Vera asked. "In scenes like this?"

Marcus shook his head. "I watch. Observe. Make sure everyone's safe. But I don't scene here—mixing business with personal pleasure is a boundary I don't cross."

"You crossed it with me."

"I crossed every boundary with you. You're the exception to every rule I've established."

Vera leaned into him, feeling the solid warmth of his body against her side. "Show me something. Teach me something I don't know about this world."

He looked down at her, surprise and heat mixing in his expression. "Are you sure?"

"Yes. I want to understand. Want to see what draws people here, what makes them come back."

Marcus considered for a moment, then took her hand. "Come with me."

He led her to a quieter corner where equipment was stored—leather cuffs, rope, various impact implements, all arranged neatly on shelves. He selected a length of soft rope—maybe twenty feet—and tested its flexibility.

"This is basic," he said, turning back to her. "Nothing complicated. Just enough to feel what it's like to surrender control." He paused. "If you want to try."

Vera's heart hammered. This was different from the booth encounters—public, observed, real in ways that anonymous encounters could avoid. But she trusted him. Trusted that he wouldn't hurt her, wouldn't push her beyond her limits.

"Yes," she said simply.

Marcus smiled, gentle and approving. "Arms out. Wrists together."

She obeyed, holding her wrists out. He began winding the rope around them—not tight, but firm, creating a cuff of multiple wraps. His movements were practiced, confident, the rope sliding through his hands with the ease of muscle memory.

"How does that feel?" he asked, finishing off the cuff with a simple knot.

"Strange. Restrictive. But not painful."

"Good. That's the goal—restraint without harm." He tested the cuff, ensuring two fingers could slip beneath it. "Basic safety—always leave room for circulation. If you feel tingling or numbness, you tell me immediately."

"Okay."

He took the trailing rope and guided her arms above her head, tying the rope off to an exposed beam. Not fully suspended like the woman in the center—Vera's feet still touched the ground—but stretched enough that she felt the pull in her shoulders, the vulnerability of the position.

Marcus circled her slowly, assessing his work. Then he moved close, pressing his body against her back, his mouth near her ear.

"How do you feel?" he murmured.

"Exposed. Helpless." Her voice came out breathy. "Turned on."

His hand slid up her body—over her stomach, between her breasts, settling on her throat. Not choking, just holding, reminding her that he could. "That's the point. Controlled vulnerability. You can't move, can't escape, completely at my mercy. But you're safe. Because I'm not going to hurt you."

"What are you going to do?"

"Whatever I want." His other hand slid under her dress, finding her already wet. "Seems you like this more than you expected."

Vera whimpered as his fingers teased her, barely touching, not enough pressure to satisfy. "Marcus—"

"Shh. You don't get to make demands right now. You're tied up, remember? This is about my pleasure, not yours."

The casual dominance in his voice made her cunt clench. She tested the ropes—they held firm, giving her no escape, no way to speed this up or take control.

She was completely at his mercy.

And God, she loved it.

Marcus spent what felt like hours teasing her—touching and retreating, building her arousal until she was whimpering continuously, begging incoherently. Around them, the party continued, people watching occasionally but mostly absorbed in their own scenes.

Finally, when Vera was desperate enough to beg properly—"Please, Marcus, please, I need to come, please touch me"—he relented. His fingers pushed inside her while his thumb circled her clit, and within seconds she was coming, crying out his name, her body jerking against the restraints.

He worked her through it, gentle now, then carefully untied her. Her arms ached as blood flow returned, and he massaged her wrists and shoulders, making sure she was okay.

"Thank you," Vera said when she could speak again. "That was—"

"I know." He pulled her close, holding her while she came down from the intensity. "You did so well. So beautiful like that."

They stayed like that for several minutes, just holding each other while the party continued around them. Finally, Marcus pressed a kiss to her forehead.

"Take you home?"

"Your home or mine?"

"Whichever you want. But I'd prefer mine—I sleep better with you there."

Vera smiled against his chest. "Yours, then."

They said goodbye to Leo, collected her coat, and drove back to his building in comfortable silence. Upstairs, Marcus ran another bath—apparently his preferred method of aftercare—and they soaked together while he asked gentle questions about her experience, making sure she was processing everything okay.

"I liked it more than I expected," Vera admitted. "The loss of control. Usually that terrifies me, but with you..." She trailed off.

"It's different when you trust someone. When surrender is a choice rather than an imposition."

"Is that why you built Absolve? To create spaces where surrender could be chosen?"

"Partially. Also because I needed the control myself. Needed to build something I could shape entirely, where I made all the rules." He traced patterns on her shoulder. "I'm better at control than surrender."

"I've noticed."

"Do you mind? That I'm..." He paused, searching for words. "That I need that level of control?"

Vera considered honestly. "I don't know yet. Sometimes it feels caring—like you're taking care of me. Sometimes it feels overwhelming, like I'm losing myself. I need to figure out where my boundaries are."

"That's fair. And important. Tell me when you find them?"

"I will. Promise."

They eventually made it to bed—just sleep this time, both exhausted from the emotional intensity of the day. Vera fell asleep wrapped in Marcus's arms, feeling safe and terrified in equal measure.

Tomorrow she'd contact the journalist. Tomorrow she'd start untangling the next layer of complications.

Tonight, she let herself just be held.


Chapter 5: The Truth

Tuesday morning arrived with the kind of crystalline clarity that only comes after winter storms—sky so blue it hurt to look at, sun reflecting off yesterday's snow in blinding sheets of light. Vera woke wrapped around Marcus like he was a life raft, both of them tangled in sheets that smelled like sex and cedar and the indefinable scent that was just them together.

