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Preface

Hi.

Before anything else, thank you for picking up this book.

Out of all the stories you could be reading right now, you chose mine, and that still feels a little surreal to say out loud. Taste of Obsession is my first novel, and the fact that it's in your hands means more to me than I can really put into words.

Now I should probably warn you about what you're getting into.

This book is explicit. It's messy. It's about desire, control, bad decisions, and the kind of attraction that makes perfectly reasonable people do things they probably shouldn't. If you're here for sweet and polite romance, you may have wandered into the wrong place.

But if you like morally gray men, women discovering parts of themselves they didn't know existed, and tension that burns a little hotter than it probably should... you're in the right place.

This is also just the beginning.

Taste of Obsession is the first book in a series, and the world these characters live in is only going to get bigger, darker, and a lot more complicated from here. There are more stories to tell, more characters waiting in the wings, and plenty of trouble still ahead.

I'm incredibly excited to share this journey with you, and I'm grateful you're here for the start of it.

So settle in. Things are about to get interesting.

Viola Wilde


Prologue

Silas




I keep telling myself it shouldn’t be that hard to sit across from an empty chair.

I’ve stared down men who wanted me dead. I’ve held guns while deciding who wouldn’t see morning. I’ve lost people before this. This should be easy.

But it isn’t. Because Marco DeAngelo was dead. Shot down in a parking lot. The bullet hole under my collar bone aches in reminder at just how close I came to joining him. To just being another absence people learn to live around.

Marco's house is quiet, another reminder of how things are never going to be the same. It was always noisy before. Everyone always hung around his house. Hell, some of us slept here more nights than our own places. He liked it that way. Liked knowing where his people were.

I considered Marco a brother. We didn’t share a drop of blood, but he was the only person in my life who never walked away. He stayed when staying cost something. Stayed when leaving would’ve been easier. And he didn’t just do that for me. He did it for all of us.

The Sinners. The name he gave us. Marco believed in calling things what they were. We did what needed doing. We crossed lines other people pretended not to see. If the world needed villains to stay clean, he figured we might as well own the role.

His legacy. We thought we owned the city. Thought that when the Syndicate started moving in, we’d come out on top no matter what. Marco made us feel bulletproof.

Now he’s gone, and only a handful of us are left. Funny how fast power evaporates once the man holding it is in the ground. I swore when he died, I wouldn’t let it end like this. I owe that much to him. And to the rest of us who stayed.

The clock on the dining room wall ticks away. Reminding me that we are playing the waiting game.

Encino is crouched by the back door, eyes locked down the hallway toward the front. I didn’t want him involved tonight. He’s only fourteen. A kid, no matter how hard he tries to be anything else.

But I also knew I couldn’t tell him no. When the shooting started, Marco didn’t reach for his gun. He covered Encino instead. I know the kid carries that with him. The guilt. The thought that if he hadn’t been there, Marco might have worried about his own hide instead of someone else’s.

So, who was I to tell him to stay back?

Carter leans against the back of the couch, blood dried into his fists and smeared across his shirt. I probably look the same. We should clean up. Burn the clothes. Erase the night. But neither of us have.

We like the reminder. Proof that this actually happened. That the debt was paid. Blood for blood always feels more real when you can still see it. The lock on the front door clicks.

Encino bolts up and is at the ready. But I know there are only a couple of people with a key to this place. I wait as the sound of two sets of feet come down the hall.

Judith is in the lead. She looks sharp and alive. She is one of those women who the hard the night, the brighter they burn.

Behind her comes Vincent. And well, Vincent looks like shit.

His hair is loose instead of a slicked back; dark circles carved under his eyes. He scans the room as he walks in, like he’s hoping someone else looks as guilty as he feels.

Judith goes straight to Encino and pulls him into a hug. He pushes her away, muttering that he’s fine. When he drops back down, she joins him. Then she looks at me.

“How did it go?”

Too casual. Like she’s asking about the weather.

I take a breath. My chest protests.

“They’re dead,” I say. “All of them. The informant was right. The whole Volkov family was at the estate.”

The Volkov brothers ran the Syndicate. They came in a few years back, flooding the streets with cheap weapons and cheaper drugs, kicking off turf wars with anyone who pushed back. We’d been holding our ground. So instead of facing us head-on, they ambushed us.

After Marco died, they moved fast. Bought off the old heads. Scared off anyone who didn’t fold. Until it was just the five of us left. They stopped seeing us as a threat. Decided the Sinners were finished.

They were wrong.

Judith and Vincent were meant to draw attention. Torch the Syndicate warehouse and keep them busy. While they handled that, Carter, Encino, and I hit the estate and wiped it clean. The whole family. It was a long shot. We were outgunned and outmanned.

But it worked.

“And your end?” I ask.

Before she can answer, Vincent cuts in.

“She chained the fucking doors.”

I look at Judith. She doesn’t flinch. Just smiles, slow and unapologetic.

“Oh, and you tried so hard to stop me.”

Vincent drags both hands through his hair. “There had to be fifteen people in there. You could hear them. You could hear—” He cuts himself off.

“Jesus, Judith.” Carter lets out a low whistle. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

He’s not wrong. I’m not sure even I understood just how vicious she could be until tonight.

“Last-minute call,” Judith says with a shrug. “No cooks. No product. Figured you guys shouldn’t be the only ones hitting them hard.”

“How are you fucking proud of that?” Vincent says, already knowing it doesn’t matter.

“They deserved it,” Carter snaps. “Every last one of them.”

The way he says it twists something ugly in my gut. Carter’s always been like this. Too much heat. Too quick to violence.

“There’s a difference,” Vincent says, turning on him, “between revenge and slaughter.”

“I don’t give a shit,” Carter fires back. “They killed Marco.”

Vincent’s fist curls at his side. “Don’t talk to me like I forgot. I was fucking there.”

The words land wrong.

I watch Carter’s face twist—not with anger this time, but something sharper. Something wounded. He wasn’t there. Not that day. Not when Marco went down and everything fell apart. And Vincent just shoved that truth straight into his chest.

Carter closes the distance between them. “You got a problem with how tonight went,” he says quietly, dangerously, “we can handle it right now.”

This is where Marco would’ve stepped in. I catch myself waiting for his voice, that steady calm he always brought into moments like this. He kept us from tearing each other apart so many times. And now it's on me.

“Enough,” I cut in. My voice cracks through the room like a whip. “Calm the fuck down.”

It doesn’t have Marco’s calm. It doesn’t soften anything. But it works. The room goes still. They both freeze. Carter doesn’t look away from Vincent, but I see his shoulders tense, like he’s forcing himself not to swing.

I choose my next words carefully. Whatever comes next has to hold what’s left of us together. If that’s what they want.

“What’s done is done.” I lean back in my chair, forcing my voice to stay even. Calm costs more than anger right now, and I can feel it straining at the edges of every word. “Tonight, we all got our hands dirty. Every one of us.”

I let my gaze move between them. Not accusing. Not absolving. Just acknowledging. I can’t afford for them to start weighing each other’s sins. Not tonight. Not ever, if I want us to survive this.

“We all took our piece of vengeance,” I continue. “I hope it gave you something you can live with. And if it didn’t…” I shrug, smaller than I feel. “That’s not something I can fix for you.”

I pause, breathing through the ache in my chest. I push the image of Marco bleeding out aside and replace it with the bloodied faces of the Syndicate. And it feels good. 

“No matter how you feel, it had to be done,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “Believe it or not, that part was easy. Pulling the trigger always is.”

The words aren’t mine. They’re Marco’s. Something he used to say when things got ugly, and there was no clean way through.

“What comes after,” I add more quietly, “that’s the hard part. We still have work to do.”

I nod to Carter. He reaches behind the couch and pulls out a duffel bag, tossing it onto the floor between us. The top spills open, revealing stacks of cash.

“Jesus,” Judith says, her eyes widening. “How much is that?”

“Just over a million,” I tell her. “Volkov was meeting an arms dealer when we got there.”

I step closer and drop to one knee beside the bag, pulling out a stack and holding it up so they can all see it. This is the moment I’d been bracing for. The one that decides what we are after tonight.

These four stayed when everyone else ran. They stayed for revenge, yes, but also because our family was ripped apart, and they refused to walk away from what was left. They put their lives on the line for the Sinners. I loved them for that. And when I saw the money earlier tonight, I knew it was more than a score. It was a chance to pay that loyalty back.

To give them something we never really had before. A choice.

“Let me be clear,” I say. “It’s just the five of us now. Rebuilding won’t be easy, and it won’t be clean. If anyone wants out, now’s the time. You take your share and walk. No hard feelings. None of us will ever get an offer like this again.”

No one speaks.

I let out a slow breath. They earned the right to choose. I needed to give them that, even if part of me was terrified of the answer.

Their silence tells me everything. My family wants to stay together.

“Good,” I say, straightening. “Then we rebuild.”

The word settles heavier than I expected. Rebuild. It’s something you can do without first breaking apart.

I look to Vincent. This has always been his territory. I watch him straighten, shoulders squaring as the part of him that knows numbers better than people slides back into place. Grief tightens his face for half a second, then disappears behind calculation.

“It’s a lot to move without anyone noticing,” he says, rubbing a hand down his face. “You want it clean?”

“That’s the goal,” I say. “If we can funnel it into something legitimate, we don’t just hide it. We grow it.”

“We could move it through the slot machines in the bodegas,” Carter offers.

Vincent snorts. “That takes forever. Caps everywhere. We’d still be sitting on half of it in five years.”

Judith’s gaze never leaves the open duffel. She tilts her head, thinking. “We could buy out Loretta’s club,” she says finally. “She’s been talking about retirement. Ready to cash out. She won’t ask questions, and the girls already know how to keep their mouths shut.”

“So that’s it?” Encino cuts in. It feels like it the first words he has said all night.

I look at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He lets out a sharp breath. “We just move the fuck on?” His jaw tightens. “Roland. Edgar. Maria. They ran days after Marco died. Packed up and vanished like none of this was their problem.”

“They’re cowards,” I say.

“Yeah,” he snaps, “and cowards shouldn't get to walk away clean. And what about the others?” He gestures wildly. “The ones who took Syndicate money. Who sat down and shut up while we bled out.”

“You want to make enemies of the whole city?” I ask. “Is that what you’re saying? Because that’s how you do it.”

“We should finish it,” he says, voice tight, hands clenched like he’s holding himself together.

There it is. Not strategy. Not justice. Just grief looking for somewhere to land. I see the rage burning behind his eyes, and I know it’s a mask. One he doesn’t know how to take off yet.

“We’ve spilled enough blood,” I say, keeping my voice level even as anger presses hard against my ribs. Part of me wants to agree with him. Wants to rage with him and burn the whole city down for what we’ve lost.

But I know better. You don’t survive this long by fighting every war that calls your name. You pick your battles, and tonight isn’t about fighting anymore. It’s about staying alive.

“You should get some sleep, you'll feel better.”

He scoffs. “You don’t get to tell me—”

“That’s enough.” I straighten, letting authority settle into my tone. I don’t raise my voice. I don’t need to. “I’m not asking. That’s an order.”

For a second, I think he’s going to push it. I don’t want this turning physical. Don’t want him testing how far he can go. He storms down the hall, and I hear a door slam.

Carter exhales. “We could all use sleep.”

“Maybe a shower first,” Judith says, glancing at the blood on his hands.

Carter lets out a rough laugh as he heads down the hall. “Yeah. Probably.”

His footsteps fade, and the room feels calmer without him in it. It’s just me, Vincent, and Judith now.

Vincent shifts his weight, as he thinks. “We should split up the cash,” he says. “Not keep it all in one place.”

“Vin—” Judith starts.

He lifts a hand, already shaking his head. “I need some air. I’ll think clearer once I’m not standing in this room.”

He doesn’t wait for an answer. He turns and heads for the front door, pulling it open and slipping outside. The door shuts behind him with a quiet, final click.

Judith watches him go. Whatever existed between them didn’t survive tonight. He went out there to protect her. Instead, he learned the world might need protection from her.

“Judith,” I say.

She blinks once, and whatever softness was there disappears. “I’m fine.”

“Fine as in you're okay,” I say, moving toward the table, “or fine as in you don’t want to talk about it.”

“The second one.” She draws her knees up, arms wrapping around them like she’s holding herself together.

I nod. “Okay. When you’re ready, we can talk.”

“Don’t do that.” She lifts her head and pins me with her eyes. “You’ve got enough on your shoulders now. You said it yourself. We all have to live with what happened tonight. You can’t fix how we feel.”

Judith always knows how to cut straight to the bone. She’s right. I know she is.

“That’s not going to stop me from trying,” I say anyway.

She scoffs and stands. For a second I think she’s done, walking away like Vincent did. Instead, she steps closer and rests a hand on my uninjured shoulder.

“Just keep us busy,” she says. “Keep us moving forward. All right, boss?”

Boss. She used to annoy the hell out of Marco, calling him that. He knew he was the leader, but he never liked titles.

"I can do that." I give her hand a squeeze.

“Good.” She pats my shoulder, the way you might reassure a kid who’s done something right. “You making breakfast in the morning?”

"Yeah." I laugh as she walks away.

My gaze drifts back to the empty chair across from me. Down the hall, she’s already yelling at Carter not to use up all the hot water. Music starts blasting from Encino’s room. Somewhere out front, I’m sure Vincent is on the porch, probably smoking in the same chair he always uses.

It’s a strange lull. A quiet settling after violence and hurt. Almost normal. Enough to make me believe, just for a moment, that we can move forward. I never saw myself taking Marco’s seat. I never wanted it. Every version of the future I ever imagined had Marco in it.

This one doesn’t.

I stand and walk to the head of the table. The chair feels heavier than it should when I pull it out. I don’t hesitate. I sit.

This isn’t Marco’s seat anymore.

It’s mine.


Chapter One

Josie




“Sixteen BBs and seven stitches on his leg,” I say around a mouthful of bobby pins.

Maggie makes a sound that is half gasp, half growl. “And then they just threw him in the canal?”

“Apparently. One of the community-service kids already started calling him Rasputin. Says he’s unkillable.” I try to twist a section of hair into the low twist updo from the tutorial and stab a pin where the woman on my phone says to stab a pin. My fingers do not cooperate. “An older man saw him, carried him in. We got him stable.”

“Whoever did that shouldn’t be allowed near anything that breathes,” she says, and I can hear her pacing by the way her voice gets close and then far from the speaker. “I hate that that’s your normal. How’s the hair coming?”

I grunt at my reflection and pull the pin back out. “I’ve watched this video a hundred times and my hair still won’t listen. It’s supposed to be a low twist updo. I think I built a prison break.”

“FaceTime me,” Maggie says. “Tilt the camera. Let me see the back.”

I tuck the phone between a lotion bottle and a candle and angle it toward me. Maggie’s face fills the screen. She’s six years older than me and, just like our mom, aging well. We both got the thick, curly-wavy, unmanageable hair; she was smart enough to cut hers into a short bob a long time ago. It always looks salon-fresh.

I give her a slow spin. “Be honest. Will it hold, or am I going to shed bobby pins at the bar like rain?”

“It will hold if you spray it like it owes you money,” she says. “And it looks pretty. I said pretty, not perfect. Let it be pretty and just quit fussing with it.”

I laugh. She’s right. I’d probably do more harm than good if I keep messing with it.

Tonight’s the grand opening of Seventh Sin Casino and Hotel. Well, the hotel at least. The casino got pushed because of city politics. Brandon just said it was complicated, and I let it go. He landed the junior accountant job at Marcelli Holdings last year, and this has been their big project. It’s all he’s talked about for months.

I begged him to take me. He kept saying it wasn’t my scene, but I kept pushing. Since he took this job, he’s been at work more and with me less, and it messes with my head. Last year didn’t help. Those texts from Rebecca. We did therapy. We’re trying. Tonight I just want us to feel simple again.

Maggie’s voice pulls me out of the spiral. “Spray your hair. Then do the little side pulls so it looks soft. You know the move. Pin, spray, pull, spray. Show me.”

I do it and buy myself a breath. The twist finally looks intentional. I press a palm to my hair and it doesn’t move. Small miracle.

“If you were here, you’d bully this into a masterpiece.”

“If I were there, I’d have Grayson, and he’d be climbing your shower curtain pretending he’s Tarzan. You’re safer alone.”

“He still bouncing off the walls?”

“He’s six and has decided sleep is optional,” she says, softer now. “God, we love him, but yesterday I almost put him on the curb with a free sign.”

“You’d end up paying someone to take him and then begging for him back five minutes later.”

She laughs. It’s the least I can do for her after everything she does for me.

“Let me see it all together,” she says. “Full-body. I want to hype you up properly.”

I step back, flip the camera, and hold up the phone. The dress is black, floor-length, and beaded just enough to catch the light. I rented it from a shop downtown because I couldn’t make myself buy something I’ll only wear once. Especially not for over five hundred. Student loans and a vet-tech salary don’t leave much room for that.

I turn and check the fit. The dress snatches my waist and drapes over my legs. When I get to the back, the deep V shows off my best side, and the pain of the updo feels worth the hassle.

For once I look like a woman who belongs in a ballroom with a chandelier. At least under the bathroom light. Not the dog-tired woman I feel like on the inside, the one who just put in a ten-hour shift.

My arches throb and my calves pull every time I move, even though I slipped on my comfy black flats to save myself from the cold tile and unforgiving bathroom floor. I clean up pretty nice, if I do say so myself.

“You look gorgeous,” Maggie says, and she means it. “Chin up. Shoulders down. Take a picture and send it to me and also to yourself so you remember this. I want to send it to Mom too.”

“I will, once I change into my heels.”

I left the pair Brandon loves by the door so I would not forget them on my way out. I know they are going to kill my feet, but it is something I am willing to put up with for him.

I set the phone back on speaker, swipe on mascara, and smooth a finger under each eye where my concealer has creased.

Maggie hums. “Are you eating something before you go?”

“Does toothpaste count?”

“No. Put a cracker in your mouth while I talk. Three things. One, take a breath. Two, text me when you get there. Three, have fun and act like you have money.”

“Bossy,” I say, but I grab a sleeve of crackers from the cupboard and bite one while I check the time over the stove. Ten hours since I clocked in, and I am somehow still moving.

My phone buzzes on the counter.

Brandon: Are you on your way yet?

I let out a slow breath.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie asks immediately.

“He’s already checking,” I say as I text him an ETA. “I was supposed to leave fifteen minutes ago, but that’s on me. I should’ve planned for traffic.”

“I still don’t understand why he can’t pick you up,” she says. “It’s the opening he hasn’t stopped talking about. He can swing by for his girlfriend.”

“My place is ‘out of the way,’” I say, and laugh like it doesn’t bother me.

“It’s been four years. I don’t know why you two aren’t living together.”

She always circles back to this.

“He loves his studio. Honestly, we’d kill each other if we had to share that little space.”

The joke lands flat. I change the subject before I spiral.

“I should go. The rideshare will be here in a minute.”

“Okay,” she says. “Have fun. Snag me any party favors. Act like a couple. Text me when you get there.”

“Thanks for the advice, sis.”

“Anytime. And hey,” she adds, gentler, “you saved a life today. That counts more than shoes and lights.”

I smile even though she can’t see it.

“Love you.”

“Love you, baby sister.”

She hangs up.

I finish the last little things. A dab of highlighter on my cheekbones. Powder down the center of my face. Balm pressed into my lips. One last coat of hairspray until I can feel the shell around the twist.

The phone buzzes with a rideshare notification.

I slide my phone into the black clutch and immediately mutter under my breath about how small they make these damn things. Maybe most women don’t try to shove half their life into one purse. I am sure I am not the only woman who refuses to be unprepared.

Finally getting the clasp shut, I hurried out the door. Jogging down the three flights of stairs, avoiding the elevator the landlord swears is up to code. Outside, the air is cool and damp. A sedan waits at the curb.

I take a breath as I slide into the back seat and let my shoulders drop. I tell myself to stop overthinking it, to just let the night happen. Tonight is supposed to be fun. We’re going to show up, have a few drinks, laugh, and enjoy ourselves like we used to. I don’t need it to be perfect. I just want it to be good.


Chapter Two

Josie




I forgot my fucking heels. Just left them sitting by the door like my brain clocked out early, and of course it was the first thing Brandon noticed the second I stepped out of the car. He hasn’t let it go all night. Which is extra annoying considering you can’t even see my shoes in this dress.

Even more annoying, all that earlier urgency—the clipped texts about me being late—feels kind of ridiculous now. We made it with time to spare. Dinner hadn’t even started. Nothing was ruined, nothing caught fire. And yet, because I forgot one small thing, he’s been punishing me for it all night in these quiet, needling ways that are easy to overlook unless you’re the one standing there feeling them, like not bothering to introduce me to the people we’re literally standing around talking to.

“I’m telling you, I saw Marcelli talking with Federman earlier,” one of the men says. “He didn’t look happy.”

Brandon lets out a short laugh. “Does he ever look happy?”

That earns a round of chuckles. I smile faintly, even though I don’t actually know who Federman is beyond the way his name keeps floating through the conversation. It’s hard not to notice how little Brandon has ever told me about his work when I’m standing here listening. I let their voices blur together as I look around the ballroom instead.

The space is stunning in a way that feels deliberate rather than flashy. Warm light spills down from chandeliers overhead, catching on stone floors that look like they’ve already seen more than a few nights like this. A second level wraps around the room, a balcony where people lean against the railing with drinks in hand, watching the crowd below like they’re observing something curated just for them.

It feels like a room designed to remind you exactly where you stand without ever having to spell it out.

“So if council keeps dragging this out,” another man says, “Marcelli’s going to have to make a move.”

“Yeah,” someone else replies. “He’s been patient long enough.”

I still have nothing to add. No opening, no entry point. I shift my weight, adjusting my grip on my clutch, and tell myself it’s fine. This is his work world. I don’t need to be the center of it.

Even so, the longer it goes on, the more invisible I start to feel.

Then a woman steps up beside us, close enough that her perfume cuts through the air between the men. Her dress dips low enough to make sure it’s noticed, not over the line but close, like she knows exactly how far she can go and still be taken seriously.

“Brandon,” she says warmly. “I’ve been looking for you.”

He turns toward her immediately, and I can’t help noticing how his face brightens in a way I haven’t seen all evening. “Stephanie.”

She smiles at the group, exchanging quick greetings that make it clear she belongs here, and then her attention shifts to me.

“And who’s this?”

Brandon finally looks at me. “This is Josie,” he says. “My girlfriend.”

Stephanie’s smile flickers for half a second before smoothing back into place. “Oh. Hi.”

“Hi,” I reply, matching her tone.

“I didn’t realize you had a girlfriend,” she adds, light and curious in a way that feels practiced.

It sets off alarm bells in my instincts, that sharp, immediate awareness that tightens in my stomach before I can talk myself out of it. I feel it the second she looks at him, the way her attention lingers a beat too long, the way she smiles like she already knows how he’s going to respond. I hate that I notice it at all. I hate that part of my brain lights up anyway, quietly cataloging everything, reading into it even though I know I shouldn’t, even though I keep telling myself not to make it into something it probably isn’t.

I step a little closer to Brandon and slide my arm through his, more for myself than anything else, a small, quiet reminder that he’s mine.

“Don’t worry,” I say before the silence stretches too long. “He hasn’t mentioned any of his coworkers to me either.”

Brandon shrugs. “I try to keep work and personal life separate.”

I have to fight the urge to glare at him, because that’s apparently his explanation for not telling a woman who very clearly has a thing for him that he has a girlfriend. I remind myself, deliberately, that this isn’t the moment to push back, that starting something here in the middle of the ballroom would only make things worse. We can talk about it later, I tell myself, even though the tightness in my chest makes it hard not to react now.

Stephanie’s eyes flick to mine, sharp for a brief second before softening with fake sympathy. “Well, that hardly seems fair to you.”

She knows I’m irritated. I can feel it in the way her words land, not loud or confrontational, just precise enough to poke at an already sore spot, like she’s nudging the situation closer to a fight without ever having to start one herself.

Before I can answer, Brandon jumps in. “Jo gets bored by my work anyway. You should see the way her face just glazes over.”

“You probably talk about it in that same boring voice you use for presentations,” Stephanie says easily, laughing as she reaches out to touch his shoulder.

It feels deliberate, that small, casual gesture, like her own quiet act of claiming. I’m not sure what bothers me more, the fact that she does it so comfortably or the fact that Brandon doesn’t move away. He just laughs, like it’s nothing, like it doesn’t matter.

“You try making market reports sound interesting,” he says, amused.

Their laughter blurs together, and I’m only half listening when the tapping of a microphone cuts through the room. A well dressed man steps onto the stage at the front of the ballroom, suit crisp, hair slicked back into a low ponytail, glasses giving him the polished look of someone used to being listened to. “Ladies and gentlemen, if I could bring your attention to the front.”

As the man continues, Brandon leans toward me, lowering his voice. “Hey, do you mind grabbing us some drinks while they do the speeches?”

I look at him for a second, just long enough to register what he didn’t ask. Not if I’m having fun. Not if I’m annoyed. Just an assumption that I’ll go, a quiet dismissal wrapped in politeness.

“Sure,” I say, doing my best to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “I was going to run to the restroom anyway.”

“Perfect,” he replies, already distracted, not really noticing the shift in my tone.

As I step away, I can feel Stephanie’s eyes on me. When I glance back, she’s already leaned in toward Brandon, her head tipped close to his ear like it’s the most natural thing in the world. They laugh together, quiet and familiar.

I turn away before I can look too closely or start pulling meaning from it.

It’s fine, I tell myself as I head toward the hall. He’s allowed to have female coworkers. He’s allowed to be friendly. I promised myself I wouldn’t spiral over nothing, wouldn’t turn this into something bigger than it is.

Still, the thoughts sticks with me longer than I want it to, lingering in the back of my mind no matter how hard I try to shake it.

The restroom is quieter than the ballroom, which makes it harder to stop replaying everything in my head. I keep going over what I should have done differently, whether I should have stood up for myself more, maybe slapped Stephanie’s hand away, or actually said something to Brandon instead of swallowing it. I keep thinking about how easy it would have been to call him out, to tell him that wanting to keep work and personal life separate is a bullshit excuse for not telling your coworkers you have a girlfriend. It all feels obvious now, in hindsight, when the moment has already passed.

A couple of women stand near the mirrors fixing their lipstick or washing their hands. Marble counters, soft lighting that makes everyone look a little more polished than they probably feel. Even the mirrors look expensive, like they were chosen to flatter on purpose.

I pause near the sinks and let out a slow breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

When I’m finally alone, I move toward the full-length mirror and set my clutch down, studying my reflection the way I always do in moments like this. The dress is still sitting right. My makeup hasn’t moved. My hair is exactly where I left it.

I look fine, and that should be enough.

I try smiling at myself, like maybe I can shake the negative feeling if I fake it long enough. Then I remember my sister asked for a photo earlier, proof that I actually came, that I cleaned up and showed up. I pull out my phone and take one picture, then another, shifting my posture, adjusting my expression, trying to find the version of myself that felt confident leaving the house.

None of them feel right. I stand there for a moment longer, then delete every single one.

The door opens behind me, and I turn.

A woman walks in, and for a second I just stare. Long dark hair falling in loose waves down her back, a deep blue satin dress that looks expensive without needing to prove it. She’s tall and slim and moves like she’s always been comfortable in her own skin, the kind of confidence you don’t learn so much as grow up with. She doesn’t need a low neckline or a cloud of perfume to pull attention her way, it just happens naturally. It hits me, that this is probably the woman Stephanie wishes she could be.

She heads straight for the sink, already grabbing paper towels and running them under the water, and that’s when I notice the red wine stain spreading across the front of her dress, the only thing about her that looks even slightly out of place.

“Wait,” I say quickly. “Don’t do that.”

She pauses, looking at me. “Why not?”

“It’ll spread,” I say quickly, stepping closer and catching her wrist before she can scrub at it. “You want to blot first. Dry towels. Trust me.”

She hesitates, eyes flicking from the stain to my face, then she exhales and lets her hands drop. I grab a handful of paper towels and press them gently against the fabric, careful not to rub.

“I promise,” I add, keeping my voice light as I work. “I learned this lesson the hard way. That's why I carry a tide pen.”

She watches me, one eyebrow lifting. “That sounds like there’s a story attached.”

“Oh, there absolutely is,” I say, uncapping the pen. “My dad’s wedding. Pastel yellow bridesmaid dress. My cousin tripped and dumped a full glass of red wine down the front of me, and I panicked and made it about ten times worse.”

She winces in sympathy. “That’s brutal.”

“It really was,” I say, dabbing carefully. “My stepmother still thinks I did it on purpose. All I could say in my defense was who serves red wine at a wedding?”

She snorts. “Who makes their bridesmaids wear yellow?”

I laugh under my breath. “Exactly.”

I spend another minute working the pen into the fabric, then switch to dry towels, pressing gently until the dampness fades.

“There,” I say, finally, stepping back. “That should do it.”

She turns slightly toward the mirror, checking my progress. The stain is gone now, just a faint shadow where the fabric is still damp.

“You’re a lifesaver,” she says, relief softening her voice. “I was seconds away from ruining it.”

“Satin’s unforgiving,” I tell her, giving it one last careful blot. “But it dries fast. You’ll be fine.”

She finally looks at me properly, really taking me in for the first time. “I’m Lark.”

“Josie.”

She smiles. “Thanks for helping me out.”

“No problem.”

“I saw you trying to take a picture,” she adds. “The lighting in the lobby is way better. I could help.”

“It’s fine,” I start to say, but she’s already looping her arm through mine.

“I insist,” she says. “Those speeches are boring as hell anyway.”

Out in the lobby, the light is brighter, coming from all directions as it bounces off the glass and the polished floor. Lark positions me right in front of the fountain, the centerpiece of the whole space. I feel a flicker of awkwardness when I notice a couple of employees glancing over. Lark doesn’t even register it. She shifts me facing the fountain, adjusts my stance, then steps back and tilts her head, fussing in a way that’s oddly earnest. She takes it seriously enough that I stop feeling self conscious about it, which is new for me, and it makes me realize how long it’s been since I’ve had another woman just… be nice to me without an angle.

“Okay. Now look back at me.,” she says. “Slid that hand up your hip. Yeah, just like that.”

I turn my head over my shoulder, not sure what I’m doing with my expression, but she nods like it’s exactly right. She shifts to the side, tilts her head, and snaps a few photos, taking it seriously in a way that makes me stop feeling self conscious. With her guiding me, it doesn’t feel like I’m doing it wrong, and for a second I forget to worry about who might be watching or how I look doing it.

She hands my phone back, and I glance down at the screen, pausing when I see it. I look relaxed. Confident. Like I’m actually enjoying myself instead of bracing for the next thing to go wrong.

“Oh,” I say quietly. “That’s… actually good.”

“You know your angles,” Lark says lightly, like it’s obvious.

“Only with a little help,” I reply, smiling, and this time it feels real instead of practiced.

Applause starts up again inside the ballroom, muffled through the walls.

“That’s probably my cue to go back to work,” she says with a sigh.

“Your working the event? You look like you should be enjoying the party,” I tell her.

She smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Part of the job. Looking like eye candy.”

“What do you do?” I ask.

“I’m a professional escort,” she says easily.

It takes me a second to process, mostly because she doesn’t fit the image that pops into my head when I hear the word escort. My brain jumps to those sleek ads you see online or plastered on billboards in big cities, all glossy poses and heavy makeup, trying a little too hard to sell an idea. That version feels cheap and performative, nothing like Lark standing here in front of me. She must catch the look on my face, because she laughs, easy and unbothered, like she’s seen this exact reaction a hundred times before.

“That’s usually the reaction.”

“Oh,” I say, heat creeping into my cheeks. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine,” she cuts in. “You weren’t rude. Just surprised.”

“I guess I just assumed it would be… different,” I admit.

“The industry doesn’t exactly have the best reputation,” she says, rolling one shoulder like it’s an old argument she’s tired of having. “But most of what I do is just companionship. Dinners, events like this, keeping someone from being miserable in public. And I only have to sleep with my clients sometimes.”

My eyebrows lift before I can stop them.

“Kidding,” she laughs. “Sex isn’t part of the service.”

I laugh too as we start walking back toward the ballroom, some of the tension easing out of my shoulders. “I’m not judging,” I say. “You get people to pay for your time.”

“And they pay well for it,” she says easily. “Although tonight’s more babysitting than fun. My client’s been in a mood all evening, and this crowd isn’t really my scene. Everyone’s a little too polished, a little too impressed with themselves.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It is,” she agrees. “Especially since this party isn’t really my vibe. Everyone here feels a little too stuck up for me. I kind of feel out of place.”

“I get that,” I say. “I feel like an awkward duckling in there.”

She slows near the doors and glances back at me. “You should come hang out with me. My client would love having a beautiful woman on each arm.”

I really want to say yes. Hanging out with Lark already feels like it would be a lot more fun than standing around being ignored by Brandon, or pretending not to notice Stephanie’s smug little smiles every time she looks his way.

“I think my boyfriend would be upset,” I say, even as the words leave my mouth I wonder if that’s actually true.

“Well damn,” she says with a crooked little smile, already reaching into her purse before I can respond. She presses a card into my hand like the decision’s been made for both of us. “Here.”

I turn the card over in my hand. Club Eden. Clean lettering on the front, a QR code on the back.

“That’s where I work,” she explains. “If this whole thing isn’t really your vibe, Eden might be more fun. Less pretending.” She pauses, watching my face. “And honestly, I think it’d be really fun to see you there.”

I look down at the card again, a little spark of excitement sneaking in before I can stop it. I’ve never heard of the club, but if Lark works there, it has to be at least a little fun. The fact that she invited me at all makes me feel lighter than I have all night, and I tuck the card away before I can think too hard about it.

“Try to enjoy your night, Josie,” she says, warm and genuine as she walks off, melting back into the crowd of the ballroom.

I tuck the card into my clutch and head back toward the now crowded bar. The speeches are finally over, the room louder now, people relaxed in that way they get once the boring part is done. I’m still not thrilled about going back to Brandon, still feel that little knot in my chest at the thought of sliding back into his space, but it’s different now. Lighter. The photo helped. Talking to Lark helped. Being reminded that other people want to be around me helps.

Yeah, I forgot my heels. Big deal. That doesn’t mean my whole night gets to be ruined over it. I straighten my shoulders, lift my chin, and give myself a quiet little pep talk as I walk. I showed up. I look good. And if Brandon wants to punish me about my shoes instead of enjoying the night, that’s on him.


Chapter Three

Silas




My jaw aches from another smile and another handshake. The chandelier light is starting to drill straight into my skull, all glitter and reflection and camera flash. I make it through the grand speech PR wrote for me, though just barely. Nodding. Smiling. Selling the dream. Talking about what a huge step the Seventh Sin is for Marcelli Holdings and the city. Smiling my way through every word like it doesn’t taste like bullshit.

Because I’m still fucking pissed.

The casino opening got pushed back. City council keeping it muzzled up with their nightlife safety initiative. The only reason the hotel itself cleared is because the mayor already has a state senator booked here, and nobody likes canceling on power.

Putting a logo on the hustle was supposed to make our dealings easier. We put on suits so the world could pretend we were civilized, and all it really did was teach me new ways to get screwed.

Another investor peels off like he just shook hands with royalty. Same as the rest, testing how much we’re willing to give to keep the wheels turning. I don’t bother remembering his name.

Thankfully, Lark is back on my arm. Judith told me to bring her tonight to keep my temper in check, and she wasn’t wrong. Lark earned her stripes under Judith at Club Eden and the escort service. She’s been to enough parties in this city that she probably knows more people than I do, and she’s damn good at small talk.

Right before the speech, a woman I apparently should have known managed to spill red wine on Lark. Or tried to. Lark moved fast enough that she missed most of it. She laughed it off, smiled through the woman’s fake apologies like it was all charming instead of calculated. She politely excused herself to clean up. What really got me was when she came back later without a stain in sight. Women and their magic.

“Next time we do this, boss,” she says, her nails skating my sleeve, “can you give me a heads-up before I piss off one of your exes?”

“Sure,” I sneer. “If I can remember them all, I’ll make you a list.”

“Smile. Camera at your six,” she says, and we pivot on instinct. The flash pops. I give them teeth.

“Fake fucking people,” I mutter.

“You’re doing great, boss.” Her touch stays sweet for the cameras. “I’d almost believe you’re enjoying yourself.”

That pulls a laugh out of me. Judith said Lark was worth bringing into the inner circle, and she’s right. She’s shaping up to be a fine addition to the Sinners.

A couple sidles up. Some investor who thinks he matters and his wife. He stares at Lark. I don’t blame him. She looks like she was built for display. His wife clocks it and starts in with a polite little dress-down, but Lark handles it without missing a beat. I let my eyes wander and start casing the room.

I spot Vincent across the floor. Hair swept back, thin-frame glasses catching the chandelier light, every inch the businessman and showrunner. He’s quietly dressing down one of the hotel staff. I almost feel bad for the guy. Nobody wants to be on the wrong end of Viktor’s calm voice.

I scan the room for Carter and don’t see him, but that doesn’t mean anything. He’s been running our security for years, which means he’s either planted near an exit or holed up in the security room watching the feeds like it’s his personal entertainment. Give him half a reason and he’s more than happy to escort someone out by their collar, and probably get a bit to rough while he's at it.

“Heads up.” Lark says, fingers tightening on my arm.

I follow her gaze and spot Encino across the room, trapped near one of the marble columns. He cleans up well in a tux, broader than he used to be, the gangly kid finally grown into his shoulders. The problem isn’t him. It’s the woman hanging off his arm.

Councilwoman Marjorie Whitlock. Old, loud, and permanently convinced she’s the smartest person in any room. She’s been riding our asses for years, always calling for reviews and committees and “concerns from her constituents.” Tonight, she looks less interested in oversight and more interested in treating Encino like her own personal escort. One manicured hand hooked into his sleeve, laughing too close, leaning into him like she’s entitled to the space.

Encino catches my eye and gives me a look that says please get me out of this before I say something I can’t take back. Whitlock says something in his ear and he stiffens, smile tightening just a hair. I don’t like that.

I lean toward Lark. “Do me a favor.”

She already knows. Her eyes flick between Encino and Whitlock, then back to me, one eyebrow lifting. “You want me to pry him loose.”

“She’s got him cornered,” I murmur. “And he’s got about a minute before he forgets his manners.”

Lark smiles, sharp and amused. “You owe me.”

“Put it on my tab,” I say, straightening my jacket. “I’m going to get a drink.”

Her eyebrow arches higher.

I give her my most innocent look. “I promise not to bite anyone.”

She snorts and slips away toward Encino, already wearing the kind of smile that makes women like Whitlock feel flattered and outmatched at the same time. I turn toward the bar, the noise of the room rolling back in around me, grateful for the excuse and already thinking about whiskey.

The bar’s already packed. I squeeze in between a guy staking out space with his elbows and a woman sitting on a stool, hunched over her phone like it’s the only thing keeping her grounded. The guy clocks me and shifts away without a word. She doesn’t look up.

Most people notice me even if they don’t know who I am, so when she doesn’t, it makes me look twice. I glance down, curious about whatever has her so absorbed. The photo on her screen is of her standing near the lobby fountain, caught halfway through turning, smiling like someone said her name and she reacted before she had time to think about it. It’s an easy, unguarded smile, the kind I’m not used to seeing anywhere near my orbit. She’s pretty in a soft way, button nose, green eyes that light up with that smile, and they draw my attention in a way I don’t bother fighting.

She shifts on the stool and crosses her legs, the movement small but distracting, and I force myself to look away just as a message pops up on her screen. The interest settles low in my gut, slow and persistent, as I imagine what it would feel like to have those eyes focused on me instead of a phone. I find myself wondering how long she’d hold my gaze before she looked away, and whether she’d do it because she was shy or because she knew exactly what she was doing.

I’m just about to say something when the bartender clocks me and starts to move my way.

“Just a whiskey on the rocks,” I tell him.

“Hey,” she cuts in, still looking at the bartender, voice calm but edged, “I’ve been waiting like ten minutes.”

There’s something about the way she says it, warm even when she’s annoyed, that almost makes me laugh. The bartender glances at me like he’s waiting for permission. I tip my chin toward her.

“Get hers first and put it on my tab.”

She finally looks up at me. I like the view of it, the way her eyes flick up instead of away.

“Only if you’re okay with it being my boyfriend’s drink.”

I lean an elbow on the bar and nod to the bartender. “It’s fine. Make it quick. She’s been waiting.”

He gets to work, hands moving fast.

“You really don’t have to,” she says, softer now.

“I don't mind,” I tell her. “Damn, shame about the boyfriend.”

She laughs, the sound easy. “You know, you aren’t the first person tonight to be disappointed.”

“Sure I won’t be the last.” I hold her gaze a beat longer than polite, long enough for color to creep into her cheeks before she looks down.

The bartender sets the glass in front of her. She picks it up, fingers curling around it.

“Thanks,” she says, then adds, glancing back at me, “for the drink and the compliment.”

She slides off the stool, lifting her dress so the hem doesn’t drag. My eyes drop without permission, and I laugh quietly when I catch sight of her shoes. Flats at an event like this. She smooths the fabric and walks away without looking back.

“Sorry, Mr. Marcelli,” he says, already reaching for the top shelf.

“It happens,” I say. “Pour it right and we’ll call it even.”

He nods, quick and grateful.

I think about the woman, about how easy it would have been for her to take a free drink, but she didn’t. She chose honesty instead. She reads like a good girl, the kind who means what she says and stays where she commits, and that’s exactly why she gets under my skin. I’ve always liked them that way.

“Anything else I can get you?” the bartender asks as he sets my drink down.

“She start a tab?” I ask, nodding toward the empty stool she left behind.

He scrolls, thumb flicking once before he looks up. “Josephine Vale.”

The name sticks. Soft, pretty, suits her more than it should.