She watched him sleep for a few minutes, studying the face she was learning to read—the way his jaw relaxed in sleep, the slight furrow between his brows that suggested even his dreams were complicated, the vulnerability that made him look younger than his forty-three years.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She reached for it carefully, trying not to wake him, and found a text from an unknown number: Professor Chen - heard you've been asking questions about missing persons cases. I'm working on something similar. Coffee? - Amanda Pierce

Vera's heart stopped. The journalist had reached out first, before Vera could even craft her careful approach. That meant Pierce was good—had already connected Vera to Maya's disappearance, was probably already building a larger story.

She slipped out of bed, pulling on Marcus's t-shirt from yesterday, and padded to the kitchen to make coffee. The terrible coffee, because his machine was apparently designed by someone who hated joy, but she needed the caffeine more than she needed quality.

"You're up early." Marcus's voice came from the doorway, rough with sleep. He was wearing nothing but sweatpants, hair thoroughly messed, looking like a Calvin Klein ad for domesticity.

"The journalist contacted me. Wants to meet for coffee."

His expression sharpened immediately. "What did you say?"

"Nothing yet. Just saw the text." Vera handed him the coffee she'd made—he took it without complaint despite its terrible quality. "She's already connected me to Maya. Which means she's further along than we thought."

Marcus pulled out his phone, typing rapidly. "I'm texting Leo. We need to know what else she's got before you meet with her."

"No." Vera put her hand over his phone. "That's exactly the wrong approach. If you start digging into her too obviously, she'll know we're worried. Know there's something worth finding. Better to meet with her, see what she actually knows versus what she's fishing for."

"That's risky."

"Everything about this situation is risky. At least this way I can control the narrative." She squeezed his hand. "Trust me. I'm good at this."

Marcus looked like he wanted to argue, but finally nodded. "Fine. But I want to know everything she says. And if it feels dangerous—if she knows about Absolve, about the surveillance, about anything that could actually hurt us—you walk away immediately."

"Deal." Vera texted back to Amanda: Coffee sounds good. When and where?

The response was immediate: Aces Coffee. 10 AM? I buy.

See you there.

Vera looked up to find Marcus watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read. "What?"

"You're remarkable. You know that?"

"I'm really not. I'm just a literature professor who's gotten herself tangled up in something way over her head."

"You're a literature professor who infiltrated an underground sex club, survived discovery by its dangerous owner, somehow convinced said owner to fall in love with her, and is now about to manipulate a journalist to protect our interests." He pulled her close, kissing her forehead. "That's not over your head. That's exactly where you belong."

"Pretty sure 'manipulate a journalist' shouldn't be on the list of things you admire about someone."

"And yet here we are." His hands slid under the t-shirt, finding bare skin. "We have two hours before your meeting. Want to see how many times I can make you come before then?"

Vera laughed despite the anxiety coiling in her stomach. "That's your solution to stress? Orgasms?"

"It's worked pretty well so far."

He had a point. And she could feel her body responding to his touch already, tension transmuting into arousal with embarrassing speed.

"Okay," she breathed. "But I'm timing you. Two hours, and I need time to shower and get dressed, so really you have ninety minutes maximum."

"Challenge accepted."

Marcus proceeded to make good on his promise—taking her against the kitchen counter first, fast and rough, both of them still half-asleep and urgent. Then slower in the shower, water streaming over them while he fucked her from behind, one hand between her legs, the other braced against the tile for leverage.

By the time they finished, Vera had come four times and lost all sense of linear time. She dressed in borrowed clothes—Marcus's closet yielded surprisingly passable options for someone who needed to look professional-ish—and tried to make herself look less thoroughly fucked.

"You look beautiful," Marcus said, coming up behind her at the bathroom mirror. "And thoroughly mine. Every journalist in Reno will be able to tell I've had you six ways from Sunday."

"That's helpful. Super helpful for maintaining professional boundaries."

"Who said anything about professional boundaries?" He kissed her neck, teeth grazing skin. "I want everyone to know you're taken. Want it written on your skin."

"Possessive much?"

"When it comes to you? Absolutely." His arms wrapped around her waist. "Be careful today. With the journalist. Don't give away more than you mean to."

"I won't. Promise." She turned in his arms. "What will you do while I'm gone?"

"Damage control. Talk to Leo about what we know, prepare contingencies in case this goes sideways. Worry obsessively about you being in potential danger." He smiled wryly. "The usual."

"I'm having coffee with a journalist, not infiltrating a mob meeting."

"Sometimes journalists are more dangerous than mobsters. They have platforms."

Vera kissed him—long and deep and full of promises she wasn't sure she could keep. "I'll text you after. Let you know what I find out."

"I'll be waiting. And Vera?" His expression turned serious. "If this gets complicated—if she knows things that could destroy Absolve—I need you to choose. Me or your principles. Because I'm not sure I can survive you choosing principles."

The request hung heavy between them. He was asking her to be complicit, to protect him even if it meant compromising her ethics. The old Vera—the one who'd knocked on Absolve's door six weeks ago—would have refused immediately. Would have insisted that truth mattered more than any relationship.

But this Vera, the one who'd fallen in love with a dangerous man and discovered she liked surrendering control, wasn't so sure.

"I'll choose us," she said finally. "Whatever that means. We'll figure it out together."

Relief flooded his features. "Thank you."



Aces Coffee was a local chain—decent coffee, industrial-chic aesthetic, frequented by students and remote workers who needed caffeine and WiFi. Vera arrived ten minutes early, claiming a corner table with good sight lines, and ordered a latte she didn't really want.

Amanda Pierce arrived exactly on time—mid-thirties, professional blazer over jeans, laptop bag that looked expensive. She scanned the room with the efficiency of someone used to assessing environments quickly, then locked eyes with Vera and smiled.

"Professor Chen? Amanda Pierce." She extended her hand, grip firm and confident. "Thanks for meeting me."

"Of course. Though I'm curious how you found me."

Amanda ordered her coffee—black, no sugar—then settled across from Vera. "I'm investigating underground economies in Reno. Sexual services, specifically. Your friend Maya Reeves was researching the same topic before she disappeared. You've been to campus police six times asking about her. Not hard to connect the dots."

Direct. Vera could respect that. "Maya's disappearance is why I wanted to talk to you. I'm hoping your investigation has turned up something the police missed."

"Maybe. But first—what do you know about a place called Absolve?"

Vera's heart rate spiked, but she kept her expression neutral. "I've heard the name. Underground speakeasy, allegedly. Why?"

"Because Maya visited it multiple times in the weeks before she disappeared. And because several of my sources mention it in connection with powerful people—politicians, business leaders, the kind of folks who need discretion." Amanda leaned forward. "But here's the interesting part: everyone who's worked there refuses to talk. Strong NDAs, apparently. Which makes me think there's something worth hiding."

"Or people just value their privacy. Not everyone wants their recreational activities exposed."

"True. But when someone disappears after investigating a place, privacy starts looking like a cover for something darker." Amanda pulled up something on her laptop. "I have security footage from businesses near Absolve's location. Shows Maya entering multiple times. Also shows you entering twice—once six weeks ago, once three days ago."

The evidence was damning. Vera forced herself to breathe normally, to think strategically. "I went there looking for Maya. Thought maybe someone there had seen her, knew something."

"And? Did they?"

This was the moment. Vera could lie, could claim she found nothing. Or she could offer a partial truth—enough to satisfy Amanda's curiosity while protecting the full scope of what Absolve actually was.

"I found out that Maya left voluntarily," Vera said carefully. "She discovered something in her research that made certain people nervous. Someone offered her money to disappear—to relocate, start over somewhere else. She took the deal."

Amanda's eyes sharpened. "You saw her? Talked to her?"

"I saw video proof that she's alive and safe. In Portland, finishing her degree under a new name. Part of the agreement was no contact with her old life for two years."

"Who made this deal? Who paid her to disappear?"

Vera hesitated. This was where she had to decide—protect Marcus, or tell the truth. But she'd promised him. Had promised to choose them over principles.

"I don't know names," she lied. "Just that Maya felt it was safer to leave than to publish what she'd found. That the people involved were powerful enough to hurt her if she didn't cooperate."

"And Absolve? What's its connection?"

"It's where Maya was conducting research. An establishment that caters to people who need discretion. But beyond that..." Vera spread her hands helplessly. "I didn't get much. The owner values privacy. Won't talk to outsiders."

Amanda studied her for a long moment. "You're protecting someone."

"I'm protecting my friend. Maya made her choice. I'm respecting it."

"Even though it means letting whoever forced her out get away with it?"

"No one forced her. She was given an option—publish and face consequences, or accept compensation and leave. She chose leaving. That's not coercion, that's pragmatism."

"Spoken like someone who's been convinced of a particular narrative." Amanda closed her laptop. "Professor Chen, I think you're a good person who's gotten tangled up with bad people. People who are very good at making their actions seem reasonable. But here's what I know: establishments like Absolve don't operate for eight years without serious backing. Without surveillance, leverage, protection. The amount of power required to keep something like that quiet suggests connections to law enforcement, to city government, possibly to organized crime."

"Or it suggests that people genuinely value their privacy and are willing to pay for discretion."

"Maybe. But I've been a journalist for fifteen years. I know the difference between legitimate privacy concerns and institutional corruption. And this—" She gestured vaguely, encompassing everything. "This feels like corruption."

Vera's phone buzzed. Text from Marcus: How's it going?

She ignored it, focusing on Amanda. "What are you going to publish?"

"That depends. If Maya really is safe and happy, if she really made an informed choice, then maybe nothing. I'm not in the business of destroying people's lives for clicks. But if there's actual wrongdoing—if people are being threatened, if Maya was coerced, if Absolve is breaking laws beyond simple vice regulations—then I have an obligation to report it."

"Maya is safe. I promise you that. The video I saw was recent, she looked healthy, she specifically said she chose this. Wouldn't that be enough?"

Amanda was quiet, thinking. Finally: "Can you get me that video? If I can see her, verify she's okay, I can probably convince my editor that there's no story here. Just a woman who chose to walk away from something complicated."

Vera's mind raced. The video was on Marcus's phone. Getting it would mean admitting to Amanda that she had closer access to Absolve than she'd implied. But it would also potentially end the investigation, protect Marcus, keep everything from imploding.

"I can try," Vera said carefully. "Give me twenty-four hours."

"Done. But Professor Chen?" Amanda's expression was kind but firm. "Be careful. Whatever you've gotten yourself into with these people—it's probably more dangerous than you realize. Powerful men who create spaces like Absolve don't do it out of altruism. They do it for control. Don't let yourself become another Maya."

The words hit harder than intended. Vera left the coffee shop feeling shaken, Amanda's warning echoing in her head.

She texted Marcus: Need to talk. Can I come to your office?

Always. Leo's here but we can use the conference room for privacy.

Twenty minutes later, Vera was sitting across from Marcus in a sleek conference room, explaining the conversation with Amanda. His expression grew progressively darker as she talked.

"She wants the video," he said flatly when she finished.

"She wants proof Maya is safe. Which seems reasonable, honestly."

"Giving her that video proves I have access to Maya's current location. Proves I was involved in her disappearance. Gives her leverage."