“And the guy she’s with?” I ask.

“Same tab,” he says. “She opened it.”

“Thanks,” I say.

That annoys me more than it should. Paying for her boyfriend’s drinks like it’s nothing, like that’s just how things work for her, and I can’t help wondering what kind of man lets his girlfriend, who looks like that, stand alone at a bar and pick up his tab.

I head for the side stairs and take them two at a time. The noise drops as soon as I hit the landing, replaced by the hum of the air-conditioning and muffled laughter from below. I lean on the rail and look down at the room.

I spot her in seconds. That low-back dress, long brown hair pinned up, the line of her neck begging for a hand. The guy beside her, her boyfriend I assume, barely looks at her, like she’s background noise instead of the best thing in the room. She’s trying, though. I can see it. Leaning in, smiling at the right moments, working harder than she should just to be included.

I lean against the rail and take a slow drink, letting the whiskey burn on the way down. The thought of pulling her away from him creeps back in, uninvited and persistent, and I don’t shove it aside as fast as I should.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding,” Vincent says, appearing at my side.

I glance over, annoyed with myself for not noticing him sooner. I’d been too busy watching Josephine, which isn’t like me.

“Needed air,” I tell him.

He tilts his phone toward me so I can see it clearly. There we are, me and VanCleave, front page of the city news site already. The angle’s good. Flattering, even. It makes us look like allies instead of enemies circling each other.

“She posted first,” Vincent says. “Ms. Nomiki already sent it to PR to boost.”

“Perfect,” I say, because that’s the answer I’m supposed to give.

He watches me for a second, then smirks. “You still mad about the speech?”

The public relations department was his idea. I still don’t love how much it costs, but I can’t argue with what it’s done for us. Keeps people from digging, and when they do try, Vincent already has the paper trail twisted just enough that they lose interest before they find anything useful.

“Getting tired of playing nice,” I tell him. “Feels like I’m wearing someone else’s suit.”

He laughs, shaking his head a little. “You won’t be once the casino’s running. This’ll all be worth it. The money we can move through that place alone…” He grins. “Hell, we could buy our own island and disappear.”

“An island?” I snort. “I can’t even get you to move out of Marco’s old house.”

“That house has history,” Vincent says, unfazed. “And it’s an investment.”

“You’ve spent more renovating it than it cost to buy,” I shoot back. “At that point, I think they call it a money pit.”

He opens his mouth to argue, already gearing up, when my phone starts buzzing in my pocket. I pull it out and see Judith’s name lighting up the screen.

“Hey, Jude,” I answer. “How’s your night going?”

I already know the answer. She wouldn’t be calling if it was anything short of bad.

“Not any better than yours,” she says, and the anger in her voice is sharp enough to cut. “Mel’s in the hospital. Broken jaw.”

“Fuck,” I say. “Client?”

“No.” She exhales hard. “Some guy jumped her after a cocktail party. Nash was supposed to pick her up, but she never made it to the parking lot.”

Mel’s one of ours. Been working under Judith for a couple years now. Escort work on the surface, eyes and ears underneath. Smart. Careful. Which makes this worse.

“You get an ID on him?” I ask. It’s not like Judith to loop me in unless there’s more to it.

“Yeah. Sam’s already out picking him up,” she says. “Problem is, he knew Mel was close to us. He was asking questions.”

She doesn’t spell it out. She never does over the phone. Old rules. Details wait until you’re face to face. But I don’t need it spelled out. Someone’s been sniffing around the Sinners, and it’s serious enough that Judith wants me in the room.

“Alright,” I say. “I’ll text Sam and get his location.”

“Good,” she replies. “Keep me in the loop. I want to be there.”

I end the call and look up to find Viktor already watching me, his expression calm in that way that means he’s bracing for whatever I’m about to say.

“I heard,” he says. “What’s the call, Silas?”

“You think anyone will notice if we disappear?” I ask, lifting a brow.

“They’ll notice eventually,” he says, then shrugs. “But they might actually enjoy the room more once you’re gone. Slip out with Lark and let them make up their own stories.”

“I’ll take Carter,” I say.

Vincent exhales a low laugh. “Christ. Almost feel bad for the guy.” He tilts his head at me. “Just remember to clean up.”

“Always do, Vin.” I finish my drink, the cold glass slick in my hand, grounding me as the heat in my chest sharpens into focus.

“Can you act a little less happy about getting pulled away from the party?” Viktor mutters, rolling his eyes.

I shrug and pat his shoulder as we start moving. “What can I say. I like to stay busy.”

I head for the stairs to make one last pass through the room, smiling and shaking hands like this is where I belong. The five of us all have our place in the Sinners, a role to play, and tonight mine is the respectable one. The businessman. The version of me that keeps his voice level and his hands clean. I wear it because it’s necessary, because it keeps the world running the way it’s supposed to, and because most people don’t deserve to know what I’m capable of.

The truth is, fear is simpler. People listen better when they understand there are consequences.


Chapter Four

Silas




It took us about forty five minutes to get out of the gala and pick up Judith. Longer than what I would have liked. By the time Carter pulled into the lot behind Leon’s Meat House, it was close to midnight.

The place is perfect to conduct the dirtier side of business, its cleaned regularly and the cold storage is perfect if someone needs to be put on ice. The place has been under the Sinners protection for decades now. When Leon jr. got caught up in some nasty business, we made sure he was well taken care of in Jail. And his father gave us keys to the store and looks the other way.

The place looked exactly like it should at this hour. Closed for the night, business done. The front was dark, gate pulled down, the sign ordinary enough to disappear into the block. The only sign of life came from the back, the low hum of freezers that never shut off.

I stepped out into the cold and took a second to look around, mostly out of habit. Empty street. Cracked pavement. No one nearby. Industrial blocks get quiet at night, the kind of quiet that swallows sound instead of carrying it. If something went wrong here, it wouldn’t travel far.

Leon’s Meat House has always been useful, not because there’s anything remarkable about it, but because it’s solid and dependable in all the ways that matter. Seven years ago, Leon’s kid took the fall for a job that went sideways, kept his mouth shut, and did his time without making it anyone else’s problem. In return, we made sure his old man's shop stayed open.

I don’t spend much time thinking about it. Everyone pays something in this life. Leon paid with his son. We pay with protection. And when we need a place where doors stay locked and questions don’t get asked, Leon understands how that works.

I don’t spot Sam until I’m out of the car. He’s leaned up against the trunk of his black sedan, cigarette lit, posture loose like he’s got all the time in the world. The second he notices us, he flicks the cigarette to the ground, grinds it out with his boot, and straightens up like a switch flipped.

“Evening, boss,” he says.

I give him a look, half amused. “I’m impressed, Sam. Figured we’d beat you here.”

Sam shrugs like it’s nothing. He’s ex-military, discharged for reasons I never bothered asking about, but the man is efficient in a way you don’t teach. He just is.

“The guy’s a moron,” Sam says. “Pulled his plates from the building cameras and had an address in minutes.”

Carter snorts. “Don’t tell me he was dumb enough to be home.”

“He answered the door,” Sam says, a sneer creeping into his voice.

I shake my head. “Anyone else tied to him?”

Sam taps the trunk behind him. “Doesn’t look like it. No affiliations that I could find. I figured I’d leave the questions to you. Seemed like your kind of fun.”

I nod once. “Yeah. It is.”

I glance toward the back entrance, already thinking ahead. “Let’s get this started. Bring him in and string him up.”

Sam pops the trunk without ceremony. The guy inside is bound, gagged, blindfolded, folded into himself like he’s already trying to disappear. Sam hauls him out and lets him hit the pavement harder than necessary, then closes the trunk again, gentle as if there isn’t a man wheezing at our feet. Carter grabs one arm, Sam the other, and they lift him like dead weight, dragging him toward the back door while he thrashes and protests through the gag. Panic makes people sloppy. It always has.

I reach the door first and unlock it with the keys Leon Senior gave me years ago, the metal worn smooth from use. Inside, I flip on only the lights we need. No reason to make it brighter than necessary. The rest of the shop stays dark, quiet, the way it’s meant to be after hours.

We head straight for the walk-in freezer. The temperature hits immediately, sharp and clean, and I feel my shoulders loosen just a bit. I’ve always liked the cold. It keeps people uncomfortable, keeps them focused on their bodies instead of their stories. Cold makes liars rush.

Judith fills a bucket at the sink while Sam and Carter get to work. They string the guy up by the wrists, securing him to a meat hook overhead, his feet dangling just enough that he can’t find solid ground. The hook creaks when they step back, the chain rattling softly as his weight settles. It’s a small sound, but it carries.

Judith doesn’t hesitate. She dumps the bucket over him in one clean motion. Water soaks through his thin shirt and pants, clinging to him instantly. He gasps, body jerking as the shock sets in. Wet fabric offers no protection in a place like this. The cold will sink in fast. Shock strips away pretense. It reminds the body it’s not in control anymore.

I shrug out of my jacket and hang it on an empty hook beside a row of butcher’s aprons, then take my time rolling up my sleeves. There’s no rush. Let him sit in it. Let him wonder what comes next. He’s young, maybe twenty-five at most, and I watch his breath puff out in quick, uneven bursts, fogging the air in front of his face.

Sam and Judith take up positions near the door, quiet, waiting. Carter lingers closer, grinning like he’s enjoying the anticipation. We don’t bother with threats. There’s no point.

I step in and drive my fist into the man’s ribs. Then again. Controlled. Measured. His body swings slightly on the hook, a sad imitation of a punching bag. He cries out through the gag, a mix of pleading and pain, but I don’t stop. I need him to understand something right away. This isn’t about if violence happens. It already has.

The impact feels good. Fist meeting flesh. The dull sound. The way his body folds inward like it knows what’s coming. This part has always made sense to me. If someone offers violence, you answer it. He hurt one of ours, so we hurt him back. Simple math. Sometimes I think it’d be easier if I could run all my business this way.

When I finally decide he’s softened enough to be useful, I reach up and pull the gag free. He drags in air like he’s been drowning, words tumbling out over each other as his body shakes from the cold and the pain.

“Please, fuck, please let me go, man,” he stutters, voice cracking.

I don’t raise my voice. There’s no point. “It’s too late for that,” I tell him. “You made some bad choices tonight, kid.”

“You got the wrong guy—”

I don’t let him finish. My fist sinks into his ribs again, familiar and clean, the way muscle memory takes over when you don’t need to think anymore.

“You can start making better choices right now,” I say as he wheezes, hanging there and trying not to scream. “Talk. Tell us what we want to know, and this can be a lot less painful than it’s shaping up to be.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says too fast, panic creeping into every word. I shift my weight, already lining up another hit.

“Wait, wait,” he blurts. “The girl. You want to know about the girl?”

I stop and let the silence stretch between us. I don’t rush this part. I don’t need to. Pain and fear do most of the work for you if you let them. Give a man enough of both and he’ll start handing over anything he thinks might make it stop.

“Look, I was just asking her some questions,” he says, scrambling now, his mind clearly trying to build an exit that doesn’t exist. “She went ballistic on me and started fighting. It wasn’t supposed to get out of hand like that.”

“You broke her fucking jaw,” Judith says from the doorway, her voice flat and sharp.

“I… it wasn’t supposed to happen like that,” he rushes on. “It was just a job. I’m sorry. Please. Don’t kill me.”

“Keep talking,” I say, drawing his attention back to me.

“I was paid,” he says quickly. “A guy paid me to find her.”

“Who?”

“He didn’t give me a real name,” he says, forcing out an awkward laugh that dies halfway through. “Just said he was Babayka. I thought it was a joke, but the money was real and he told me who I should be asking.”

Babayka. Not a name. A title. Syndicate muscle. I feel the shift in the room before I even look up. Carter’s grin disappears, his shoulders tightening. Judith’s eyes flare with the same recognition, sharp and immediate.

“He gave me a thousand up front and promised more if I got answers,” the man keeps going, words spilling now. “I'll give it to you. All of it. I can feed him bullshit names if you want. I’ll give you the rest when he pays me.”

“What did he want to know?” I ask.

“The names,” he says. “Who runs the Sinners. Who calls the shots. That kind of thing.”

I let the silence hang while it finishes clicking into place. This was a test. The Syndicate put a nobody on the board to see how fast we’d react, how loud we’d move, whether we were still paying attention. Which means this guy is done being useful. He already gave me everything he has.

“You’re not going to kill me, are you?” he asks, voice shaking so badly it almost rattles the hook.

I look at him for a second before answering. “No,” I say. “We’re not going to kill you.”

Relief flashes through him so fast it’s almost embarrassing.

Then I keep going. “We’re going to hurt you, and then we’re going to mark you.”

“Please. Please, no.” He starts begging again, words piling up on each other, panic leaking out of every syllable.

I shut that down with a punch. Hard enough to make the point. “Stop,” I tell him calmly. “Begging doesn’t do anything for you here.”

He’s crying now. Snot, blood, tears, the whole thing. I don’t feel bad about it. I don’t feel much of anything at all.

“I’m going to be as cruel to you as you were to her,” I say, leaning in just enough that he hears every word. “And then I’m going to have a mark carved into your skin so everyone who sees you knows exactly what happens when someone tries to fuck with the Sinners.”

I shove the gag back into his mouth before he can start again. If the Syndicate wants to test us, fine. We’ll send something back they can’t ignore.

“I’d bite down on that if I were you,” I add, more practical than threatening.

Then I hit him. Once. Twice. Again. I don’t rush it. I don’t lose control. I keep going until his body gives up trying to protect itself and I know, without a doubt, that he’ll remember this for the rest of his life. My knuckles sting in that familiar, satisfying way, skin split just enough to feel real.

When I’m done, I take a step back and look at him. That’s enough. I nod to Carter.

He’s already smiling as he pulls one of his knives, the ugly one, the one he saves for jobs like this. He starts cutting through the guy’s shirt like he’s unwrapping a gift.

I grab my jacket and walk over to Judith and Sam. My part’s finished.

“Clean it up when Carter’s done,” I tell Sam. “Make sure he lives. I want people to see him.”

Sam nods once.

Judith and I head out into the parking lot, the door shutting behind us and taking the worst of the noise with it.

She pulls her coat tighter around herself, breath fogging in the cold. “Babayka,” she says slowly. “I haven’t heard that name in a long time.”

“We always knew the Syndicate would crawl back eventually, Jude,” I say, flexing my knuckles, still riding that familiar buzz that comes after things get physical. “Things aren’t the same anymore. We’ve got more money, more reach, more leverage than we did back then.”

She cuts me a look. “And more to lose. Don’t get cocky.”

“I’m not,” I say, even though I know exactly how it sounds. “I’m saying we’ve got time. They’re not inside the city yet. If they were, they wouldn’t be paying idiots to ask questions for them.” I pause, letting it settle. “The real problem is how they knew to target Mel in the first place.”

She frowns, confusion flickering across her face.

“Come on,” I say quietly. “That wasn’t random. Melody’s been with us for years. She knows how things are structured. Who’s close to the top. That kind of knowledge doesn’t come from nowhere.”

Her expression tightens, anger snapping into place. “You think there’s a rat at the club?”

“I do,” I say, not sugarcoating it. “I wish I didn’t.”

She exhales sharply, already pacing a step away. “I’ll handle it.”

I don’t doubt that for a second. Club Eden isn’t just business to her. It’s her baby. Her safe place. She built it piece by piece, fought for every inch of it. And whoever decided to threaten that is about to find out exactly how dangerous Judith can be when something she loves is on the line.

Before I can say anything else, Carter comes out of the shop, wiping his knife on a rag like he’s just finished carving a roast instead of a man.

“All carved up,” he says, sounding pleased with himself. “Clean work too.”

I nod once. I’ve made my peace with violence a long time ago, but I’ll never quite understand Carter’s fondness for it. He enjoys the mess in a way I don’t.

“Sam’s keeping an eye on him,” Carter adds. “Making sure he doesn’t bleed out.”

“Good.”

He jerks his chin at me. “So what’s the plan?”

“Sam keeps tabs on the nobody,” I say, already running through it in my head. “You double coverage at all our places. Pull the temps. Two weeks, only our guys on rotation. I’ll have Jackson run audits on routes and payments. Anyone late, anyone suddenly quiet, they get flagged.”

Judith steps in, her voice sharp. “And Eden?” She’s dead serious now. “I can’t lock my people inside, and I can’t shut the doors to new members.”

“I’m not asking you to,” I say. “We protect the club too. You worked too damn hard for it, and we need your network.” I pause, sorting through the options. “For now, send them out in pairs. Charge more. It weeds out the trash.”

She doesn’t like it. I can see that. But she nods anyway. "I think you should come by the club,” she says.

I glance at her. “That’s not exactly high on my list right now.”

“I know,” she says. “But I’m not saying it for you. I’m saying it for Eden.” She nods back toward the building behind us, like it’s still part of the conversation. “Your presence matters. People behave better when they know you might be watching. Members feel safer. Staff feels backed. And anyone sniffing around gets reminded real fast whose house they’re standing in.”

She’s not wrong. She usually isn’t.

Carter snorts. “Plus, it’d be good for that vein that keeps trying to bust out of your neck every time a city council asshole says the word ‘oversight.’”

I shoot him a look. “You’re hilarious.”

“I’m serious,” he says, grinning anyway. “You’ve been one bad meeting away from a stroke for months. Go drink something expensive. Yell at someone who deserves it. Maybe watch a little entertainment.”

Judith’s mouth quirks. “See? Medical advice.”

I shake my head, but the edge has already dulled. “It has been a while,” I admit. “I’ll see when I can make it.”

She points at me immediately. “I’m holding you to that.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I figured you would.”

They head for the cars, conversation shifting to logistics and cleanup, but my mind drifts somewhere else entirely. I picture the club the way it looks late, all warm light and low music, bodies moving slow and intentional. I imagine finding something sweet there. Young. Soft around the edges. Something that doesn’t ask me to think.

I press my tongue to the inside of my cheek and shake the thought loose before it settles too deep. I don’t need distractions. I don’t need complications.

Still.

It might be nice to stop counting enemies for a night.


Chapter Five

Josie




We start arguing the second we get into the car, like the doors closing flips a switch we both pretended wasn’t there all night. Whatever fragile truce we were holding onto at the party collapses immediately. Brandon keeps drinking, keeps leaning into that loose, careless version of himself, which means I end up driving him home.

Earlier, I had let myself think that going home together might turn into something else. That maybe once we got away from the crowd that we could laugh some of this tension off, maybe salvage the night. The thought feels embarrassing now, and I almost laugh at how hopeful I was.

Brandon sits in the passenger seat, arms crossed tightly over his chest, staring straight ahead through the windshield. His jaw is set, lips pressed into a thin line, disappointment written all over his face like he wants me to notice but won’t give me the satisfaction of looking at me. I grip the steering wheel a little tighter and stare at the road, already exhausted, already bracing myself for how long this drive is going to feel.

“How could I not be upset?” Brandon asks, his voice already sharp, already defensive. “I told you it was a black tie event. What woman in her right mind wears flats?”

I’m so tired of the shoes being the thing. Like they’re evidence, like they explain everything that went wrong tonight. I didn’t forget them to embarrass him. I didn’t wear them to make a point. And somehow they’ve turned into proof that I failed him, when the truth is I spent the whole night trying to keep up.

“And I told you I didn’t do it on purpose,” I say, keeping my eyes on the road. “The only reason you even noticed is because you saw me getting out of the car.”

“People notice, Jo.”

My jaw tightens. I hate it when he calls me that. He only says it when he’s annoyed, when he wants to talk down to me.

“Well, maybe I would have remembered if you hadn’t been rushing me,” I say. “You were the one hovering.”

“And yet you were still late,” he mutters.

“I wasn’t late,” I snap, braking a little harder than necessary as the light ahead turns red. My chest tightens with the jolt. “I wasn’t late.”

“You were,” he says, sitting up straighter now, like he’s finally decided to engage. “You don’t show up to things like that right on the dot. You get there early. You ease into it.” He glances at me like he’s explaining something basic. “I wanted us there sooner so you didn’t spend half the night just standing around looking uncomfortable.”

I let out a short breath through my nose, fingers tightening on the wheel. I hate how he does this. The way he twists things until it sounds like he was only ever trying to help me.

“You wanted to socialize,” I say. To work the room. To talk to everyone but me.

“That’s what you’re supposed to do at events like that,” he says. “You could’ve met people. Made connections. There were a lot of influential people there.”

“I just wanted to go to spend time with you.”

“Same,” he says easily. “That’s why I let you come.”

The words land wrong. He let me come. Like this was something I should be grateful for. Like I hadn’t wanted to be there just to be with him. Like I hadn’t had to ask, and then ask again, just to get him to take me.

“Then why did you ignore me all night?” I ask, my voice tight. “The longest conversation I got out of you was your drink order. And do you even realize how expensive those drinks were?”

“You should’ve just kept putting them on your hookup’s tab,” he sneers.

“It was one drink,” I say. “And I told the guy I had a boyfriend. He paid anyway.”