"Or it ends the investigation before she digs deeper. Before she finds things that are actually damaging." Vera leaned forward. "Marcus, she knows something's going on. Knows Maya didn't just vanish. We can either control what information she has, or we can let her keep digging until she finds something worse."

"There are other options. I could make her disappear like Maya. Or find leverage to keep her quiet."

The casual way he said it made Vera's blood run cold. "You're talking about threatening a journalist."

"I'm talking about protecting what I've built. What we have." His eyes were hard. "You think I'm going to let some reporter destroy everything because of misplaced idealism about truth?"

"That's not idealism, that's basic ethics—"

"Ethics are a luxury people with power get to have. The rest of us make hard choices and live with them."

Vera stood, anger flooding through her. "Is that what you think? That ethics are optional? That you can just make people disappear when they become inconvenient?"

"I think the world is more complicated than your academic idealism allows for. I think sometimes protecting the people you love means doing things that aren't clean or noble." Marcus stood too, moving around the table toward her. "I think you need to decide what matters more—your abstract principles or the concrete reality of us."

"That's not fair."

"None of this is fair. But it's the choice you have to make." He was close now, close enough that she could feel his body heat, smell his cologne mixed with coffee. "Give her the video if you want. End the investigation. But understand—you're choosing to protect me. To be complicit in everything I've done."

"I already chose you. This morning. Remember?"

"This morning was theoretical. This is real. This is you actively participating in the cover-up of Maya's disappearance, in the protection of an establishment that exists in legal gray areas, in everything you probably find morally questionable about me."

Vera stared at him, trying to reconcile the man who'd held her so tenderly with the one calmly discussing making journalists disappear. "Who are you?"

"I'm someone who does what's necessary. Who protects the people and things I care about, regardless of cost. I told you I wasn't a good man. I've never lied about what I am."

"No. You've just been very good at making it seem less ugly than it is."

Marcus flinched like she'd struck him. "Fair. But Vera—I need you to understand. If we give her the video and she still publishes, if she connects you to me, if any of this blows up—there will be consequences. Not just for me. For you, for your career, for everyone connected to Absolve. I can't protect everyone if the walls come down."

The weight of that settled over her. She hadn't fully considered the implications—if Absolve was exposed, she'd be connected to it. Her reputation, her academic career, everything she'd built would be compromised by association with an underground sex club.

She was already complicit. Had been since that first night in the booth.

"Show me the video," she said finally. "Let me verify Maya looks okay. If she does, I'll give it to Amanda with context that ends the investigation. If she doesn't—if there's any sign of coercion—then we need to figure out the truth."

Marcus studied her face for a long moment, then nodded. "Okay. But I'm sending Leo with you when you meet with Amanda again. Just as backup."

"That'll make her suspicious."

"I don't care. You're not meeting with a potentially hostile journalist alone." His voice brooked no argument. "That's non-negotiable."

Vera wanted to fight it, but the protective intensity in his expression stopped her. He was genuinely worried—not about his business, but about her safety. That mattered.

"Fine. But Leo stays in the background. I don't want her feeling threatened."

"Agreed."

They stood there for a moment, tension crackling between them. Finally, Marcus pulled her into his arms, holding her tight.

"I'm sorry," he murmured against her hair. "I'm sorry you're in this position. Sorry I've put you here."

"I put myself here. Walked through your door, kept coming back, fell in love with you despite every red flag." She pulled back to look at him. "We're in this together. For better or worse, remember?"

"Still feels like worse is winning."

"Then we'll tip the balance." She kissed him, trying to pour certainty she didn't feel into the contact. "Show me the video. Let's end this."



The video was on Marcus's personal laptop, stored in encrypted files alongside what Vera suspected was a lot of other compromising information. He pulled it up without comment, and they watched it together—Maya's face filling the screen, her voice explaining her choice, her eyes clear and uncoerced.

"She looks okay," Vera admitted. "Thinner, stressed maybe, but not afraid."

"She's working in a bookstore. Has an apartment in Northwest Portland. Enrolled in Portland State's graduate program under her new name. I get monthly reports—part of my agreement with her. Making sure she's actually okay, not just claiming to be."

"You care about her. The people you've relocated."

"Of course I care. I'm not a monster, Vera. I don't enjoy making people disappear. It's just... necessary sometimes. To protect something larger."

Vera saved the video to her phone, then turned to face him. "I'm meeting Amanda tomorrow. Giving her this, explaining that Maya made a choice, asking her to drop it. If she agrees, this ends. If she doesn't..."

"Then we move to contingency plans. Which I'd rather not discuss because you'll hate them."

"Probably." She checked her phone—2 PM already. "I should go home. Grade papers, prepare for tomorrow's classes, pretend I have a normal life."

"Or you could stay here. Work from my office. Let me feed you dinner and take you to bed properly tonight instead of rushed morning sex."

"Rushed morning sex was pretty great though."

"It was. But I want to take my time with you. Want hours, not minutes. Want to worship every inch of you without worrying about schedules." His eyes darkened. "Want to fuck you so thoroughly you forget there's a world outside this building."

Heat flooded through Vera's body. "That's... an appealing offer."

"Is that a yes?"

She should say no. Should maintain some boundaries, some separation between her real life and this increasingly complicated situation. But the thought of going back to her empty apartment, to grading papers alone while worrying about journalists and cover-ups and moral compromises...

"Yes," she said. "I'll stay."

Marcus smiled—the real smile, the unguarded one that transformed his whole face. "Good. Then make yourself comfortable in my office. I need to handle some business with Leo, but I'll be done by six. We'll have dinner sent up, then I'll show you exactly how thoroughly I can make you forget the rest of the world."