God, why did I even tell him I got hit on at the bar? I already know why. Because Stephanie’s stupid little smirk got under my skin, and I wanted something back. Something that proved I wasn’t invisible. Maybe I should’ve actually flirted with the guy. Or gone off with Lark and let myself be arm candy. Honestly, both those options seemed a thousand times better than my night with Brandon.

I take a breath, already knowing I shouldn’t push, already pushing. “And you cannot possibly be adding that to my list of crimes. Not when you had your nose shoved so far up Stephanie’s ass all night.”

“Right here we fucking go.” He slams his hand against the console, and I jump despite myself.

The regret hits, quick and sharp. This is where it always gets ugly. But whatever. The night’s already trashed. He already thinks everything is my fault anyway. The shoes. The timing. The way I didn't fit in. Might as well add one more thing to the list.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask.

“I’m just glad we finally got to the real problem,” he says. “Go on, Jo. Say it.”

“Say what?” I ask, forcing my voice to stay even as I flip on the turn signal. The steady click fills the car, loud in the silence, counting down like something’s about to go off as I turn onto his apartment street.

“Say it,” he presses. “You think I’m cheating on you again.”

The words hit harder than I expect, and everything I’ve been trying to keep under control starts creeping up my throat. I do think it. I always have. It’s been sitting there since the first time, quiet but never gone. I’ve been trying so hard not to assume things, telling myself I’m being paranoid, doing everything I can to keep that fear from taking over.

“Well,” I say carefully, “you do spend a lot of time at work lately.”

“I spend time at work for us,” he snaps. “I’m the new guy. I have to work my ass off. I’m doing this for us.”

“I just… you can’t tell me you didn’t notice she was all over you. What am I supposed to think?” I say.

“Oh my god, Josie.” He laughs, sharp and humorless. “I’m allowed to have female friends. And she’s like that with everyone.”

“Right. Okay.” I stare out at the road, wishing I believed him as easily as he expects me to.

“Jesus. I thought we’d been through this,” he says. “We did the counseling. It’s been almost a year. What more do I have to do to get you to trust me again?”

“I do,” I say, my voice betraying me as tears burn behind my eyes. I really want to trust him. When things are good with Brandon, they’re really good, and I keep trying to hold onto that. Those moments where everything feels easy and normal, where I don’t feel like I’m bracing for the next fight. But nights like this make it harder to remember why I’m trying so hard in the first place.

“Then why do you have to be so insecure and bring this shit up?” he fires back.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

We sit in silence as I pull into the lot and put the car in park. The engine clicks softly as it cools. I lean my head back against the seat, staring at the ceiling, willing myself not to cry.

I hear him sigh.

“Don’t cry, baby.”

I tell myself I’m not going to cry. I really think I’ve got it under control. And then the tears show up anyway, fast and hot, like my body didn’t bother asking me first. I swipe at my face, annoyed more than anything. I hate how it does this, how it gives me away even when I’m trying so hard not to.

“I’m sorry too,” he says, his tone gentler now. “I drank too much. I let my nerves get the best of me tonight.”

His hand finds mine, warm and familiar, fingers curling like this is how it’s supposed to go. This is the version of Brandon I like. The one who knows how to soften his voice and be sweet. I feel some of the tension slide off my shoulders, and it feels like this is where he fixes things.

“We said we’d move on and be better,” he says. He squeezes my hand. “I’m trying. I am. You trust me, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. It’s all I can manage.

“Let me hear you say it,” he presses.

The words sit heavy in my mouth.

“I trust you, Brandon,” I say finally.

He lifts my hand and kisses my palm like that seals it, like that makes it true.

“Good,” he says. “I love you, baby. I’m gonna work hard for you. We both are. We’re gonna make mistakes, and we’re both gonna do better.”

“I know, Brandon,” I say, wiping my face. “I know.”

“I have work tomorrow,” I add quietly. “I’ll just call a ride.”

“No,” he says immediately. “Babe, come upstairs with me. I’ll drive you. And we’ll do a do-over date night to make up for tonight. Does that sound like a plan?”

“Yeah,” I say, a small smile tugging at my mouth despite everything. “A do-over date. Soon. No putting it off. Promise?”

He leans in and kisses me, and I kiss him back because that’s what I do. When we pull away, he smiles like everything’s settled.

“I promise.”

I nod, because I want to believe him. Because it feels easier to hold onto the good parts of us than sit with how uncomfortable tonight got. Couples have bad nights.

This was just one of those.

Tomorrow will feel normal again. We’ll talk like we always do. We’ll make plans and actually follow through. The do-over date will happen, and it’ll be better than tonight. I tell myself that as I grab my bag and follow him inside, letting myself relax when his hand finds mine.

I decide to believe we’re fine. That this doesn’t mean anything bigger. That sometimes love is just getting through a night like this and not letting it turn into more than it is.


Chapter Six

Josie




I was late, but the morning had gone too well for that to feel like a real problem.

I pushed through the clinic doors a little too fast, my bag sliding off my shoulder, keys still tangled in my hand, my coat half on because I hadn’t bothered stopping to deal with it properly. I was clearly behind, but I didn’t feel frantic about it, which already told me something about my mood.

The morning kept drifting back into my head as I walked, not all at once, just in pieces. Breakfast still sitting on the counter. Brandon leaning against the sink, relaxed and teasing, complaining about a hangover like that was the only leftover from the night before. There hadn’t been any tension in the air, no sharp edges, nothing that felt unfinished, and the normalcy of it all had pulled us along until we lost track of time without even realizing it. It felt careless in hindsight, but at the moment it had felt completely worth a few extra minutes with him.

Last night was just last night, and I didn’t see any reason to turn it into something bigger than that.

It had been bad timing, too much stress packed into one evening with too many expectations piled on top of it. Couples fought sometimes, everyone knew that, and pressure had a way of making people say things they didn’t mean, especially when there were too many eyes on you and nowhere to let the tension go. If it had really been a serious problem, the morning wouldn’t have slid back into place the way it did, and it wouldn’t have felt that easy to be around each other again, or at least that’s what I was telling myself as I kept moving.

Even dropping me off had felt easy. I’d already had the door open when he reached over and caught my wrist, pulling me back just enough to steal a quick kiss like he couldn’t quite let me go yet.

As I passed my boss’s office, I lifted a hand in a quick apology, already bracing myself for a look or a comment that would make the lateness feel like it mattered. She barely glanced up, waved it off without missing a beat, and went right back to her screen like it was nothing worth noting.

As I started reading through the files, I felt my brain slip into the groove it always found at work. Animals had always made more sense to me than people. They didn’t hide how they felt or expect me to read between the lines, and I never had to guess whether I was doing the right thing for them. If something hurt, they showed it. If something worked, they responded. It was simple in a way the rest of my life rarely was.

I already knew which chart I’d be opening first. The dog from yesterday. Skimming the overnight tech notes, I felt a small wave of relief when I saw he’d come out from under anesthesia without complications and was responding well to people despite everything he’d been through. He was resilient in that quiet, stubborn way animals often were, and I found myself rooting for him more than I probably should have.

I snorted when my eyes drifted to the top of the chart and caught the name someone had scrawled across it in bold letters. Rasputin. Absolutely not. There was no way that was supposed to be permanent. I recognized the handwriting immediately.

And as if summoned I felt a familiar bump gently into the side of my desk.

Nina was perched sideways in the rolling chair, dressed head to toe in black layers with sharp eyeliner and dark lipstick that always looked just smudged enough to be on purpose. She was at the clinic doing community service for the next three months as part of her probation, which had made a lot of people wary of her when she first started. That reaction had bothered me from the beginning, the way everyone jumped straight to judgment without knowing anything about her, and I’d made a quiet effort to treat her like a normal person instead. Somewhere along the way, she’d decided I was safe, and in return she’d attached herself to me like I was her person now.

I kept my eyes on the screen a second longer than necessary, pretending I hadn’t noticed her even though she was clearly waiting me out. She didn’t say anything, just watched me with that patient, almost amused stillness that made it obvious she had nowhere else to be and all the time in the world.

Eventually I sighed and looked over at her, and she broke into a grin the second I acknowledged her, clearly pleased with herself for winning whatever silent standoff she’d invented in her head.

“Before you say anything,” I said, cutting in preemptively, “aren’t you supposed to be feeding the dogs right now or something productive like that.”

She laughed and leaned back in the chair, letting it roll an inch farther into my space like she was claiming it. “I wasn’t the one who came in late today,” she said, completely unbothered. “The dogs are already fed, the kennels are clean, and I organized your files because they were driving me insane.”

"Organized? More like vandalized." I snorted. "We are not supposed to name the dogs, they go to foster homes or shelters from here."

“Oh, come on,” Nina said, rolling her eyes at me. “That dog is absolutely Rasputin reincarnated, and you know you’re just trying to distract me.”

"I don't know what you mean." I tell her flipping to the next file.

"Spill." She pointed at me like she’d caught me in a lie. “You know its a crime to go to a big fancy party and not tell your work bestie all about it.”

I shook my head, laughing a little despite myself, because I knew this was coming. Weeks ago, I’d mentioned the new hotel opening and the ridiculously fancy party they were throwing, along with the fact that Brandon was already planning to go. Nina had been the one who immediately told me I was insane if I didn’t push to come with him, because when else was I going to get the chance to rub elbows with the city’s rich and famous. She’d said it like it was obvious, like missing out on something like that would be a personal failure. She was even the one who’d pointed me toward the shop where I ended up renting my dress, she’d been invested in the whole thing from the start.

"It was fun." I say trying to stick to simple version of the night.

"Give me more than that!" She says. "Like was it as stupidly fancy, or worse? Like tell me how was the caviar and free champagne?"

“Let me tell you, caviar is overrated,” I say, leaning back in my chair and shrugging like it hadn’t been a big deal, like it was just another event instead of something I’d been quietly obsessing over for weeks. “And I only had one glass of champagne. I was too worried about saying the wrong thing or committing some kind of social faux pas.”

That part was mostly true. I hadn’t really been worried about embarrassing myself so much as I’d been worried about embarrassing Brandon.

“That sounds exhausting,” Nina said, her tone more sympathetic than teasing.

“It kind of was,” I admitted. “The whole night felt more stressful than it needed to be.”

She tilted her head, considering that. “I mean, at least you had your boyfriend with you.”

“Mostly,” I said, and I felt it immediately, that small edge creeping into my voice before I could stop it. Whatever I’d convinced myself had faded overnight clearly hadn’t disappeared as completely as I’d thought, and judging by the look on Nina’s face, she heard it too.

“Meaning,” she prompted gently.

I sighed, already feeling my stomach twist because I knew where this was heading and I didn’t want to unpack it. “He had his own stress to deal with,” I said. “It was all the higher-ups from his company, and he was really focused on making a good impression. More on that than on me.”

She hummed, studying me with that knowing look she liked to use when she thought she’d figured something out. “Hmm,” she said slowly. “Well, judging by how good your mood is today, I’m guessing that even if Brandon wasn’t focused on you at the party, he made up for it when you got home.”

I felt the shift right away, the way the conversation tilted just enough to make me suddenly aware of my posture and the way I was choosing my words. I shrugged and kept my tone light, like it wasn’t anything worth digging into. “He drank too much,” I said. “By the time we got home, he was exhausted.”

Nina snorted, not even trying to hide it. “Yeah, okay,” she said. “You’re serious right now.”

I shrugged again, more deliberately this time, keeping my eyes on the screen like something important might magically appear if I stared hard enough. “He really did drink too much,” I said, because that part was technically true, and technical truths were easier to stand on. “He was tired, I was tired. It was a long night.”

Her eyebrows lifted, surprise outweighing judgment. “You went to a fancy hotel opening, dressed like that,” she said, gesturing vaguely at me, “and you didn’t even hook up after.”

I winced and leaned closer to my desk, lowering my voice. “Can you not be so loud.”

“Fine,” she said, rolling her chair a little closer anyway. “So what actually happened.”

I hesitated just long enough to notice I was doing it, then sighed because she wasn’t going to let it go. “We fought,” I said, keeping it simple, keeping it small. “About stupid stuff. Like me being late and forgetting to switch into my heels.”

Her expression softened. “Seriously. You can’t even see your shoes half the time.”

That small bit of validation landed harder than I expected, and I nodded. “I know,” I said. “Like I said, stupid stuff. We were both stressed.”

She tilted her head. “So he was being a dick.”

I thought about telling her more, about where his attention had actually been, but even thinking about how close he’d stood to Stephanie made my stomach twist. It wasn’t just jealousy so much as the way it lit up that familiar warning feeling, the one that told me I’d been here before even if I didn’t want to admit it. If I said any of that out loud, Nina would clock it immediately and push, and she’d be right to, but I didn’t have the energy to turn last night into something bigger than it already felt.

Mostly, I just wanted to leave it where it was and move on, because dragging it back out and naming it would make it harder to pretend it didn’t matter as much as I was telling myself it didn’t.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But we talked it out. We didn’t just leave it hanging. So can we drop it?"

“Okay, fine,” she said, rolling her eyes but clearly clocking the shift in my mood. “Did you at least get any good pictures. Which dress did you go with.”

I was relieved she didn’t push, and I pulled out my phone without thinking too hard about it. I opened the photo Lark had taken and turned the screen toward her like it was no big deal, even though I’d already looked at it more times than I wanted to admit.

Her reaction was immediate. “Oh my god,” she said, leaning in closer. “You went with the backless one. I’m so proud of you. You look amazing. There is no way you didn't get hit on.”

I laughed and shrugged. “I mean, I did have a sexy older guy buy me a drink,” I said. “And I told him it was for my boyfriend, and he still bought it, so I’m assuming I didn’t look terrible.”

The guy had been objectively good-looking, the kind who didn’t have to try too hard about it. Broad shoulders, confident posture, dark hair starting to go silver at the temples, and a look in his eyes that made it clear he wasn’t just being polite.

Nina clicked her tongue. “Rookie mistake, Josie. You should have dropped your man and disappeared with the sugar daddy.”

I snorted. “Absolutely not. I’m in a committed relationship.”

"Jeez, I just hope he appreciates it." Nina said.

I wanted to believe he appreciated our relationship, and the morning had felt good, like proof that everything was fine. But talking it through with Nina again reminded me how easily things got turned around, how quickly I ended up questioning myself and giving him the benefit of the doubt instead of trusting my own reaction.

I glanced over at Nina and felt that familiar little sting of jealousy. She was younger than me and already had this easy confidence and blunt honesty I’d never quite managed to grow into. I knew, without a doubt, that she wouldn’t put up with Brandon’s shit for even a second. But that just wasn’t how I moved through the world.

What caught me off guard was how much she reminded me of Lark. The same kind of ease, the same way she spoke without hesitating or apologizing, like she didn’t need permission to be exactly who she was. Neither of them seemed to stop and edit themselves before they spoke, or smooth their edges to make other people more comfortable. They just existed, and somehow everything around them shifted to make room.

I couldn’t decide if that made me admire them or feel painfully aware of how much I still filtered myself, how often I bent instead of pushing back. Probably both.

“I also met this really interesting woman last night,” I said, leaning in close cause I figured Nina would enjoy hearing about her.

Nina’s head snapped up immediately. “Oh,” she said, grinning. “So you had women hitting on you too.”

“No,” I snorted. “At least, I don’t think so. She was a professional escort.”

Nina blinked. “I know what an escort is,” she said dryly. “Always figured they were just more expensive hookers.”

I rolled my eyes. “She wasn’t like that. She was… classy. Charismatic. Honestly, I think I would’ve paid her just to keep talking to me. She was way more interesting than half the people there.”

Nina snorts. "Leave it to some rich dude to have to pay to keep women around him."

I hesitated, then added, “She invited me to the club she works at.”

I dug through my purse, found the card, and set it on the desk between us.

Nina leaned in right away, already curious. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s see if you almost got scammed, or if you just met a very friendly professional.”

She scooted me out of the way and started typing before I could even object, and suddenly the website was right there on my screen.

Club Eden.

The page looked nothing like what I’d expected. It was sleek and polished, all dark tones and clean fonts, talking about a members-only, adults-only club with an emphasis on discretion and etiquette. There were sections about consent, privacy, and rules, laid out so plainly it took me a second longer than it should have to put the pieces together. Then my eyes caught a line about venturing into the playrooms and dungeons for your own dark, erotic encounters, and my mouth literally fell open.

“Oh my god,” I muttered, staring at the screen. That was it. That was the moment it fully clicked. This wasn’t some upscale lounge or secret networking spot. It was very clearly a sex club, and I could not wrap my head around the fact that Lark had looked at me and thought, yes, her, she’d be into this.

Nina burst out laughing. “I mean,” she said, wiping at her eyes, “I knew you were looking good, but what kind of vibes were you giving off to get invited to a sex club.”

She wasn’t wrong. It was obviously a sex club, and I wasn’t sure what I’d expected instead, maybe some kind of upscale lounge.

“We should absolutely not be looking at this at work,” I added quickly, reaching for the mouse.

Nina grabbed my wrist. “Relax,” she said. “I’ll wipe your history. Look, they’ve got a new member night coming up.”

“And,” I asked flatly.

“And you should go,” she said. “It’s exclusive, it’s members-only, and you and your boyfriend could live a little. Or hell, take me.”

I shook my head. “I swear, the only thing you’re afraid of is missing out. I would not be caught dead at a place like this.”

“Don’t be such a prude,” she said, rolling her eyes. “This actually looks fun. You’ve never even been a little curious about doing something kinky.”

“No,” I said immediately. “Any exploring I do happens privately, in my bedroom. Thank you very much.”

“Or,” she said, clearly enjoying herself now, “you take Brandon, and you two do something dirty for one night.”

“Why would we need to go out to do that,” I asked.

“Because it’s different,” she said. “The atmosphere matters. The energy. You see things, you feel things, and maybe you both realize you like something you never even talked about before. That kind of trust can bring people closer.”

I didn’t answer right away, scrolling through the site even as I pretended not to be listening. Her words had already started sinking in, the idea of Brandon opening up to me, of both of us choosing something risky together.

“And look,” she added, tapping the screen, “this place is clearly built around safety. Consent is mentioned everywhere.”

I sighed and closed the tab, even though the thought refused to leave with it.

"I think we need to get to work." I tell her. "I need to go check on Rasputin."

"Oh, yes the name is sticking!" Nina says as she wheels herself back.

"No its..." But I give up as she spins herself around and down the hall.

I sighed and pushed back from the desk, grabbing my clipboard as I started rounds, telling myself I was done thinking about the club even as my brain immediately ignored me. I tried to focus on the animals, on charts and meds and the comfort of routine, but the thought kept circling back anyway, quiet and persistent, like it had found a place to sit and wasn’t planning on leaving.

At lunch I told myself it was nothing and texted Brandon just to see if he was free next Friday, keeping it light, casual, like it didn’t mean anything. When he texted back yes, my chest loosened in that small, stupid way it always did when things lined up. After that, it was harder to pretend I wasn’t curious. I kept pulling the site up on my phone when I had a second, scrolling through it like I was just killing time. The more I looked, the less it matched the version of it I’d built in my head. It didn’t feel dirty or desperate. It felt controlled. Clean. Intentional. Sexy.

What stuck with me wasn’t the playrooms or the language about desire, but the rules, the emphasis on consent, the idea that you didn’t go there to lose control so much as choose it. I realized, a little uncomfortably, that what I wanted wasn’t the club itself. I wanted to want something with Brandon and trust that we could walk into it together without me shrinking or second-guessing myself or have to second-guess him.

By the time I clocked out, the decision felt less dramatic than it probably should have. I pulled Lark’s card from my bag, stared at the referral code for a second longer than necessary, and then entered it. Just to look, I told myself. Just to see what was there.

The confirmation screen loaded, and my phone buzzed softly in my hand.

I locked it, slid it back into my pocket, and told myself I’d think about it later, even though I already knew I wouldn’t stop thinking about it at all.


Chapter Seven

Josie




“Brandon, you can’t be serious?” I’m pacing the hotel room, phone pressed tight to my ear. Stomach dropping fast with disappointment as he makes excuses.

“Jo, its work,” he says, i can hear his eyes rolling through the phone. "What do you want me to do?"

“I want you to say no. Say you already have plans.” My throat tightens around the words I don’t say. Choose me. Please. I don’t let them out. They sound too needy desperate.

I’d planned all of this. Every part of it. I paid for the Club Eden membership, got us signed up for new member night, booked this hotel room just in case things got weird and we wanted to disappear together. I even managed to keep it all a secret, which honestly felt like an achievement on its own. And now, in the span of ten stupid minutes, the entire night is falling apart.

“I can't We’ll do something tomorrow. Dinner, a movie, I’ll make it up to you.”

“It wasn’t just dinner and a movie, Brandon, it was—” I trail off when I hear a laugh in the background. A woman’s laugh. My stomach drops before I can even think. “Who’s with you?”

“Don’t start,” he snaps. “It’s nothing. Just people from work.”

I press the phone tighter to my ear and shut my eyes because I already know exactly where my thoughts are heading. The party flashes back whether I want it to or not. Stephanie. The way she laughed at everything he said like he was the funniest man alive, the way she kept drifting closer, finding reasons to touch his arm. I remember standing there feeling stupid for even noticing, and then later bringing it up just to have him brush it off like I was making something out of nothing.

“Well,” I say, trying to keep my voice even, even though my chest feels tight, “I hope you have fun tonight with ‘just people from work.’”

He sighs like I’m exhausting him. “You’re overreacting. Funny how you can have work emergencies but I can’t.”

And there it is again. The same move he always pulls. Somehow it circles back to me being the problem, me being insecure, me not knowing when to drop it. It sounds like all the other arguments, and they all echo in my mind. Stephanie at the party. The cheating before that. Every time I’ve swallowed my feelings and apologized just to keep things from blowing up.

I’m not imagining this. I never was.

Something in me finally clicks into place, not dramatic, just steady, like I’ve known this was coming for a while and I’m finally done fighting it.

“I’m done, Brandon,” I say. “We’re done.”

I hang up before he can say anything else or before I can doubt these feelings. I am done. I don't want to keep trying if he is never going to change. If we are going to keep have ing these same arguments.

My phone buzzes almost immediately.

You’re overreacting. Call me.

Overreacting. That fucking word. My chest tightens and i can feel the pity turning to anger. If anything, he should be on his knees begging me to forgive him. The phone rings, but I don’t answer. Instead I hit decline. Just so he gets the message.

We’re done. I mean it. I’ll get my things from your place tomorrow.

A small laugh slips out before I can stop it, and that surprises me more than anything. I really thought breaking up with him would wreck me, that I’d be curled up on this bed crying until my head hurts, but instead it feels lighter. Like something I’ve been carrying around for way too long finally slid off my shoulders. The relief catches me off guard, and then it leaves me unsettled, because I know him well enough to know he probably doesn’t believe me. He likely thinks I’m just upset, that I’ll cool off and call him tomorrow like I always do.

My eyes drift to the envelope on the nightstand, the membership cards still tucked inside, and my chest tightens again. This whole week had felt like it was finally working out in my favor for once. Brandon and I were both free tonight. Lark’s referral code got us into Club Eden without a hitch. I’d spent night after night scrolling through the website, reading about the rooms, the rules, trying to picture what it would actually be like. Every time I got curious, I’d second guess myself, but I kept going anyway. I’d been thinking about what I might like, what he might like, imagining his face if we found something filthy and fun that was just ours. I’d let myself get excited in a way I honestly hadn’t in a long time.

Somewhere in all of that, it started to sink in that maybe Lark had seen something in me back at the Seventh Sin opening, something I hadn’t been ready to name yet. Maybe there was a part of me that wanted more than safe and familiar, a part that was curious and willing to explore if I just gave myself permission.

And once again, when it mattered, he didn’t pick me. And fuck I found myself getting pissed.

I push myself up from the bed and take in the hotel room. I stop in front of the mirror and really look at myself, not the way I usually do when I’m checking for flaws, but like I’m trying to see what he keeps overlooking. The red dress fits exactly how it’s supposed to, the neckline a little lower than I’d usually go. My legs look good in these heels, even if I know my feet are going to hate me later.

I shaved. I moisturized. My makeup actually turned out right for once. Underneath, the lace red underwear matches the dress because of course it does. I put effort into this. And standing there looking at myself, I know I look good. Which makes it even more ridiculous that I’m here alone and technically single and no one’s getting to appreciate any of it.

But then I catch myself. Why shouldn’t someone appreciate it? I’ve got everything I need to walk out that door and find someone tonight. I even submitted a current STD test with my club application. Thanks to Brandon’s past cheating, I stay tested regularly anyway. I don’t have to just stand on the sidelines and watch. I could actually participate.

I let out a small laugh because wow, revenge sex. That really doesn’t sound like me. I’ve always been the careful one. The good daughter who went to college, kept her head down, didn’t mess around. The good sister who’d drop everything to babysit. The good girlfriend who poured herself into the relationship and called it love. Even agreeing to go to a sex club with my boyfriend felt bold for me, but going alone? That should scare me. Instead it feels right. It makes my pulse jump. It makes me wet just thinking about it. Maybe I did spend too many nights this week scrolling through Club Eden’s site, reading about all the kinky shit they offer, letting my imagination wander.

But maybe that’s exactly what I need. A dirty one night stand with a stranger I won’t know long enough to be disappointed by. Something that makes this real instead of another almost-breakup we smooth over tomorrow. If someone else touches me, if I let myself want someone else, then there’s no undoing it. No soft apologies. No “we’ll talk later.” This would be the line. The end of it.

I smile at the thought. If I’m closing this door, I’m slamming it.

I grab my purse and shove the membership card and my phone inside before I can talk myself out of it. I’m halfway to the door before my brain catches up, and I don’t let it slow me down. Yeah, maybe this is impulsive. Maybe tomorrow I’ll wonder what the hell I was thinking. But tonight I don’t want careful. I don’t want safe. I want something that feels real. So I walk through the lobby, step out into the cool night air, and let the door close behind me like it’s sealing the end of one thing and the start of something else.


Chapter Eight

Silas




The bass from the club bleeds through the walls of Judith’s office, steady and heavy, but it barely registers anymore. It’s just background noise. I’m too busy staring at the employee files spread across the desk. Names. Positions. Start dates. Shifts. I’ve already combed through all of it, more than once, looking for something I might’ve missed. Some crack. Some tell.

I pulled Mel in earlier and questioned her myself. She swears she didn’t say anything that could tie her back to the Sinners. Says she doesn’t even remember half the conversations she’s had lately. Carter and Encino have been out working the streets, trying to get a read on the Syndicate’s movements, and they’ve come back with nothing. No whispers. No shifts in territory. Just dead ends.

I tried to focus on the casino this week, but the city council keeps dragging their feet. Vincent’s got the lawyers drafting paperwork to go after them for lost income, which tells you how well that’s going. So yeah, it’s been a shit week.

The office door swings open and I glance up to see Judith walk in. She’s in her usual club management uniform. Hair pulled tight into a bun. Sharp business jacket. Skirt just short enough to remind you this isn’t just an office job. Heels high enough to make a statement. She crosses her arms and leans against the doorframe like she already knows I’m about to test her patience.

“What are you doing?” she sighs.

“Trying to help.” I gesture toward the stack of documents like that somehow justifies the mess.

“No, you’re not, Silas.” She shuts the door behind her and walks up to the desk. “You’re doing that thing where you try to fix everything at once, and for the record, you’re giving everyone a headache.”

I hate that she’s right. I’ve been bouncing from problem to problem, just trying to get traction on at least one damn thing. This isn’t strategy. It’s compulsion. It’s me trying to feel in control instead of sitting around waiting for something to explode. And right now, I need to feel like I’m doing something.

I lean back in the chair and drag my hands down my face. “I know. Vincent practically 86’ed me from my own office today.”

“You know it’s bad when your working annoys the workaholic,” she says.

I grab another file like I’m not finished yet. “I just need to land one thing. What do you—”

She plucks the file right out of my hand. “You need a stiff drink and a good fuck. I told you I’d handle this. Eden’s mine, remember?”

I want to argue. This isn’t just club business. This is Sinner business. But she’s right. We made that deal when we first opened the club, when Marcelli Holdings got too big for the inner circle to manage everything at once. We split it up. We each took our lane.

“Fine,” I mutter, pushing back from the desk. “You handle it.”

“Good. I’ve got enough to deal with tonight without fighting you too,” she says. “These new members are animals. Sam and Nash have already broken up two fights, and I swear I’ve given the consent speech on repeat all night.”

I laugh as I stand up and relinquish her desk. “You’re the one who insisted on one more New Member Night.”

“Damn right. The books were basically full, and it’s the last one for a while,” she says.

I know she hates that part. We’re tightening security, pausing new memberships, locking things down for a bit. I hate it too. Eden pulls in serious money, and it’s where we handle a lot of business that doesn’t belong in boardrooms. But I’m not risking another incident. I’m not risking our people.

“Stop making that face,” she says.

I lift a brow. “What face?”

“That one. The broody boss one. If you really feel bad for me, go have some fun. I don’t get to tonight.” She turns me toward the door and starts nudging me out, and I let her.

“If you’re going to twist my arm like that,” I say, already stepping into the hallway.

“Yep. Brutal coercion. Good night, Silas.” The door clicks shut behind me.

I head down the employee hallway and people instinctively step out of my way. They don’t need to know I run the Sinners to know I own the building. That’s enough. The energy shifts when the boss walks by. It always does.

The second I step onto the main floor, the music hits me full force. The walls had been dulling it, but out here it’s alive, heavy in my chest. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the darker, moodier lighting. The dance floor sits right in the center, bodies already moving under the low glow. Around the edges are high-top tables people can reserve, and behind those, dark leather sectionals lined against the walls. Some are tucked behind velvet curtains for a little more privacy. On one side, stairs lead up to the VIP platform with bottle service. On the other, a long granite bar stretches sleek and polished, LED lights glowing beneath rows of liquor.

Out here it still passes for normal. People talking, laughing, drinks in hand. Some outfits lean bold, leather or lace instead of cocktail wear, and more than a few couples are pressed a little closer than they would be anywhere else, hands wandering, mouths brushing, but it’s still the social side of the night.

I don’t pick a direction right away, I just let my eyes wander the room and wait for something to actually grab me, because tonight I’m not looking for conversation or complications, I’m looking for relief and someone who understands that without needing it explained. My gaze drifts across the bar and then snags hard enough that I slow without realizing it.

I blink and look again because it honestly feels like my brain made her up after the week I’ve had, like luck finally decided to stop screwing with me for five minutes. The woman from the hotel opening is sitting at my bar inside Club Eden.

Her name pops back into my head. Josephine.

I take my time looking. Long legs under a hem that’s barely doing its job, the line of her chest pulling my attention whether I want it to or not, a few strands loose from her braid like she’s been messing with it while she watches everyone else have an easier time than she is. She’s got a drink in hand she has clearly been working on, posture tight, eyes flicking to the dance floor and away again like she isn’t sure she belongs but doesn’t want to leave either.

I wait for the boyfriend to show up, because men don’t usually leave something that looks like her sitting alone in a place like this unless they’ve already screwed up badly. When he doesn’t appear, my feet are already moving before I’ve consciously decided to, like some part of me made the call and didn’t bother checking in with the rest.

I slide up beside her at the bar close enough that she’ll feel me there before she really looks. The bartender catches my eye and starts pouring my whiskey automatically. Josephine turns back, sets her drink down, notices me staring and I don’t bother pretending otherwise. The color hits her cheeks first, then recognition, and I feel a low satisfaction settle in my chest.

“Oh. Umm. Hi.”

“Hello,” I say, slow sip, giving her a second to decide if she wants to run or lean in.

“Do you remember me? From the hotel party?”

“You’re Miss I Have a Boyfriend,” I tell her, voice steady but warm enough she hears the tease.

“Yes. Well no. No boyfriend tonight. Or tomorrow. I’m Josie.”

There’s weight in that sentence. Breakup weight. For a second I wonder if I’m stepping into the fallout of someone else’s mistake a little too fast. Fresh breakups make people reckless, make them say yes to things they’d normally think through. Then again, I’ve never been the kind of man who waits around for timing to be polite.

If he let her walk out of his life, that’s his failure, not mine. Whoever he is, he did me a favor. And if I’m going to take advantage of the situation, I’ll at least do it properly. She won’t leave tonight feeling small. She’ll leave knowing exactly how she should’ve been treated.

“Silas,” I remind her, turning toward her, elbow resting on the bar so she has my full attention. “And since the last time I offered you a drink you had a boyfriend, I figure I should ask again. Can I get you one now?”

“Oh no.” She pushes her glass away like it offended her.

I lift a brow. “I don’t think I’ve ever been turned down twice.”

Her hand lands on my arm and the heat goes straight through me. “No, I swear I’m not turning you down. You might not know this, but that bartender pours like he’s trying to end people’s nights early. I just want to actually be sober for…”

She trails off, eyes roaming the room like she’s already somewhere else, and all I can think about is what version of the night she’s building in her head and whether I get to be the one in it.

“For the experience?” she finally says, like she’s testing the word first.

I let out a quiet laugh. “Fair enough. So what were you hoping to experience tonight?”

I let the word hang because I want the real answer, not the safe one. I want to know what pulls at her, how much she wants to be guided, how far she’d follow if someone made it easy to stop pretending she’s cautious. Most women figure out pretty fast I’m not gentle in the way they expect and decide that’s not for them, but with her I catch myself wanting to meet her where she is and see what she actually asks for.

She leans back, cheeks warm, fingers lingering before she lets go. “I don’t really know. I haven’t made it past the dance floor.”

Of course she hasn’t. She’s parked right on the edge acting like she’s just looking around when really she’s itching to step forward. The fact she walked in at all says plenty. New usually means hesitation, but tonight it just makes me want to be the one she trusts to lead and reward her when she does.

“You need a tour guide?” I take her hand carefully, giving her every chance to pull away. “Someone to hold your hand?”

She laughs but doesn’t pull away. “You don't strike me as the kind of guy who stops at just holding hands.”

“If that’s what you want I can be. Anything else you’ll have to ask for.” I watch the moment hit, the small shift in her breathing when curiosity beats nerves.

“What would the more be?” she asks quietly.

I slow my voice on purpose so she has time to picture it instead of just hearing it.

“Here’s what happens. You stay right here and count to twenty while I walk through that curtain. When you finish counting you follow, cause you want to.”

I lean in a little closer, letting the noise of the room fade behind us.

“You come looking for me, and you don’t rush it. You look in every room on the way, and get a good look. You let yourself feel curious. Let yourself get worked up before I ever touch you.”

Her breath catches, and I keep going before she can retreat into her head.

“When you find me, I sit you down and slow you down. I tell you what to do, and you do it. Not guessing, not worrying. I’ll make it very clear.”

I brush closer, voice low enough it stays between us.

“You listen, I take care of you. You hesitate, I guide you. You behave…” I pause, watching her swallow, “…I make sure you leave tonight knowing exactly why people come here.”

My mouth hovers near her ear.

“You won’t have to guess what I want. I’ll tell you. And you won’t have to wonder if you’re doing it right… I’ll make sure you know.”

I lean back just enough to actually look at her. Her pupils are blown wide and she isn’t even trying to hide it. Yeah… she definitely liked hearing exactly what I had planned.

“So you want more than holding hands?” I murmur.

“Yes… please,” she breathes.

That please does something to me. Soft, eager, already giving a little without even realizing she is. Most people pull back when they feel the edge coming. She’s leaning toward it, toward me, and I can feel that hook sink in deep.

"Alright then start counting." I tell her.

I walk off of and try to not run across the hall to the back curtain. I pace myself. Once I hit the back. The attendant greats me.

"Good evening Mr. Marcelli. Taking to the voyeur hall instead of the vip?" He ask.

"Yes, do you have any open rooms near the end of the hall."

"Yes, sir. Room ten." He hands me a key card. "Enjoy."

I head down the hall already certain she’s behind me, close enough to hear, far enough to still pretend she could turn around.

She won’t.

Not after the way she looked at me.

I find room ten and I lean against the doorframe. I’m going to enjoy tonight. Not just touching her. Enjoying her.

Watching her figure out exactly how much she wants it.


Chapter Nine

Josie

Club Eden had been a lot to take in. The second I walked inside I knew I was out of my depth. All that confidence I had back in the hotel room just slowly leaked out of me while the hostess launched into what felt like a full orientation meeting. Lockers here, voyeur hall down the back hall, free play past that, dungeon downstairs but hands-off tonight. Rules I’d technically read online but hearing them out loud made them feel way more serious.

I finally escaped her only to realize I had no idea where I was supposed to stand or what to do with my hands. Everyone else looked comfortable, like this was just their normal Friday. Meanwhile the bartender kept topping off my drink like he was doing me a favor and I couldn’t decide if the alcohol was helping or just making me notice everything harder.

Then Silas showed up and something in my chest unclenched. Maybe because he was the first familiar thing in the building, or maybe because he didn’t dance around anything. He just laid it out. And suddenly I was calm.

The only thing I’d been worried about was whether I counted to twenty too fast or too slow. Once I finished, I knew what came next. I never thought that counting could be apart of foreplay, but as I stood up and could feel the sexual anticipation course through my body. I headed for the black curtain I’d been side-eyeing all night. The attendant pulled it open and I slipped inside.

It took a second for my eyes to catch up in the darker light. I turned the corner into a hallway lined with doors, each with a window and people posted up outside peeking in like it was an exhibit. I couldn’t spot Silas anywhere, but I didn't doubt he was there watching. I didn’t want to keep him waiting, but he’d told me to actually look… so I slowed down and checked every room.

They weren't all full. But the ones that where were in full swing. As I walked and looked my stomach flipped and I kept waiting for the Oh my god I shouldn't be looking at this. But it never came.

One room had a couple basically melted together against the wall. The one pinned back arched their neck, mouth slack in a silent moan, while the other thrust slow and deep, like they had all the time in the world and zero concerns about the people watching.

Another, a woman sprawled wide in an armchair, thighs parted, her knees framing the head buried between them. The man on his knees devoured her, tongue lapping at her swollen folds, fingers curling inside to hit that spot that made her hips buck. He murmured something filthy against her clit; she threw her head back and laughed.

I found myself stopping a little longer at each room.

I told myself it was curiosity. Purely observational. Like people-watching in public but with the volume turned all the way up. But the longer I stood there the more I noticed how relaxed everyone looked. No embarrassment. No nervous laughter. No checking over their shoulder.

Then, near the end of the hall, there was this one room that stopped me completely. A woman stood alone in lingerie, moving like she’d mapped out every eye in the place and knew exactly where she wanted them to land. A slow turn, a pause, a look over her shoulder—

and for a second, it felt like she was looking right at me.

I became painfully aware of my own breathing. Of the way my arms were crossed like that somehow made me less obvious, even though I hadn’t moved away from the glass. I kept telling myself that I should look away.

I was so enthralled by watching that I almost walked past Silas.

"You enjoying yourself?" he asked, voice low enough it brushed the back of my neck more than my ears.

I turned and found him leaning in the doorway, I could tell from the smirk on his face that he'd been watching me. He looked good standing there in the dark hall back lit from the room. I had thought when I had first seen him at the hotel party, that he'd looked good in the suit at the party, sharp and clean.

But tonight he looked absolutely dangerous.

Black slacks. Black shirt. Sleeves rolled just enough to show forearms that didn’t look like it belong to a man who sat behind a desk. The fabric stretched across his chest when he shifted, and I kept catching a glimpse of a piece of ink, but never the full picture.

My eyes moved up before I could stop them.

I’d never really gone for older men, but it worked on Silas. The gray at his temples made his jaw look sharper, and the lines around his eyes made his stare feel heavier.

I realized I’d been looking too long without answering.

“Yeah,” I said, quieter than I meant, stepping closer while people moved around us like we weren’t even there.

“You want to be the one they’re watching?” he asked.

“Me?”

He nodded toward the room. “Right here. Unless you want it private.”

My brain immediately tried to pull the brakes. This was insane. Normal people didn’t stand in hallways and consider things like this.

My body didn’t seem to care.

The thought of everyone looking while his attention stayed locked on me sent this tight, nervous heat through my chest that I couldn’t explain away as curiosity anymore.

“Is that what you like?” I asked, searching his face, trying to figure out if I was just following him.

“That’s not what I asked,” he said, steady. “I asked what you want. Be seen… or keep it just us?”

I looked around the hall again. Couples leaning together. People watching without pretending they weren’t. No one embarrassed. No one running.

I imagined being on the other side of the glass.

My pulse jumped instead of dropping.

I let out a slow breath and stopped trying to talk myself out of it.

“Yeah,” I said, meeting his eyes. “I do.”

“Good,” he said, a slow smile tugging at his mouth. “Keep telling me what you want tonight. And don't be afraid of telling me what you don't want.”

I nodded before I could think too hard about what I was agreeing to.

He stepped into the room and I followed. He closes the door with a soft click.

At first glance it looked like a moody hotel suite. Red leather chaise, low padded chair, black dresser. Then my brain caught up with the details. The chaise wasn’t decorative. It had restraints fixed along the frame, thick leather cuffs bolted in. On top of the dresser sat a clear bottle of lube and a heavy glass bowl filled with individually wrapped condoms. Above the dresser, a mounted rack held a paddle, a crop, a blindfold, a length of rope coiled neatly.

And then there was the window. Floor to ceiling. Full view of the room.

My reflection stared back at me, faint in the dark glass.

“One-way,” Silas said, circling slowly behind me. “They can see you. You can’t see them.”

I swallowed, staring at myself, and imagined people standing on the other side of the glass. Then Brandon’s face slipped into the picture —  out there, realizing exactly what he walked away from.

I almost wished I’d sent him the details tonight. Not because it would’ve changed anything. He still would’ve ditched me. But the idea of him showing up and seeing it too late… understanding what he gave up… sent a sharp, satisfying thrill through my chest.

Instead of shrinking, I lifted my chin and held my own reflection’s gaze.

"Josie," I turn my focus back to Silas. "I like good girls who listen."