Vera spent the afternoon working in Marcus's office—grading papers with only partial attention, her mind circling the Amanda situation, the moral implications, the growing realization that she'd crossed lines she couldn't uncross.

At 5:30, her phone rang. Unknown number, but she answered anyway.

"Professor Chen? This is Detective Reeves."

The campus police detective she'd been hounding about Maya. Vera's stomach dropped. "Detective. What can I do for you?"

"I wanted to let you know—we found your friend. Or rather, she contacted us. Called from Portland this morning, confirmed she's safe and relocated voluntarily. Asked us to close the missing person case."

Relief and suspicion warred in Vera's chest. "She called you directly?"

"Yep. Wouldn't say much else—just that she'd left for personal reasons, was starting over, and wanted everyone to stop looking for her. So we're officially closing the case. Figured you'd want to know."

"I do. Thank you for calling."

"No problem. And Professor?" Reeves' voice softened slightly. "I know you were worried. But your friend sounded happy. Relieved, even. Sometimes people just need a fresh start."

After they hung up, Vera sat staring at her phone. The timing was too perfect—Maya calling the police the same day she'd told Marcus about Amanda's investigation. Which meant either Marcus had reached out to Maya to call them, or Maya had been monitoring the situation somehow.

Either option suggested levels of coordination and control that were honestly impressive and terrifying.

Her door opened—Marcus, carrying takeout bags that smelled incredible. "Thai food. Your favorite Thursday ritual, but on a Tuesday because rules are meaningless."

"Did you tell Maya to call the police?"

He set the food down, expression carefully neutral. "I suggested it might be helpful for her to verify she's alive and well. Given the circumstances."

"You're manipulating evidence. Witness statements. That's—"

"That's making sure the truth is documented. Maya is alive and well. The police needed to know that. Where's the manipulation?"

Vera wanted to argue, but he had a point. Maya calling to close her own case wasn't fabrication—it was just... strategically timed truth.

God, she was learning to think like him. That should probably alarm her more than it did.

"Eat," Marcus said, pulling out containers. "We'll argue about my moral flexibility after you've had food."

They ate in silence—pad thai for her, drunken noodles for him, spring rolls they shared. The food was excellent, and despite everything, Vera found herself relaxing. This was nice—domestic and comfortable in ways that felt dangerous to want.

"I'm meeting Amanda tomorrow at ten," she said between bites. "Giving her the video, explaining about Maya's call to police. With that corroboration, she shouldn't have any reason to keep investigating."

"And if she does anyway?"

"Then we deal with it. Together." Vera reached for his hand. "I meant what I said—I'm choosing us. Whatever that means."

Marcus brought her hand to his lips, kissing her knuckles. "I know. And I'm trying not to examine too closely what it says about me that I'm letting you compromise your ethics for my benefit."

"Maybe it says you're human. That you want to be loved despite your flaws instead of in spite of them."

"That's generous."

"Or maybe I'm just really good at rationalization." She smiled wryly. "Literature professors are experts at constructing narratives that justify questionable behavior. We've been doing it for Victorian novels for decades."

"Then we're well-matched. I'll provide the morally ambiguous behavior, you'll provide the narrative framework to make it palatable."

They finished dinner and cleaned up together—another glimpse of domestic routine that felt both right and impossible. Then Marcus took her hand, leading her toward his bedroom with clear intent.

"I promised to worship you properly," he said. "I intend to make good on that promise."

The bedroom was dark except for the city lights streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows. Marcus undressed her slowly—each piece of clothing removed with reverence, his hands mapping territory he'd explored before but treating it like new discovery.

When she was naked, he guided her to the bed—not roughly like this morning, but with careful attention that felt almost ceremonial. He undressed himself just as slowly, letting her watch, letting her see the evidence of his arousal.

Then he was over her, between her legs, kissing her with a thoroughness that made her head spin. His mouth moved from her lips to her jaw to her throat, teeth grazing skin just hard enough to make her gasp.

"I love how responsive you are," he murmured against her collarbone. "How you can't hide what you're feeling. Can't pretend you don't want this."

His mouth moved lower—tongue circling her nipples, teeth tugging gently, creating sensations that went straight to her cunt. She arched into his touch, hands tangling in his hair, trying to guide him lower.

"Patience," Marcus said, amusement coloring his voice. "I said worship, not rushing. We have all night."

He took his time with her breasts, seemingly fascinated by every response he could coax from her body. By the time he finally moved lower—kissing down her stomach, nuzzling the soft skin of her inner thighs—Vera was whimpering continuously, desperate for more.

"Please," she managed.

"Please what?"

"Please touch me. Properly. I need—"

"I know what you need." His breath ghosted over her pussy, making her shiver. "Going to make you come on my tongue first. Going to taste you properly, without rushing."

He spread her open with his thumbs and proceeded to eat her with single-minded focus—long, slow licks that made her thighs shake, focused attention on her clit that built pleasure with agonizing precision. He added fingers, stretching her, finding that spot inside that made her see stars.

When her orgasm hit, it was different from the rushed intensity of morning—this was rolling and deep, making her whole body tremble, lasting so long she thought she might die from pleasure.

Marcus worked her through it, gentling his touch as she came down, pressing soft kisses to her inner thighs. Then he was kissing his way back up her body, positioning himself at her entrance.

"Look at me," he commanded, and she opened her eyes—found him watching her with an intensity that stole her breath.

He pushed inside slowly—so slowly, letting her feel every inch, watching her face as her body adjusted to accommodate him. When he was fully seated, he paused.

"I love you," Marcus said quietly. "In case that wasn't clear. In case you had any doubt. I'm completely, irrevocably in love with you."

Vera's eyes burned with tears she didn't expect. "I love you too. Even though you're complicated and morally ambiguous and probably bad for me."

"Especially because of that."

He started to move—long, slow strokes that prioritized depth over speed, angle over force. This wasn't the desperate fucking of the booth or the rushed encounters of this morning. This was lovemaking in the truest sense—intentional, connected, about more than just physical pleasure.

Marcus kept eye contact the whole time, and the intimacy of it was almost overwhelming. She could see everything in his expression—desire yes, but also tenderness, vulnerability, the fear that she might still leave despite everything.

"I'm not going anywhere," she whispered, reading his fear. "You're stuck with me. Complicated ethics and all."

He groaned, pace stuttering slightly. "Say that again."

"You're stuck with me. I'm yours. Completely."

"Fuck, Vera—" His control fractured and he thrust harder, deeper, chasing his release. "Touch yourself. Want you coming with me."

Her hand slid between their bodies to find her clit, already swollen and sensitive. The dual stimulation—his cock inside her, her fingers on her clit, his eyes burning into hers—pushed her toward another orgasm with devastating efficiency.

"Now," Marcus commanded. "Come for me now."

The authority in his voice combined with everything else shattered her. Vera came crying his name, her pussy clenching around him rhythmically, vision whiting out from intensity.

She felt him follow—felt the throb of his cock as he came deep inside her (no condom this time, she registered distantly, though they'd talked about testing and birth control yesterday). Felt him collapse against her, both of them gasping for air, tangled together.

They stayed like that for a long time—just breathing, hearts slowing, the sweat cooling on their skin. Finally Marcus pulled out carefully, and pulled her against his side.

"That was—" Vera started.

"I know."

"Different than before."

"Because before we were still pretending this was just physical. Just convenient. Just about scratching an itch." He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Now we both know it's more. That changes everything."

"Are you scared?"

"Terrified. You're the first person I've let this close in years. Maybe ever. The first person who knows everything about me—the ugly parts, the dangerous parts—and hasn't run screaming."

"I considered it. Several times."

"But you stayed."

"I stayed." She traced patterns on his chest. "Though for the record, if you ever make another person disappear without extremely good reason, I'm going to be furious."

"Noted. Any other relationship boundaries I should know about?"

"Don't lie to me. Even if you think the truth will hurt. I can handle hurt—I can't handle deception."

"Deal. And my boundaries—don't ask me to choose between you and Absolve. Because right now, they're both essential to who I am. I need both."

Vera considered that. It was fair—he'd built Absolve before meeting her, invested eight years of his life into creating and protecting it. Asking him to give it up would be asking him to destroy part of himself.

"Okay," she agreed. "But if Absolve starts feeling like it's consuming you, like you're choosing it over your own wellbeing, I reserve the right to call bullshit."

"Fair." He pulled her closer. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow you end the journalist investigation, and then maybe we can have a few days of peace."

"That sounds impossibly optimistic."

"Let me be optimistic. I'm in love and just had incredible sex. I've earned some optimism."

Vera laughed, pressing a kiss to his chest. "Okay. Be optimistic. I'll be the pragmatic one who worries about how this all implodes."

"Perfect division of labor."

They fell asleep tangled together, and for the first time in weeks, Vera's dreams weren't anxious spirals about Maya's disappearance. They were just dreams—normal, unmemorable, peaceful.



Wednesday morning arrived with fog so thick it turned downtown Reno into something from a gothic novel. Vera woke early, dressed in her own clothes that Marcus had apparently had someone collect from her apartment overnight (which was sweet and also slightly alarming in its efficiency), and prepared for her meeting with Amanda.

Leo appeared at nine—silent, professional, radiating the kind of controlled danger that suggested military background. "I'll be nearby," he said simply. "Not interfering unless necessary."

They drove to the coffee shop separately—Vera arriving first to claim their previous table, Leo positioning himself at the counter with sight lines to their conversation but far enough away to seem unconnected.

Amanda arrived at ten exactly, looking more tired than yesterday. "Professor Chen. Thanks for meeting again."

"I have what you asked for." Vera pulled out her phone, showing the video of Maya. "She contacted campus police yesterday too. Closed her own missing person case, confirmed she relocated voluntarily."

Amanda watched the video twice, expression inscrutable. "She looks okay."

"She is okay. I know it's not the story you wanted—no corruption, no forced disappearance, just a woman making a hard choice. But sometimes that's how these things go."

"Mm." Amanda closed her laptop, seemed to come to a decision. "I believe Maya's safe. The video plus the police call—that's solid corroboration. But Professor Chen, I don't believe that's the whole story."

Vera's pulse spiked. "What do you mean?"

"I mean I don't think you're just a concerned friend who happened to find answers. I think you're connected to whatever made Maya leave. I think you know more about Absolve than you're telling me. And I think—" She paused, studying Vera's face. "I think you're protecting someone you care about."

"That's speculation."

"It's observation. You're wearing different clothes than yesterday. Expensive clothes that don't fit quite right—like you borrowed them. You have a security guard sitting at the counter trying to look casual but watching our conversation. And you have that look people get when they're in love with someone they probably shouldn't be in love with."

Vera forced herself to breathe normally. "Even if that were true—and I'm not saying it is—what difference does it make? Maya's safe. There's no crime. Nothing to report."

"Maybe. Or maybe there's a larger story about how power operates in this city. About the establishments that exist to serve the powerful, the women who get paid to disappear when they learn too much, the systems that protect all of it." Amanda leaned forward. "But here's the thing—I'm tired. I've been working this story for three months, and every lead turns into a dead end or an NDA. People are scared. Won't talk. And maybe that's because there's nothing to find, or maybe it's because the system is working exactly as designed."