My eyes follow him and I realize even standing this close he still hasn’t touched me. I want him to. He moves to the padded chair and sits, angled so he can watch without blocking the window.

“Show me how you touch yourself when you’re alone. Just your hand,” he says, holding my gaze as he leans back into the chair.

Heat creeps up my neck. I’m suddenly very aware of just standing there, unsure where to start.

“Dress off first,” Silas says.

Right. I let out a slow breath and reach for the zipper, easing it down before sliding the straps from my shoulders. I take my time, letting the dress fall until it pools at my feet. No bra, just lace panties, and the low sound he makes tells me he approves.

"Now, have a seat," He gestures towards the chaise. "Get yourself comfortable."

I cross to the chaise and drop onto it, hooking a leg up and spreading toward Silas and the window, trying to look calm while every nerve is buzzing and I’m wondering how I look.

“Perfect,” Silas says, voice low enough to melt me. I watch his eyes drink me in. Then his hand drifts to his crotch, slow and deliberate, adjusting himself so I can’t miss it. My tongue runs over my lips when I see the heavy outline of his cock along his thigh.

"Now, pull those panties to the side and let me see that pretty pussy." He says.

And I do, sliding my hand down my body, hooking the crotch of my panties, not surprised that they are already wet. I pull them to the side and get another satisfied sound from him.

"Show me, how you do it Josie." He commands.

I slide my other hand down, already worked up and aching. My fingers slip between my slick folds and I start slow, feeling it while he watches. I catch my reflection in the glass and pick up the pace. He told me to act like I’m alone, but I’m not. I’m doing this for him, and the thought of anyone else out there barely registers anymore.

I gasp, chasing the tight pull low in my stomach. It doesn’t take long before I am right at crests. The feeling’s been building ever since I walked down that hall.

“You’re getting close,” he rasps. “You gonna come for me, Josie?”

“Yeah,” I breathe, rubbing faster, unable to stop.

“That’s it. Come for me.”

His voice tips me right over. My head falls back and I shudder through it, a soft moan slipping out while I ride it out under his stare.

When the shaking finally eases out of me, a breathy laugh slips free. “How was that?”

He doesn’t answer right away. He just looks at me, and something in his expression makes my pulse kick back up.

“Perfect.” Then he smiles. "But I think I can do better?"

I open my mouth to challenge him, but he moves before I can get a word out. His long leg crossing the space in two steps. He leans over me one hand braced against the back of the chaise. Still not touching me.

“Let me show you,” he murmurs, voice rough. “What a real orgasm feels like.”

My breath catches.

“Open your mouth.”

I do it without thinking. My lips close around his fingers and I feel myself instinctively suck on them, heat pooling low in my stomach at the look in his eyes. He lets me for a moment before sliding them free, dragging them down my neck, over my chest, lower.

My skin prickles wherever he touches.

I’m already trembling when his fingers slip between my thighs and push inside me. First one then, two. The stretch makes me gasp, hips lifting before I can stop them. He curls them deeper and I cry out. His other hand finds my breast, thumb rolling over the nipple until I arch into him.

“Tell me you like this.”

“Yes,” I breathe, voice thin.

“Yes?” His tone turns darker. “That all you’ve got?”

“Yeah — I like it,” I gasp, the words breaking apart as the heat snaps tighter. I can’t stay still. He moves his free hand from my breast and pins me with his palm on my stomach, holding me there while his fingers move inside me. I grasp his arm because I need something solid or I’ll lose it completely.

He hits something deep inside that makes my breath hitch and a sound slips out before I can stop it. He knows exactly what he’s doing. His hand shifts lower, thumb finding my clit, and the steady pressure turns into too much too fast. My hips jerk against him, chasing it and trying to pull away at the same time, my breathing uneven while the tension climbs higher than I can keep up with.

I break apart around him, a sound tearing out of me I don’t recognize as my own.

He doesn’t stop. Each aftershock pulls another gasp, another tremor, until my body feels loose and weak and unbearably sensitive. Only then does he finally pull back.

I stare at the ceiling, breathless. “Holy shit.”

He finally lets me sit up and I catch my reflection in the window. My face is flushed, hair a mess, and the leather under me is definitely proof of what just happened.

As the high fades, my stomach drops.

I just came apart in front of who knows how many people with a man I barely know. I should feel embarrassed. That would make sense. But instead my skin still feels warm low in my stomach, that slow hum that hasn’t faded yet, and that’s the part that bothers me. I feel a little too aware of how good it felt.

I liked it. I hate that I liked it.

“You alright?” Silas asks, studying me.

“Yeah,” I answer too quickly. I smooth my hands over my thighs like I’m just adjusting myself instead of steadying. “I’m fine.”

He shifts closer, kneeling so we’re eye level. He looks less intimidating like this. And I let out the breath I am holding.

“We can stop,” he says quietly. “Go somewhere quieter.”

Something tight pulls low in my stomach at that. He isn’t assuming anything. He isn’t pushing. He’s giving me a choice. Which I am not sure if it makes it better or worse, because now if we keep going, it’s not because he expects it. It’s because I do.

I try to organize my thoughts and they just tangle together. I don’t belong in places like this. I don’t do things like this. That’s what I’ve always believed. But my body clearly disagrees. My body didn’t hesitate.

“You haven’t…” I swallow, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “You haven’t finished.”

He doesn’t move. “Doesn’t matter. I told you to tell me what you want.”

That lands somewhere in my chest and spreads out slow. I could walk away right now and tuck this whole night into a neat little box labeled rebound mistake. Or I could admit I don’t want it to end.

“I want my reward,” I say, aiming for light, hoping it doesn’t sound like need. “I earned it, right?”

His mouth curves. “More than earned it.”

My pulse picks up again, heat replacing the dip in my stomach. “Quieter sounds good though. I have a hotel room.”

He studies me for a second. “You’re inviting me to your hotel room?”

I hold his gaze this time. “Yes.”

Tonight wasn’t supposed to turn into this. It was supposed to be something careless and temporary. To forget all about a break up and wasted years molding myself to someone who never put me first. Instead it feels like I just stepped into something I can’t pretend I don’t want.

And I don’t want to stop.


Chapter Ten

Silas




When I said we should move somewhere else, I meant the aftercare lounge, a quiet corner where I could keep her close and talk her down. I liked how fast Josie opened up to me, how easily she admitted what she wanted once she stopped fighting it. When the shame hit after, I saw it immediately. I wanted to take it off her, make her understand there was nothing dirty about wanting to be watched, about liking it. I already knew I wasn’t done with her. I wanted her hooked, wanting me back just as badly, because she fit too well under my hand. But the second she said we were going to her hotel room, the second she demanded her reward, all that patient gentleman-dom restraint snapped clean in half.

The elevator doors barely finished closing before I had her pinned against the wall. My mouth crashed into hers, slow at first, then harder, only breaking long enough to ask what floor before I went right back to kissing her. My hand slid up her side, feeling the heat of her through the dress until my fingers found the hem.

She melted into me with a soft moan, then pushed me back just enough to glance toward the camera tucked into the corner. I followed her eyes and smiled against her lips.

“Relax,” I murmured, moving my hand higher. “Camera can’t see past me.”

My knuckles brushed lace and her breathing hitched. She kept watching the numbers climb above the door.

“What if someone—”

“It’s late,” I said quietly as I slipped my fingers under her underwear and straight into her heat. “Besides… look how wet you are just thinking about it.”

Her face buried into my neck with a helpless sound and she started rocking against my hand, chasing the pressure like she forgot where we were entirely. Her hips moved on their own, slow and needy, using my fingers while she held onto my shoulders to stay upright.

I leaned in, lips grazing her ear. “Do you want me to stop?”

“No.”

She kissed me again, desperate this time, and I kept her right there on the edge. I worked her slowly, deliberately, feeling the tremor building in her body, knowing exactly when she was about to break.

Then the elevator chimed. I pulled my hand away. She let out a small, frustrated whine and grabbed my arm immediately, dragging me into the hallway toward her room like she couldn’t get the door open fast enough.

The second the door shuts behind us I’m on her. I pull the dress off her fast, impatient, dragging it down her body while she works at my shirt with shaking hands. She pauses as I finish sliding it off, palms flattening over my chest instead of rushing.

Her eyes go to the ink first. Fingers trace the serpent curled around the woman’s hand, the apple caught in its grip. The Sinners’ mark. Every one of us wears it somewhere.

Then Her fingers slide to the scar under my collarbone, linger for half a second… then move lower. My belt comes undone, then my zipper, and when she finally wraps her fingers around my cock I feel myself lean into her without thinking. I’ve been hard since the club and she seems to realize it, breath catching when she frees me and strokes once, twice.

That’s enough to make me lose control completely.

I grab her, lift her clean off the floor and throw her onto the bed. She lets out a startled little squeal and scrambles backward across the mattress, eyes wide, nerves and heat mixed together.

“You’ve been such a good girl for me tonight.” I tell her. “I am going to take my time rewarding you.”

She smiles beaming up at me. No embarrassment is left, just that open, trusting energy back in her again.

“On your back. Head over the edge.” My voice leaves no room for refusal.

She obeys. Laying herself out for me, throat bared and hair spilling over the mattress. I take a moment first, hands moving over her chest, feeling her breathing under my palms while she watches me from below, my cock right at her eye level. My hand slides to her throat and she opens her mouth without being told.

I ease into her slowly, letting her adjust until I hit the back of her throat. She softens around me instead of pulling away, relaxing into it like she wants to take me deeper.

"If you need air, tap my thigh," I murmur, low and firm. She grazes the back of my thighs with her nails, in quite conformation. When I ease back, she catches her breath... then pulls me in again, all mine, desperate for more.

I brace myself against the mattress and slide two fingers into her at the same time, curling them carefully, working her from the inside while I move in her mouth. When her hips twitch I pull back and replace my fingers with my tongue, tasting her while she keeps me between her lips. She moans around my cock, that buzz shooting straight through my shaft, making me throb. I push deeper, until I am sure her eyes are watering.

When I ease out she drags in a breath, then pulls me back before I can decide to move again.

“Good girl,” I rasp, thrusting deep again. “Taking me so well.”

She moans around me, throat full, body arching as I finger her harder.

“That’s it. Open wider. Let me all the way in.”

It doesn't taker her long till, she cums hard against my tongue on her clit, gagging around my cock at the same time. I pull out. Her lips are puffy and swollen, drool trailing down her face, chest heaving like crazy. She looks totally wrecked. Perfect. And fuck, I need to be inside her now.

I flip her over quick, onto her hands and knees. Grab a condom from my pants, roll it on fast. She's watching me the whole time. I climb up behind her on the bed.

I slam in from behind, no holding back. Hips snapping hard, brutal rhythm that'd leave bruises. God, she looks just as gorgeous from this angle: that smooth back arching, full hips taking every thrust. Jolts shoot up my spine with each one. She's tight in the best way. Not fighting me, just gripping, reacting like she can't get enough. The headboard's banging the wall in steady thuds, and that sound hits something primal and satisfied in me. My thigh slaps hers, skin on skin, over and over.

One hand slides up her back to that messy braid. Barely holding together now. I grab it, tug back to test her. She leans into it, moaning as I pull harder and fuck her deeper.

"This is your reward," I grunt with each thrust. "Getting used like this. Tell me you want it rough."

"Yes, please," she gasps.

Fuck, that breaks me. I pin her down into the mattress, chest flat against it, my arm hooked around her throat. Choking her with the sheer pace as her body bucks under me.

"Same rule," I murmur into her hair. "Tap if you need air."

Her fingers claw into the sheets like she refuses to tap. Instead, she shoves her ass back against me, grinding desperate and sloppy, that tight pussy swallowing my cock deeper.

I cinch my forearm around her throat just right, feeling her pulse hammer against my skin as I keep driving into her from behind. I hold the pressure for a moment, stealing her breath, the wet impact echoing through the room.

Then I ease off.

She pulls in a sharp gasp, chest rising against me, and I don’t slow down.

I tighten again and her body jolts.

Loosen — she gulps air.

I thrust deeper.

The pattern settles in, rough and steady, my grip closing, releasing, my hips never stopping. Each breath I give her only makes her cling tighter, her body reacting before she can think.

Her slick walls flutter around me, heat spilling down her thighs, sweat mixing with it as she loses herself to the rhythm.

"Look at you," I groan, voice rough. "Such a perfect little fucktoy, taking my cock like you were built for it. Arch that back for me."

She does it instantly. No hesitation, just arches deep. I snake my free hand down between her trembling thighs, fingers finding that swollen clit. I circle it hard, tight and deliberate, just enough pressure to make her buck. No mercy, no softness.

That's when the begging starts—broken, needy whimpers spilling out between chokes. "More... fuck, harder... please, let me cum... need it..."

I keep the pressure firm around her throat, watching her focus narrow until there’s nothing left but the stretch of me inside her and the friction of my fingers on her clit. I ease off just long enough for her to drag in a shaky breath, spit shining on her lips, then tighten again before she can fully recover. Her hands scramble everywhere, tearing at the sheets, clawing at my arm as she loses herself to it. She’s gone, all instinct now, nails biting into my skin while her body soaks me, heat spilling around every thrust.

Finally, I drive her over the edge.

Fingers grinding her clit merciless, cock working deep. Her body locks down around me in tight, desperate pulses. I release her throat as she breaks, and she gulps air, shaking hard against me as she comes apart. I pull out, strip the condom off, and stroke myself twice before unloading thick ropes all over her back. I watch the tremor still moving through her as I catch my breath behind her.

She's dead quiet after. Too quiet, limp and panting in the wrecked sheets. It makes me pause, heart still slamming.

"Say something," Wiping sweat from my brow.

“Fuck.”

I slip off the bed, grab a warm wet towel from the bathroom, and come back to clean her. Slow passes over her back, her hips, between her thighs where she’s still trembling. She twitches under my touch and I adjust without thinking, careful where a minute ago I wasn’t.

I bring her a glass of water, hold it steady to her lips 'cause her hands are still shaking too bad to manage. She sips slow, eyes half-lidded. When she’s done I pull the covers up and slide in behind her, arm settling across her stomach, fitting her against me until her breathing evens out with mine.

I don’t know how I got lucky enough to run into someone like her. She listened, followed every word I gave her without hesitation and then pushed for more.  Most people hesitate, test the line, pretend they don’t want to cross it. She stepped over it and met me there.

For a few hours I forgot everything else existed. No meetings, no Syndicate problems, no city breathing down my neck. Just her in my bed and the quiet after.

And that’s the problem.

She has no idea who she just let into her room. No idea about the company, the Sinners, the kind of mess that follows me whether I want it to or not. I should leave while tonight can still stay simple.

Instead I’m lying here thinking about how to see her again without the rest of my life touching her. Rearranging days in my head before I’ve even moved from the bed.

Because the truth settles in whether I want it to or not.

Josie is mine.

And I already don’t want to give her back.


Chapter Eleven

Josie




My body wakes up before my mind does, and for a few quiet seconds I just lie there, stretching slowly and taking inventory. My hips ache when I extend my legs, a deep soreness that settles low and heavy. My throat feels rough, tender in a way that makes me swallow carefully. Even my scalp feels sensitive when I shift against the warm hard pillow.

My eyes snap open. Silas is still here and I am curled up to his side. And worse yet dried drool has glued my face to his skin. The slow rise and fall beneath me tells me that he is still asleep.

Memory of last night does not trickle back gently. It crashes in all at once.

The club. The watching. The way I let him handle me like I trusted him without even thinking about it.

The things he did. The things I told him I wanted him to do. I’d love to blame the alcohol, but I only had one drink and it burned off fast. There wasn’t coercion, and there definitely wasn’t confusion. Silas asked every step of the way. And I said yes.

I wanted it.

I stare up at the ceiling and feel heat creep into my face. I broke up with Brandon and less than twenty four hours later I was naked in a hotel bed with a man I barely know, doing things I have never even admitted out loud that I wanted. And it all felt more honest than anything in the last year of our relationship.

I cannot deal with this right now.

If I lay here and think about how easily I said yes, how natural it felt to let him take over like that, I’m going to spiral. I don’t have the energy for that kind of self reflection this early in the morning while I’m still stuck to his chest.

So I shove it down.

I tell myself I’ll think about it later, when I’m alone. When I’ve slept and showered. When my brain feels normal again. When I am not next to him, cause clearly, I don’t think straight with him around. Right now, last night doesn’t need to mean anything. It can just be a thing that happened.

I just need to get out of this room.

Very carefully, I ease myself out from under Silas’s arm. He shifts a little but doesn’t wake, and I sit up slowly, trying not to jostle the bed.

Which is when I make the mistake of looking at him.

He’s completely naked, sprawled across the mattress like the bed was made for him, breathing slow and steady, completely unbothered.

In the morning light I finally get a clear look at the tattoo stretched across his chest and the scar above it. Up close they make him look less polished and more real, like there’s a history there I almost asked about and then definitely did not have the opportunity to.

My attention drifts to his thick arms and my stomach tightens before I can stop it. I remember those wrapped around my throat, firm and controlled, never hesitating, just there exactly when I needed the pressure.

I drag my gaze away and immediately regret letting it fall lower. The line of dark hair down his stomach pulls my eyes with it until I force myself to stop. Thank god the sheet is still covering him, because I do not trust my willpower if it wasn’t.

I shake my head at myself and slide off the bed. My lower back protests right away, a reminder I refuse to unpack right now.

I grab my clothes and shove them into my bag, not bothering to fold anything, just moving fast enough that I don’t give my brain time to replay details.

The bathroom mirror is brutally honest.

My hair is wrecked beyond saving, my lips are swollen, and faint bruises are already showing along my neck and collarbone. I don’t even remember exactly when he made them. I look like someone who made questionable decisions and had a really good time doing it. I slide on the spare clothes I brought and attempt to tame my appearance for about a minute, before accepting that there is only so much damage control possible.

When I step back into the room, Silas has rolled onto his stomach.

I should not look at him.

I absolutely do.

His back is just as distracting as the front, the muscles shifting slightly with every breath. For a second I think about leaving a note. Maybe my number. Something that says last night wasn’t just… whatever that was.

I shut that idea down fast.

This was one night. A messy, impulsive night after a breakup and discovering I apparently have some… freaky preferences I hadn’t exactly planned on learning about myself. It doesn’t have to turn into anything else, and I really don’t want to wait for him to wake up and say that part out loud to me.

I ease the door closed behind me and head down the hallway, relief and guilt settling in together in a way I can’t quite separate. I tell myself this is probably what he expects anyway. Men like him do not go to sex clubs hoping for romance and emotional clarity the next morning. People go for the moment, the thrill, and then they move on.

At the front desk the receptionist looks up and offers a polite smile that lingers just long enough to feel intentional.

“Good morning. I hope you enjoyed your night.”

My face heats immediately. There is no way she does not know. Working next to Club Eden, she probably sees women like me every single morning, walking down here with messy hair and marks on their necks pretending everything is normal.

“Yes, thank you,” I manage, then clear my throat when my voice comes out rough. The sound of it makes me flush even harder. “My partner is still upstairs. I was hoping to request a late checkout for him.”

She nods easily, already typing. “That is not a problem. I can extend the room.”

Her calm makes me feel even more obvious. This is routine for her. I am not special. I am just another morning after.

“Thank you,” I say, resisting the urge to tug my hair forward to cover my neck.

“Of course. Have a nice morning.”

I nod and head for the door before I can feel any more embarrassed about this very public walk of shame.

The morning air feels sharp against my skin. I turn my phone on and wait for it to wake up, already bracing myself for whatever reality is waiting there.

There is one message.

Brandon: Call me when you’re done throwing a tantrum.

I stare at it longer than it deserves. Fucking prick. He still doesn’t think this is over. God if I didn’t still have things to get from his apartment, I swear I wouldn’t even ever talk to him again. Another thing I need to handle after a shower and finding a way to cover up my neck.

I check the time and calculate the bus schedule. It will be a while before the next one arrives, and I still have to walk to the stop. I hesitate over ordering another rideshare because between the hotel and the club membership, my budget is stretched thinner than I would like to admit.

Silas would probably take me home if I asked, and the fact that I even think that tells me I need to get a grip.

I push the thought away immediately. I am not asking anything else of him. The only thing I am willing to admit right now is that it felt dangerously good to let go the way I did. It felt good to not have to think or calculate or wonder if I was saying the right thing. He was clear about what he wanted, and he made it obvious that I was what he wanted in that moment. I did not have to compete for his attention or earn it or question where I stood.

That kind of certainty is addictive, and it would be far too easy to confuse that feeling with something deeper.

Silas clearly knew exactly what he is doing and I am sure he has done this before. There is no reason for me to believe I was anything more than a night he enjoyed, and there is no world where a man like him wakes up hoping the woman he met at a sex club sticks around afterward. I am not about to be the girl who mistakes intensity for meaning.

I order the rideshare and slip my phone back into my pocket.

Last night was a lesson, not a beginning, and that is what I tell myself while I stand there waiting.


Chapter Twelve

Josie




I didn’t sleep all weekend.