"So what are you saying?"

"I'm saying I'm going to write a piece about Maya. About how she's safe, how she chose to leave, how sometimes people just need fresh starts. I'll mention Absolve briefly—enough to acknowledge it exists, not enough to invite scrutiny. And then I'm dropping it." She met Vera's eyes directly. "But if something changes—if people start getting hurt, if I find evidence of actual coercion—I'm revisiting this. So whoever you're protecting? Tell them to keep it clean."

Relief flooded through Vera. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. I'm not doing this for you—I'm doing it because the story I can prove is boring. Graduate student leaves to escape complicated situation, friend overreacts, everyone's fine. That's not worth printing." She stood, gathering her laptop. "But Professor Chen? Be careful. Powerful men who run establishments like Absolve—they don't stay powerful by being nice. Whatever you think you have with this person, make sure you're not just another Maya waiting to happen."

After Amanda left, Vera sat alone with her coffee, processing. Leo appeared at her table.

"She's dropping it?" he asked quietly.

"She's dropping it. For now."

"Good. Boss will be relieved." He paused. "For what it's worth—he's different with you. More human. Less controlled. That's either very good or very dangerous."

"Helpful. Super reassuring."

Leo almost smiled. "Just saying—be aware of what you're getting into. Marcus Thorne is a good man in a lot of ways. But he's also someone who does whatever's necessary to protect what's his. Make sure you're okay being 'his.'"

He left before she could respond, but the words stayed with her all the way back to Marcus's building.

She found him in his office, talking to someone on speakerphone about liquor licenses and zoning regulations. He glanced up when she entered, expression shifting from businesslike to relieved.

"I'll call you back," he told whoever was on the phone, and ended the call. "How did it go?"

"She's dropping it. Writing a piece about Maya being safe, mentioning Absolve in passing, moving on." Vera sank into the chair across from his desk. "But she knows, Marcus. Knows I'm connected to you, knows there's more to the story. She's just choosing not to pursue it."

"For now."

"For now," Vera agreed. "Which means we're on borrowed time. Eventually, someone's going to dig deeper. Someone's going to find something we can't control."

Marcus came around the desk, pulling her to her feet and into his arms. "Then we'll deal with it when it happens. Together. Like everything else."

"You're being remarkably calm about this."

"Because the alternative is panic, and panic doesn't help anyone." He tilted her face up. "Besides, right now I'm just relieved you're safe. That the journalist didn't figure out enough to be dangerous. That I get to keep you."

"I'm not going anywhere. How many times do I have to say it?"

"Say it again anyway. I like hearing it."

"I'm not going anywhere. You're stuck with me. For better or worse, in sickness and health, till death do us part—" She stopped, realizing what she was saying.

Marcus's expression turned devastatingly tender. "Are those wedding vows, Professor Chen?"

"Maybe. Someday. If you're lucky." She kissed him before he could respond. "But first we're going to date like normal people. Go to movies, have arguments about whose turn it is to cook dinner, meet each other's friends. All the boring relationship stuff that people do when they're not sneaking around underground sex clubs."

"That sounds impossibly domestic."

"It does. Want to try anyway?"

"With you? Yes. Absolutely yes." He kissed her again—deep and thorough and full of promises. "Though I reserve the right to occasionally sneak you into booths for old time's sake."

"Deal. But only if I get to tie you up sometimes. Turnabout's fair play."

Marcus groaned. "You're going to destroy me."

"That's the plan."



Six Months Later

Summer in Reno meant desert heat that made the mountains shimmer with mirages, students fleeing campus for internships and home, relative quiet in the academic world. Vera spent her days writing—not grading papers, but actually writing. A book about Victorian literature and modern sexual economies, examining how confession spaces functioned across centuries.

Maya had given permission to be interviewed (remotely, maintaining her anonymity), providing insights into her research that shaped entire chapters. The book was good—possibly great, her agent had said with barely suppressed excitement. Academic presses were interested. It might actually matter.

Marcus had slowly started introducing her to his world—not as a secret, but as his partner. She attended Absolve's private events occasionally, always masked, always as observer rather than participant. She met the Monday night crowd, the Friday swingers, the Sunday traditionalists. Started understanding the ecosystem Marcus had built, the care he took with every detail.

And slowly—so slowly neither of them quite noticed it happening—they started building something that looked like a life together.

Vera kept her apartment but spent most nights at Marcus's. They cooked together (badly, neither of them being particularly skilled), argued about books and politics and whether pineapple belonged on pizza (her: yes, him: absolutely not, this: unresolvable). Introduced each other to friends, navigated the awkward "what does your boyfriend do?" questions with creative truth (consulting, technically accurate).

It wasn't perfect. They argued—about his need for control, her tendency toward self-righteousness, his occasional reversion to solving problems by making them disappear, her frustration with moral flexibility. But they argued fairly, and they always came back to center.

In August, Marcus took her to his grandmother's grave—small cemetery in the foothills, headstone simple and elegant. He brought flowers (peonies, like he'd brought to their first date), and stood for a long time just holding Vera's hand.

"She would have liked you," he said finally. "Would have approved of someone who called me on my bullshit."

"Think she'd approve of how we met?"

"Probably not. But she'd appreciate the narrative arc—secret identities, forbidden attraction, eventual truth and redemption. Very Victorian."

Vera laughed, squeezing his hand. "Are we redeemed?"

"Working on it. I think redemption is a process, not a destination."

On the drive back, Marcus pulled over at a scenic overlook—one of those spots where you could see the whole valley spread below, city lights starting to flicker on as evening approached.

"I have something to ask you," he said, killing the engine.

Vera's heart jumped. "Okay..."