Okay, that’s not totally true. I must’ve drifted off at some point because morning kept showing up whether I liked it or not. But it wasn’t real sleep. It was that restless, half-awake kind where your brain won’t shut up and you wake up feeling even more exhausted than when you laid down.

Every time I shut my eyes I was right back there. The room at Club Eden, him watching me like he already knew what I’d do before I did. Then the hotel after. His arms wrapped around me.

And yeah… my brain didn’t leave it alone.

I’d try to sleep and end up staring at the ceiling instead, replaying it until my thoughts stopped being harmless. More than once I gave up pretending I was tired and handled the problem myself with my own hand. I kept telling myself it would fade. It didn’t. Everything about that night stuck, and the worst part was I didn’t even wish it hadn’t happened.

I just kept wondering what it would feel like to go back, and how it wouldn’t be the same if he wasn’t there with me.

How much I liked it. How much I liked him. I took a breath of the cold morning air and tried, again, to focus. The Marcelli Holdings building loomed over me while I leaned against a lamppost, the name stretched across the front in big letters. It was 8:10 and I’d been here since 7:30 waiting to ambush Brandon.

He’d been an even bigger asshole than usual. I went to his apartment Saturday afternoon to grab my stuff and found out he’d changed the door code. I stood there knocking and calling him for half an hour. I’m pretty sure he was inside. Only after I left did he text me saying to call him when I was ready to sit down and “talk like adults.”

Yeah, no. I wasn’t about to sit there while he twisted everything around and made me feel crazy again. We were done. He just needed to accept it. Honestly, friday night just made it obvious. I’ve been adjusting myself for Brandon for years. Holding back. Turns out there’s a whole side of me I’ve been keeping hidden.

I adjust the strap of my duffle bag and keep my eyes on the entrance until I finally see him coming in from the parking garage. The second he notices me, his expression hardens, and I can already tell he’s annoyed.

Good. He should be.

He starts walking faster like he can just outpace me and make this inconvenient enough that I’ll give up, but I stay right behind him and slip into the lobby before the doors even finish closing. It’s busy in here, people moving in and out, security by the front desk, reception phones ringing. Exactly how I planned it. I wanted this public so he wouldn’t try to twist it into some dramatic private showdown.

“You’re not seriously doing this in the lobby, are you?” he says without slowing down.

I step directly into his path so he has to stop or walk straight into me. “That’s not my problem,” I tell him, keeping my voice steady even though my heart is pounding. “Just give me the code so I can get my stuff and we can both move on.”

People are passing by on their way to the elevators, and I notice the security guard glance in our direction. This is exactly why I chose to meet him here. Brandon cares too much about how things look to make a scene in front of coworkers.

His jaw tightens when he sees a couple of people watching us, and instead of answering me, he reaches for my arm and tries to guide me toward the side of the lobby like I’m being unreasonable for standing in his way.

I pull my arm back before he can move me more than a step. The gesture is familiar in a way that makes my stomach turn, and it occurs to me how often I used to let him steer me somewhere quieter so he could control the conversation.

He lets out a slow breath, the kind he uses when he wants to sound patient. “I don’t want to have this conversation when you’re like this. We’ll talk later when you’re calm.”

The thing is, I am calm. I’m clearer than I’ve been in months. “I am calm,” I tell him evenly. “You’re just not used to me meaning it when I say I’m done.”

His expression shifts from annoyed to wounded, and I recognize the move immediately. “Why are you being like this? I don’t know what you want from me,” he says.

He says it like that settles it, like “work” is supposed to erase everything.

But something shifts in his face. It’s quick. A hesitation before he answers. His eyes flick away from mine for just a second too long, and when he looks back, the confidence feels forced.

It’s small. Easy to miss. Except I don’t miss it.

Standing there in front of the building with his company’s name plastered across the glass, I suddenly wonder how many times “work” was just the version of the story I wanted to believe. How many late nights, how many last-minute cancellations, how many half-hearted apologies I smoothed over because it was easier than asking questions I didn’t want answered.

And now I can’t stop seeing it. I want to press him, make him tell me the truth, but my mind settles on it doesn't really matter. It doesn't matter cause I am done giving him chances, done forgiving him.

"I want you to let this end." I tell him crossing my arms.

He studies me for a moment like he’s trying to decide whether I’m serious, and when he reaches for my arm again, the touch feels wrong in a way it never used to. I pull away from him once again.

"So, four years just down the drain cause of one bad night?" Brandon says. "You don't just walk away from that without a real conversation. You owe me that."

The word “owe” catches in my chest because I suddenly see how often that’s what this has been about. I owed him patience when he worked late. I owed him understanding when he forgot plans. I owed him forgiveness when I caught him cheating. Somewhere along the way, I stopped noticing that he never seemed to owe me the same.

And just as I open my mouth to answer him, a familiar hand settles at the small of my back.

“Everything okay, Josie?”

I look up and see Silas standing beside me, calm and composed like he walked into this lobby expecting to find me here. For a second I forget where I am because his presence shifts the entire energy of the space.

“M-Mr. Marcelli…” Brandon stammers, and that is when it fully clicks. Marcelli. The name across the front of the building. Not just Brandon’s boss, but the man who owns the place.

“Josie?” Silas asks again, and he hasn’t taken his eyes off me, even though Brandon is practically vibrating with tension next to us.

“Everything’s fine,” Brandon cuts in quickly, his voice tight and strained. “We’re just having a conversation. She was about to leave.”

I slide my arm around Silas’s waist before I can second guess it. There is a brief flicker of guilt because I know I am using this moment to my advantage, but it fades just as quickly when I remember that Brandon is the one who forced this to happen in the first place. “Silas, this is my ex,” I say evenly. “He changed the code on his apartment so I couldn’t get my things. I went over after leaving the hotel and found out when I was locked out.”

I watch the realization move across Brandon’s face in slow stages. Confusion comes first, then jealousy when he understands what I just implied, and finally anger when he realizes who he is standing in front of.

"You moved on that fast?" Brandon says with disdain.

"I told you it was over."

“Sir, there’s more to it than that,” Brandon starts looking to Silas, trying to regain control of the narrative.

“I don’t think there is,” Silas replies, his tone steady and controlled as he draws me slightly closer to his side. The gesture is subtle but unmistakable, and it makes Brandon’s jaw tighten even more. “I’d prefer to keep this simple. You’re going to give her the code, and then you’re going to get to work. Is that going to be a problem?”

Brandon looks like he wants to argue, but he clearly understands the hierarchy he is standing in. After a brief pause, he swallows whatever he was about to say. “No problem, sir.”

He pulls out his phone and types in the code with rigid, irritated movements. A second later my phone buzzes in my hand.

“Thank you,” I say calmly, offering him a polite smile that feels almost too pleasant for the situation. “That wasn’t so difficult.”

He looks furious as he turns to walk away, clearly desperate to get out of this without making it worse.

“Hold on a second,” Silas says, calm but firm enough that Brandon stops mid-step. “Remind me of your name and which department you’re in, just in case I need to follow up with you later.”

He doesn’t raise his voice, but the way he says it makes it obvious that a follow up with him would not be a conversation anyone would look forward to.

“Brandon Grayson. Accounting,” he answers stiffly, like each word costs him something.

“Good. That’s all I needed,” Silas says, already dismissing him before turning to me. “Let’s go.”

We walk out of the building with a few people still watching, and for a second I feel lighter than I probably should. His hand stays at my waist the whole time, steady and warm, and I love how it feels. Then the cool air hits my face and reality settles back in. The man who just handled that mess for me is the same man I slipped away from the morning after. We slow down once we’re far enough from the lobby.

“Thanks for that,” I say, trying to sound casual even though my nerves are still buzzing.

He lifts a brow at me. “My pleasure. Is this the part where you disappear on me again?”

Well, that stung. It sounds like he’s not exactly over me walking out on him. And honestly, I can’t even blame him. When I think about it now, it was a crappy move.

“I don’t have much time,” I say, hoping I sound steady. “I need to grab my things before work.”

He doesn’t answer right away. He just looks at me for a second like he’s weighing something, then says, “Want me to drive you?”

“It’s fine, it’s close,” I tell him, tightening my grip on my bag. “I don’t want to make this more complicated.”

“I’d rather drive you. We can talk.”

I hesitate because part of me really does not want to have that conversation, but there’s something about the way he says it that makes arguing feel pointless.

We don’t even make it halfway into the garage before he stops at the first spot near the entrance. Sitting there like it’s on display is a sleek red Ferrari that looks completely out of place in a regular parking structure. The glossy paint catches the overhead lights and throws my reflection back at me, and suddenly I’m very aware of what I’m wearing. My jeans feel more worn than they did five minutes ago, my sneakers look even more scuffed under the fluorescent lighting, and I can definitely see the faint stain on my shirt in the shine of his car.

He walks around and opens the passenger door without saying anything, just standing there and waiting. I hesitate for a second, then duck down and slide into the low seat, trying not to think about how expensive everything around me probably is. He closes the door with a solid click, circles around the front of the car, and gets in.

“Loft 360,” I tell him. “I can give you directions if you want.”

He shakes his head slightly. “I know where it is. That’s at least a twenty minute walk.”

“Fifteen,” I correct him, and when he gives me a look I shrug. “I walk fast.”

The engine hums low as we pull out of the garage, and I become painfully aware of the fact that I left this man in a hotel bed two mornings ago without saying a word. I thought I would feel mortified sitting next to him again, but what I actually feel is unsettled in a quieter way. I am waiting for him to bring up the conversation, ready for him to being angry or something. But he doesn't he just waits and finally I can't take it anymore.

“Just so you know,” I say, staring out the windshield instead of at him, “I really was broken up with him before we… you know.”

Before we ended up naked in bed.

“And I had no idea who you were.”

The words come out faster than I mean them to, I’ve been holding them in since we got in the car.

“I believe you,” he says without hesitation, his tone steady and matter-of-fact.

There is no interrogation in his voice, no subtle judgment, and the ease of his response makes something in my chest loosen before I even realize it was tight.

“You told me that at the bar,” he continues. “I approached you.”

I glance at him then, studying the calm way he drives, one hand relaxed on the steering wheel, like none of this feels complicated to him at all. I try to figure out how he manages that.

“So, it's that simple? You're not mad?” I ask.

He gives a small shrug. “Most things are simple. People just overthink them.”

Normally that kind of answer would irritate me, but instead it steadies me. Being around him feels structured in a way I am not used to. There is no guessing what he means. There is no wondering whether he is hiding something. He says what he wants, and I know where I stand.

"No questions about the whole situation?" I ask him. "You just completely believe I was up to nothing nefarious?"

"If you were up to something Josie, you wouldn't have left." He says.

"Right," I sink into the seat. "I am sorry about that."

"Nothing to be sorry about. You panicked,” he says after a moment, his voice lower now, not accusing, just observing.

I nod, picking at the edge of my bag strap. “I woke up and it just hit me. Everything. What we did. How much I liked it.”

He doesn’t smirk. He doesn’t gloat. He just waits.

“That part freaked me out more than anything,” I admit.

“That you liked it?” he asks.

“Yes.”

I can feel my pulse in my throat when I say it, but it doesn’t feel shameful. It just feels honest.

His hand shifts slightly on the steering wheel, and I remember exactly what those hands felt like on my body. The memory flashes through me warm and low, and I shift in my seat without meaning to.

“You didn’t have to leave,” he says quietly.

“I know that now.”

The awkwardness I expected to hang between us just isn’t there anymore. The conversation flows like we’ve known each other longer than a weekend. It feels easy, and that surprises me more than anything.

“You’re not what I expected,” I tell him.

“In what way?”

“I thought this would be awkward.”

He gives a small smile. “Is it?”

I shake my head.

We stop at a red light, and he turns toward me fully this time. The car suddenly feels smaller, more intimate. My knee brushes closer to his thigh when I shift, and I don’t move it back right away. I’m not sure if he notices, but the corner of his mouth lifts slightly like he does.

“I don’t do awkward,” he says evenly. “If I want something, I’m clear about it.”

There’s something about the way he says that which makes my stomach tighten in a completely different way.

“And what do you want?” I ask, my voice quieter now.

He doesn’t rush the answer. He studies me for a second like he’s deciding how honest to be.

“You,” he says finally, not intense, not dramatic, just certain.

His hand leaves the wheel long enough to rest lightly against my knee. The contact makes my breath hitch before I can stop it. The light turns green, and he pulls forward.

“Next time you’ll stay,” he says, like it’s already settled. “In the morning I’ll check in on you, see how you’re feeling, and if you’re unsure about anything, we’ll talk about it.”

My mind catches on two words, next time, and warmth spreads low in my stomach before I can stop it.

The car turns into Brandon’s apartment complex, and the mood shifts without disappearing completely. The warmth between us is still there, but reality edges back in as the building comes into view. This place used to feel normal to me, like part of my routine, and it surprises me how disappointed I feel pulling up.

I sit there a second longer than I need to because I do not really want to get out of the car.

“Alright,” Silas says, calm and steady. “Let’s get this over with.”

I glance at him. “I can take it from here.”

“I want to make sure the code works,” he says as he opens his door and steps out like the decision has already been made, and I realize I do not actually want to argue because it feels good having him next to me.

“I don’t want to hold you up from work. You’ve already helped me out a lot,” I say as I climb out too.

He gives me that arched brow look again, and I am starting to understand that it is his quiet way of telling me I am worrying about something I do not need to worry about. I laugh under my breath and shake my head.

“Okay,” I tell him, falling into step beside him. “You’re the boss.”

And somehow, instead of feeling small, it just makes me smile.


Chapter Thirteen

Silas




I’d known I was in deeper with Josie than I should be long before we pulled into her ex’s apartment parking lot.

It had started that morning when I woke up and the bed was empty, her side cold, the sheets pulled tight like she had made herself leave before she could change her mind. I stood there longer than I should have, staring at the space she’d been in, feeling something ugly settle low in my chest. I’ve had women leave before. I’ve had women sneak out early, stay too long, cry, laugh, linger, disappear. None of it ever followed me into the next day.

But this did.

It felt like I had something in my hands and I let it slip through my fingers because I wasn’t paying attention, and I do not misplace things that matter.

That feeling irritated me enough that I called Vincent before I even finished left the hotel. I told him to run her, because I don’t leave chance in control of my life. If she wasn’t going to walk back into my orbit on her own, I was going to manufacture the collision. I wanted to know where she worked, where she lived, who she moved around, what her patterns looked like. I wanted to be able to plan.

And the whole damn weekend she stayed in my head like a distraction I couldn’t shake. I’d be in the middle of a conversation about numbers or contacts and I’d catch myself thinking about the way she looked when she was trying to be brave. I kept replaying the way she came undone under my hands, the way she listened to me like she wanted to understand the rules instead of fight them.

So when I walked into the lobby Monday morning to grab coffee and saw her there with Brandon, it felt less like coincidence and more like the universe handing me something back.

Mine wasn’t a romantic thought. But it was the only one ringing through my head when I saw him put his hand on her.

I don’t remember deciding to move. My body did it before my brain had a chance to weigh the consequences. Every part of me locked in on the sight of his fingers wrapped around her arm, his mouth too close to her face, that familiar entitled lean of a man who thinks he still has access to something he’s already lost.

Now I stood behind her at his apartment door, watching her punch in the code. The lock clicked and I felt relief slide through me, sharp and immediate, because if that door hadn’t opened I would have gone back to the office and dismantled him professionally before lunch.

She pushed the door open and walked in like she was already detached from it, and I followed her into a space that felt small in a way that irritated me.

The place wasn’t disgusting. It wasn’t impressive either. Cheap couch, generic wall art, a kitchen that looked like dishes only got washed when someone ran out of plates. I took inventory automatically, and I couldn’t stop the thought that slipped through my head.

This is what he thought was enough for her.

She went straight to the bedroom and dragged a suitcase out of the closet like she had already rehearsed this in her head. Hangers clattered as she stripped clothes off the rod and shoved them inside without folding, without checking, just getting them out.

“I’ll be quick,” she said, not looking at me, like she was trying to outrun the space itself.

“You don’t have to rush,” I told her, stepping into the doorway but giving her room. I could already tell she wasn’t comfortable here anymore. The way she moved felt like she was trying not to touch anything longer than necessary. “Do you want help?”

Instead of answering, she brushed past me and headed for the laundry area. She yanked the dryer door open and started pulling warm clothes out, separating them with sharp, irritated movements. The metal door knocked lightly against the frame when she let it swing too hard.

“You don’t have to,” she said over her shoulder, voice tight.

“I didn’t ask if I had to,” I said, reaching for the duffel she had brought with her. “Tell me what’s yours.”

She hesitated, then handed it over. “DVD player in the living room. And the DVDs on the shelf. Those are mine.”

“You own DVDs?" I asked, because I genuinely couldn’t picture anyone under forty doing that.

She shot me a look that said she was bracing for judgment.

“I like physically owning things,” she said. “I don’t want everything I love to disappear because someone changes a subscription.”

I filed that detail away. Of course she liked owning something she could actually hold. She did not feel like someone who wanted temporary. Not in the way she moved, not in the way she thought about things.

I grabbed the DVD player and started stacking the cases into the bag, flipping through the titles as I went. Her taste was solid. Real stories. Not just whatever was trending or easy to watch in the background. And the longer I stand there looking at her things, the more I realize this keeps happening. I keep finding small details about her that catch me off guard. She is not some young, shiny distraction I picked up for the night. It was annoyingly attractive.

“Out of curiosity,” I said, keeping my tone easy, “how badly did he fuck up to drive you to Club Eden?”

She glanced at me, brows lifting slightly like she hadn’t expected me to go straight there.

“That’s a bold way to ask that,” she said.

“I’m not judging,” I replied. “I’m genuinely interested.”

She sighed and shoved another shirt into the duffel before answering.

“He was actually the reason I was going,” she admitted.

I straightened a little. “Explain that.”

“I don’t know. I just thought if we tried something different. Something… not vanilla.” She winces at her own word choice and looks away. “Like if we found something that was just ours. Something we both liked and didn’t have to explain to anyone. I guess I thought maybe we could have found a connection that fixed things.”

She laughed softly at herself, but there was no humor in it. “That sounds kind of stupid now.”

“It doesn’t sound stupid,” I said. “It sounds like you were trying.”

She shrugged again, but this time it was smaller. “Yeah, well. He was supposed to be with me Friday night.”

“He was supposed to be with you,” I repeated.

“Yeah,” she said. “We had plans. I told him to keep the night open. I made it very clear.” She paused, jaw tightening. “He stood me up for work.”

I shook my head before I could stop myself. “He's a fucking idiot.”

“Well, he didn’t exactly know what I had planned,” she said quickly. “I mean, I didn’t tell him where we were going or anything, so technically—”

She stopped mid-sentence. I watched the realization cross her face, the way she caught herself making excuses again. Then she smiled and shook her head.

“No,” she said, firmer now. “That’s not the point. He still bailed. He always bailed.” She exhaled hard. “Yeah. He is a fucking idiot.”

“That’s better,” I murmured.

“Well,” she said slowly, voice rough around the edges, “I’m glad he bailed.”

I caught the look she gave me then, the same slow, dangerous heat she’d flashed in the car when I had laid my hand on her.

“Yeah,” I said, holding her gaze and letting her see exactly where my head was at. “So am I.”

And I meant it in more ways than I was about to admit out loud. His carelessness put her in my club, in my hands, in my bed. If he had actually shown up for her like he was supposed to, I wouldn’t be standing here watching her look at me like that.

I tightened the zipper on the bag and slung it over my shoulder, following close as she moved toward the kitchen. She reached for a mug, but her hand stalled halfway there like she’d just walked into something invisible.

I followed her gaze and saw the wine glass near the sink. Deep red lipstick on the rim. Not her color. Not even close. She picked it up slowly, turning it in her fingers.

Her thumb moved over the stain like she could erase it if she just pressed hard enough. She rubbed once. Then again. The red didn’t fade. Her mouth parted slightly, like she was about to say something, but no sound came out. Her jaw tightened. Her shoulders went still. I felt the shift before she moved, that quiet, awful click when something finally lines up and makes sense.

She let out a small breath that almost sounded like a laugh.

And then she threw it.

The glass hit the counter and exploded, shards spraying across the tile and skidding under the cabinets. The sound was too loud in the small kitchen, sharp enough to feel in my teeth.

She didn’t hesitate. She grabbed a plate and slammed it down harder, ceramic fracturing into jagged pieces that scattered across the floor. A sliver ricocheted toward her feet just as she stepped forward.

There was a faint, sickening crunch under her flat. She didn’t even flinch. Her breathing had gone thin and fast, and she reached for another dish like she couldn’t stop herself, like if she paused for even a second the hurt would catch up to her.

That was enough.

I moved in and hooked an arm around her waist, hauling her back against me just as she shifted her weight again. More glass ground under her shoe, the sound small but wrong, and I felt a flash of something close to panic cut through the heat.

“Hey,” I said, low but firm, tightening my hold so she couldn’t step forward again. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

The floor glittered with broken ceramic and glass between us and the sink, and she was still shaking in my arms.