"Move in with me. Officially. Not just keeping clothes at my place, but actually living there. I want to wake up with you every morning. Want to have boring conversations about whose turn it is to buy groceries. Want to build something permanent instead of just seeing where this goes."

"That's a big step."

"I know. And if you need more time, I understand. But Vera—I'm sure about this. About you. About us. I've never been more sure of anything."

She looked at him—at his hopeful, vulnerable expression, at the way he was trying not to look anxious about her answer. Thought about the journey from that first night in the booth to here, all the complications and revelations and moral compromises along the way.

"Yes," she said. "Yes, I'll move in with you."

Marcus's smile was incandescent. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. Though I'm keeping my apartment for another year—just as backup, just in case. No offense."

"None taken. Smart, actually. I'd expect nothing less." He pulled her in for a kiss that was tender and promising and full of relief. "I love you. So fucking much."

"I love you too. Even though you're complicated and morally ambiguous and definitely corrupted me."

"You like being corrupted."

"I really do." She kissed him again. "Now take me home. Our home. And show me exactly how you plan to celebrate this terrible decision I'm making."

"Best terrible decision you'll ever make."

And as they drove back to the city, summer sun setting over the mountains in a blaze of orange and gold, Vera thought maybe he was right. Maybe terrible decisions—the ones that broke all your rules, that compromised your principles, that turned your life upside down—maybe those were the ones worth making.

Maybe love was always a little terrible. A little dangerous. A little morally ambiguous.

Maybe that was the point.



Epilogue - Two Years Later

The publication party for "Confessional Spaces: Victorian Literature and Modern Sexual Economies" was held at Absolve—because where else would it be? The establishment had become semi-legitimate in the past two years, obtaining proper licensing, operating more openly (though still maintaining strict privacy for clientele). Vera's book had actually helped with that—providing academic framework, contextualizing the service they provided within historical precedent.

Maya had come—her first time back in Reno since disappearing three years ago. She looked good, healthy, happy. Had finished her PhD at Portland State, gotten a tenure-track job at Reed College. She and Vera hugged for a long time, both crying, both relieved.

"Thank you," Maya said quietly. "For not giving up. For finding me even when I didn't want to be found."

"Thank you for trusting me with the truth. Even when you couldn't say it directly."

They clinked champagne glasses, reconciliation complete if not simple.

Marcus found Vera later in the evening, pulling her aside to the now-familiar Sloth booth. It had been renovated—the panel removed, converted into a proper small room with seating for intimate conversations.

"Remember this?" he asked, gesturing around.

"How could I forget? This is where I fell in love with a dangerous man and ruined my life."

"Ruined? That's harsh."

"Fine. Complicated my life in interesting ways." She turned to face him. "Why are we here?"

Marcus pulled a small box from his pocket. "Because this is where it started. Where you first knelt for me, first surrendered, first chose to keep coming back even though you shouldn't have. Felt right to come full circle."

Vera's breath caught. "Marcus—"

"I know we said we'd take things slow. Know we agreed to let the relationship develop naturally. But Vera—" He opened the box, revealing a simple ring, elegant and perfect. "I don't want slow anymore. Don't want natural development. I want you, permanently, officially. Want everyone to know you're mine and I'm yours. Marry me?"

"That's not a question, that's a command."

"Force of habit. Does that mean no?"

Vera laughed, tears streaming down her face. "That means yes, you controlling, morally ambiguous, absolutely perfect man. Yes, I'll marry you."

Marcus slipped the ring on her finger—perfect fit, because of course he'd figured that out—and pulled her in for a kiss that was everything their relationship had been: passionate, complicated, absolutely right despite being absolutely wrong.

"I love you," he murmured against her lips. "My favorite terrible decision."

"I love you too. My favorite corruption."

Outside the booth, the party continued. Friends celebrating her book, colleagues congratulating her success, Maya toasting new beginnings. Normal life, normal relationships, normal happy endings.

But here, in this small room where it had all started, where anonymity had led to intimacy and secrets had led to truth, Vera Chen and Marcus Thorne held each other and knew they'd found something extraordinary.

Not despite the complications. Because of them.

Sometimes the best love stories started in the dark. In confession booths and glory holes and anonymous encounters that shouldn't have meant anything but somehow meant everything.

Sometimes redemption looked like falling for the wrong person and discovering they were exactly right.

Sometimes happily ever after started with the worst possible decision.

And sometimes—just sometimes—that was exactly as it should be.

THE END



They were married six months later in a small ceremony at the cemetery where Marcus's grandmother was buried, surrounded by Victorian first editions and peonies and everyone who mattered. Maya was the maid of honor. Leo best man. The officiant read from Jane Eyre—the passage about reader and marriage and truth at last—and no one questioned why a wedding would quote a novel about complicated love and hidden wives and redemption through honesty.

Absolve continued operating for another decade before Marcus sold it to a collective of former employees and retired to focus on other ventures (and on his wife, who'd gotten tenure and needed support through the chaos of academic politics).

They had two kids—both voracious readers, both inheriting their parents' love of Victorian literature and moral complexity. Neither learned about the glory hole booth origins until they were adults, at which point they found it hilarious and slightly traumatizing in equal measure.

Maya visited every year, always in August, always bringing stories about her own life that had turned out far stranger than academic research could have predicted.

And sometimes—not often, but sometimes—Vera and Marcus would sneak into what used to be the Sloth booth, now just a reading room in their home, and remember where they'd started. The kneeling and surrendering and slow unraveling of every boundary they'd thought they had.

"Best worst decision," Vera would say.

"Absolutely," Marcus would agree.

And they'd both know they'd gotten impossibly, improbably, beautifully lucky.
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