“Fucking asshole,” she snapped, trying to pull away from me more out of anger than actual resistance.

The anger in her voice wasn’t small and it wasn’t fragile, it was raw and alive and finally pointed in the right direction. I felt it move through me in a way that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with heat. I liked her like this. Not breaking. Not folding in on herself. Furious and done pretending.

“I know,” I said, holding her steady but not hurting her, just keeping her from doing something she’d regret in five seconds.

She blinked up at me like she had forgotten I was even there. I stepped around her and nudged her back from the broken glass, putting myself between her and the mess. She didn’t argue this time. She just pressed her forehead against my chest like something inside her had finally given out.

“You know he isn’t the idiot,” she muttered into my shirt. “I am. Work, work my ass. I wonder how many times I fell for that.”

Her fingers twisted into my shirt like she needed something solid to hold onto, and instead of easing my grip, I tightened it.

“Josie,” I said quietly, running my hand through her hair, smoothing it back slowly so she would breathe. “You are not an idiot.”

“You don’t even know me,” she shot back, lifting her head just enough to look at me. “He’s cheated before. I caught him and I forgave him. That’s on me.”

“I don’t need your whole biography to understand what happened,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Men like him find women who will stay.”

She went still.

“That doesn’t make you stupid,” I added. “It makes him a coward.”

She swallowed, and I could tell she didn’t buy it. I hated him a little more in that moment. You could see the damage if you looked for it, the way she second-guessed her own anger like someone had trained her to. He’d spent enough time telling her she was overreacting that she believed it. That same doubt, that same instinct to shrink, was what made her walk out on me the morning after.

“I didn’t mean to lose it like that,” she said softly.

“You had every right to lose it,” I answered. “If you wanted to tear the place apart, I’d understand. I just don’t want you hurting yourself.”

"I just wish it actually mattered," She says "I know it sounds crazy. I just want to strangle him right now."

“It doesn’t make you a bad person if part of you wants to hurt him back. But there are better ways to channel it,” I said, lowering my voice just a little.

Her eyes flicked up to mine. “Like what?”

“You could ask me to fire him,” I said lightly. “Or make his week very inconvenient. He'd look much better with a broken nose.”

She almost smiled.

“I don’t think he’s worth the trouble,” she said.

“He’s not,” I agreed. “You are.”

I tightened my arm around her waist, letting her feel me there, solid and very aware of her. She was still shaking a little from the anger, still raw from the betrayal, and I knew that made this a line I had to walk carefully. I was not blind to the fact that she was vulnerable, right now.

But I wanted her anyway.

“There’s another way to handle it,” I said, voice lower now.

She looked up at me slowly. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I said bluntly, letting my grip settle heavier at her waist so she could feel exactly how serious I was, “we could go into his bedroom and do exactly what he’s been doing behind your back.”

I felt her breath hitch against my chest even though she tried to keep her face steady.

“We could use his bed,” I continued, holding her gaze so she couldn’t look away even if she wanted to. “His space. His sheets. I could fuck you right there.”

Color rushed into her cheeks, but she didn’t pull away, and that was the part that mattered because if she had even leaned back an inch I would have stopped.

“That’s petty,” she said softly.

“Yeah,” I answered without hesitation, my thumb dragging slow against the curve of her hip. “It is. He hurt you. You’re allowed to be petty.”

My hands slid down to her hips, not moving further, just holding her there.

“But you're going to have to ask,” I added, my voice lower now and rougher around the edges than I meant it to be. “If you want that. I need to hear you say it.”

That mattered more than the heat building between us, and I wasn’t going to blur that line no matter how badly I wanted to drag her into that bedroom and shut the door.

She studied my face like she was waiting for me to flinch and not finding it.

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“Completely,” I said, keeping my eyes on hers. “If you want me to take you into that room and give you the petty revenged you deserve I will. Just ask.”

For a second, I thought she might hesitate as the weight of what I was offering settled in. Instead, she leaned in closer until there wasn’t any space left between us. Her eyes were heated, darkened at the edges, like the idea had slid under her skin and settled there in a way she didn’t want to fight. They stayed locked on mine, not hesitant, not uncertain, but turned on by exactly what I was offering.


Chapter Fourteen

Josie




Silas Marcelli makes me want to do bad things, and the worst part is the voice in my head that should be telling me no keeps getting quieter the longer I stand here looking at him.

To fuck in Brandon’s bed, and he says it like he is suggesting something simple instead of lighting a match to the last four years of my life. My first thought is how ridiculous and petty it sounds, how far outside the version of myself I have always tried to be. I built my identity on being reasonable, on being the one who fixes things instead of breaking them, on being a decent person even when it would have been easier not to be.

And look at what that got me, because the second I saw that glass with lipstick on the rim sitting there like a quiet confession he did not even bother hiding, all I felt was heartbreak all over again. He lied to me, and made me question myself while he did it. Everytime I forgave him, everytime he promised to do better, everything was for nothing.

Silas stands there while all of that churns through my head, calm and steady like none of it surprises him, and he is not telling me to calm down or that revenge is a bad idea or that I should be the bigger person. He just watches me like it makes sense that I am hurt and like it makes sense that I am angry, and like it makes sense that a part of me might want Brandon to feel even a fraction of what he just made me feel.

That might be the most dangerous thing he could have given me, because the second someone stops telling you to swallow your anger, it stops feeling like something you have to hide and starts feeling like something you are allowed to act on.

I look at him again and the arguments in my head start losing ground even though the problems are still there, because he is Brandon’s boss and I already slept with him once and then disappeared the next morning like it meant nothing, and doing anything here is guaranteed to make the situation messier. Silas knows all of that and he still offered, and that truth settles heavy in my chest until it turns into something hotter.

Fuck, I want it, not in some polite, rational way where I sit down and weigh the consequences like an adult, but in that hot, reckless way that makes my stomach flip when I look at him standing there like he already knows what I am going to choose. The memory of what he did to me at Club Eden slides back into my head without permission, and pretending I am above this suddenly feels like a lie I am too tired to keep telling.

My hands move before I can talk myself out of it, sliding up his arms until my fingers bunch in the fabric of his shirt. His body is warm under my palms, solid and steady, and I lean in and kiss him because right now I just want to disappear into something that feels good. His mouth moves slow against mine and it would be easy to get lost there, easy to forget everything that happened tonight if I just let myself sink into it. His arm tightens around my waist and his fingers slide into my hair, holding me close without any rush in the way he moves.

After a moment Silas pulls my head back just enough that his mouth leaves mine, but his hand stays in my hair, fingers still threaded there like a quiet reminder that he is the one in control of how fast this goes. The air feels cooler without him pressed against me and I suddenly realize how tight my hands are gripping the front of his shirt.

I try to lean into him again because part of me just wants to lose myself in him for a while, but he stops me with a small shake of his head while his hand tightens slightly in my hair, slowing me down before I can get ahead of myself.

“Hey,” he says quietly as his fingers slide under my chin and tip my face up until I am looking straight at him. “Look at me, Josie.”

His eyes are darker now, focused in that steady way that makes my stomach twist, and he studies my face for a second like he is making sure I am really here and not just getting caught up in the moment before everything gets out of hand.

“Tell me what you want.”

My breath catches a little because I know exactly what he is asking, and the weight of it settles somewhere low in my chest as I try to steady myself under that look.

He could just take over if he wanted to, because the tension between us is thick enough that it would be easy for him to push me back against the counter and let things go from there without another word.

Instead he stays exactly where he is and waits for me.

“I need to hear it,” he says, his voice lower now as his thumb brushes slowly along my jaw.

The words sit heavy in my chest for a second because saying it out loud makes it real in a way thinking about it never does, and there are still a hundred reasons this is a bad idea and plenty of ways this could turn into a bigger mess later.

But he is standing there looking at me like my answer actually matters and like he is not going to move until I give it to him, which somehow makes the moment feel steadier instead of more dangerous.

My fingers tighten in his shirt while I swallow and force myself to hold his gaze.

“I want you,” I admit.

His expression shifts just a little, but he still doesn’t move.

“That’s not all,” he says quietly.

My face warms because we both know what he is waiting for me to say, and the silence between us stretches just long enough that I know I cannot pretend I misunderstood him.

I take a slow breath and keep looking at him when I say it.

“I want you to fuck me,” I tell him, my voice steadier this time as the words settle into something certain. “Right here in his bed.”

For a second he just looks at me, something sharper lighting up in his eyes before the corner of his mouth lifts slowly.

“Good girl.”

He smiles when I start pulling at him, and before he can say anything I slide his suit jacket off his shoulders and let it drop somewhere behind him. My fingers move to his tie next, loosening the knot and tugging it free while he watches me like he is enjoying the show. Then he takes my mouth, kissing me slow and greedy while his hand settles at my waist. His tongue rolls over mine and I can taste the coffee on his breath mixed with the sharp smell of his cologne. I hook my fingers in his shirt and drag him closer until the counter presses hard into my lower back. He pops my jeans open with one hand and slips under the elastic of my panties like he belongs there, and the first slow sweep of his fingers over my clit pulls the air straight out of my lungs.

He slides two fingers into me and I try to hold the moan in, even though they slip inside easily like my body was already waiting for him.

“Is this all for me?” he asks as he starts moving his fingers, slow at first and then a little deeper.

I nod because words suddenly feel harder than they should be, and my hips start pushing against his hand before I can stop myself.

Then he pulls his hand away and says, “Up,” sliding his arms under my thighs before lifting me onto the counter. He shoves my jeans and panties down and drops to his knees between my legs.

And I know exactly where this is going.

I remember what his mouth felt like in the hotel, but back then I couldn’t watch him do it. Having him look right at me now while he spreads my knees apart feels like a lot.

“You don’t have to do that,” I tell him.

He gives me a look and presses a kiss to the inside of my thigh.

“You’re right,” he says calmly. “I don’t.”

I can count on one hand the number of times a guy has gone down on me. Brandon did it once after I practically begged him, and even then he acted like it was something he just wanted to get over with. With Silas it’s completely different. There’s focus there, and hunger, and the kind of attention that makes my stomach tighten.

He starts slow, like he’s taking his time figuring me out. The next motion is sharper and my hips jerk before I can stop them. He picks up my rhythm fast, tracking every twitch and breath, adjusting to every reaction I give him.

I throw my head back and close my eyes as the pressure builds. Then he stops.

“Eyes on me,” he says.

When I finally force myself to look down at him, a jolt of need goes up my spin because he’s still watching me, steady and focused like he’s been waiting for that exact moment. The second our eyes meet he starts again, and the realization hits me all at once that he wanted me to watch him do it.

I clutch the edge of the counter and try to breathe through it while his fingers slide back inside me, curling slightly while his mouth stays exactly where it was. A messy moan slips out before I can stop it and I grab his hair, keeping him right where I need him. He hums against me and the vibration sinks deep enough that thinking becomes completely useless.

The orgasm hits fast and hard and my thighs try to close around his head, but he holds me open and rides it out with me, easing up just enough while never really pulling away until the last shiver works its way through me and I sag back against the cabinet.

“This is not the bed,” I say, tugging his hair to bring him up.

He laughs softly against the inside of my thigh, his breath warm on oversensitive skin in a way that makes my stomach tighten again even though my body is still buzzing from the orgasm.

“I don’t have a condom on me,” he says after a second, like the thought only just crossed his mind.

I look down at him, still shaky and flushed and way more turned on than I should be after already falling apart like that.

“I don’t care,” I tell him, my voice a little rough. “You’re clean, right?”

His eyes hold mine for a long second, darker now, like he is making absolutely sure I know what I am asking for and that I am not just saying it because I am worked up.

“Yes. You sure?” he asks quietly.

“Yes,” I breathe, heat pooling low in my belly again while I hold his gaze. “I’m sure, and I want you to stop thinking and just do it.”

Something slow and satisfied moves across his expression when I say it, like hearing me ask for that did exactly what he wanted it to do. That seems to settle it.

For a second I’m weightless in his grip, and then he swings me over his shoulder like it’s nothing, like my body is just another thing he knows exactly how to handle.

Am I really about to do this?

A loud yes echoes through my head. I want him to take me right here in the exact spot Brandon thought he owned, in a way Brandon never could. He cheated and lied to my face so many times, and every time I tried to trust him he made me feel like I was the crazy one.

Silas drops me on the mattress and I bounce once, hair falling into my face while my breath tries to catch up. The bed is still unmade, gray sheets twisted and one pillow on the floor.

"Look at my bad girl, about to get fucked in her ex's bed." Silas doesn't rush. Leather whispers through the buckle and the room goes still. "Want me to ruin it for him? Leave it so he knows exactly what we did?"

"Yes, please." I beg greedily. I can tell he is enjoying this revenge almost as much as I am.

He opens his pants and his cock springs free, thick and flushed in his fist. My mouth waters. I lick my lips without thinking. He sees it and smiles like he's going to use me for it.

Two fingers slip through how wet I am, dragging slowly back up until I let out a needy whine. Then he pushes them inside, all the way to the knuckles. I groan hard.

He pulls them out, slick and shiny, and starts tapping my clit with those wet fingertips. Light little pats, easy and teasing. My whole pussy tightens up again, clenching like crazy with every touch.

“So wet for me,” he says. “So ready.”

I grab his shirt and yank him down hard into a kiss. It tastes like both of us mixed together, all messy and hot and a little frantic, like we're already half lost in it. He lets me have the kiss for a second, then his hand slides up and plants firm against my chest. He pushes me straight back down onto the mattress in one smooth move that snaps me right back to who’s really running things here.

“Watch,” he says, low and steady.

He wraps his hand around the base of his cock and lines himself up. I look down because acting like this isn’t the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen would be bullshit. The head presses in slow, thick and stubborn, stretching me open inch by inch until that tight pull melts into this deep, aching heat that steals my breath. He keeps sliding forward until his hips press flush against mine and I feel every bit of his weight settle low in my belly.

Then he rolls his hips once, right at the bottom, slow and deliberate. Just a small grind in a circle that makes my toes curl hard against the sheets.

“Harder,” I tell him, voice shaking even though I’m trying to sound tough. “Like last time.”

He looks down at me like he’s replaying last time in his head, figuring out exactly how much I can handle before I completely lose it.

“Say please.”

For a second I think about holding out just to be stubborn, but he stays buried deep and perfectly still, waiting me out with all the patience in the world. Suddenly my pride feels stupid when all I want is for him to fucking move.

“Please.”

He pries my thighs wider apart and locks them there, spreading me open like he owns every inch. He plants his feet firm and just drives in deep. The bed starts groaning under us right away. The headboard taps the wall once, then slams it hard. I think about the neighbors and these thin walls and how someone could definitely hear every sound I’m making. The idea lights me up inside. It makes everything feel louder, hotter, dirtier.

He nails that perfect angle that scrapes every nerve raw. Words tumble out of me. I tell him how fucking good he feels inside me. I tell him I like it, I love it, I need it so bad. It’s all messy and clumsy and not even a little sexy, but he doesn’t give a shit.

“Let it all out, Josie. Don’t hold back.” His voice comes out hot and rough and sweet all at once.

The bed slams the wall again, harder this time. I moan his name. He clamps down on my thighs like he’s anchoring me through a goddamn hurricane. He’s not careful at all. I don’t want careful. I already find myself hoping for that sweet soreness that I had after our first night. Then there’s a sharp crack right through the noise. The frame buckles at the corner we keep pounding. We rock sideways. The mattress dips uneven. I choke on a laugh because the bed gave out before I did.

Silas doesn’t stop for a second. He lifts my thighs higher, shoves my knees toward my shoulders, and shifts like this was always the next step. The new angle is brutal in the best way possible. He drives in deep and dead-on and my vision narrows like I’m staring down a tunnel straight at him. Nothing else exists.

I try to say his name again but it just comes out as hot breath and a whimper. He watches my face the whole time. He reads every twitch, every flutter, and picks the exact thrust that’s going to shatter me. He drags right over that spot that feels custom-made for his cock and I break wide open.

It starts low at the base of my spine and roars straight through me. I clamp down around him, pulsing hard, gripping so tight I can’t even control it. My whole body shakes. Tears slip hot into my hairline. I don’t care. All I care about is how he keeps going, steady and strong, riding me through every wave like he knew it was going to hit this hard and he’s built to take it.

He lets out this low groan from deep in his chest and it kicks my heart rate right back up. He pulls out in one long, smooth slide while I’m still fluttering around nothing. Cool air hits my soaked skin. He kneels on the wrecked bed, thighs spread wide, cock thick and slick and heavy. He brings it right to my mouth.

“Open.”

I open wide and tip my chin up. He fists the base and strokes once, twice. His face tightens in that look I’m already addicted to and then heat spills across my tongue. I keep my eyes locked on his while I hold my mouth open to catch every pulse. He milks out the last drop and I chase it with my tongue, then drag one slow, filthy lick over the head that pulls a final rough groan out of him. I swallow it all down.

He stares at me like he’s memorizing the sight. Like he wants to flip me over and start again right now. “Fucking perfect. You took all that so fucking well.”

A warm spreads through my chest when he says it. My body still feels loose and heavy in that good way after sex like that, every nerve buzzing and satisfied, but the approval in his voice does something different. Silas says it like he means it, like he enjoyed it, like he’s pleased with me, and the feeling that blooms in my chest from that is almost as good as the orgasm was. And I want to hear him say it again.

He offers me his hand and helps pull me upright. My fingers wrap around his wrist automatically.

I glance down and finally see the damage clearly. The mattress is half off the frame and the whole thing is tilted sideways like it lost a fight with a truck. One of the legs is snapped clean off and the frame is twisted in a way that is definitely not fixable.

A laugh bubbles up before I can stop it and I try to swallow it down, but it still slips out.

“We broke his bed.”

Silas follows my gaze to the crooked frame and lets out a quiet breath like the realization is just now catching up with him.

“Yeah,” he says slowly. “That’s not getting fixed.”

“Good,” I say, still half laughing. “He can sleep on the floor.”

It feels good in my mouth. My whole body feels good. I can breathe all the way down for the first time in forever. For weeks everything about Brandon felt tangled and messy and unfinished, but standing here now, looking at the wrecked bed, it finally feels… done. No more waiting for the next apology, the next excuse, the next fight.

Silas tucks himself back into his pants and then grabs my jeans and panties from the kitchen. He steps closer and hands me them.

"I like the no pants look," he says.“But you should probably get dressed.”

“Probably,” I agree.

He kneels just long enough to guide my pants up my legs and the way his hands slide over my thighs makes my breath catch again. It would be very easy to fall right back into him if he let it go there.

Silas walks over and grabs my duffel bag, slinging it over his shoulder before picking up his jacket from the floor. His tie is still hanging loose around his neck and his shirt is wrinkled from everything we just did, but somehow he still manages to look put together.

“Ready to get out of here?” he asks.

“I have to get to work,” I say automatically.

“I know.”

“You say that like you already have a plan.”

“I do,” he says simply. “I’m taking you.”

I huff out a laugh as I grab my suitcase. "Don't you have people waiting for you're executive decisions."

"And they can continue to wait." He says as he opens the apartment door.

“Boss privilege, huh.”

“Exactly, and I’m abusing it for you.” he says without hesitation.

We step out into the hallway, the door clicking shut behind us.

“I appreciate the ride,” I tell him as we start down the stairs. “Honestly I don’t even want to think about trying to drag all this on the bus this morning.”

“You’re welcome.”

We reach the bottom of the stairs and push out into the cool air. The parking lot is quiet, the kind of still you only get early on a weekday when everyone else is already on their way somewhere.

I glance over at him while we walk.

“I still don’t understand why you’re going so far out of your way to help me.”

He opens the passenger door of his car and looks at me like the answer is obvious.

"Don't over think it. I am a simple man, I like doing things I enjoy." he says. “And I’ve enjoyed every interaction we’ve had so far,”

The way he says it makes my stomach do this stupid little flip again.

“Even the part where we destroyed furniture?”

“That part especially.” I laugh and slide into the seat.

I know this could get messy. Sooner or later this is probably going to blow up at Marcelli Holdings and Silas will have to deal with it, which makes me feel a little guilty. And once Brandon figures out what we did, I can only imagine the kind of scene he’ll make or who he will tell. On top of that I can already feel my sister’s interrogation coming, the kind that hits like a migraine and doesn’t let up.

And I still want it anyway. Because no matter how complicated things could get, being with silas feels simple and safe in a way my life hasn't felt in a long time.

He closes my door and walks around the car before getting in. As he starts the engine I pull my phone out and glance over at him.

“So,” I say, trying to sound casual even though I’m definitely not as casual as I’m pretending to be, “can a girl get your number?”

He looks over at me like he knew that question was coming.

“Of course.”

He hands me his phone and I type my number in before handing it back.

“You know,” I add, leaning back in the seat, “I was going to offer to take you to dinner as a thank you.”

He glances at me with a slow smile.

“That back there was already a pretty good thank you.”

“Oh no,” I say, shaking my head. “That was entirely for me.”

He laughs quietly under his breath.

“Fair enough. I look forward to a thank you dinner then.”

I lean back in the seat while Silas drives and watch the road pass by. I get the feeling that whatever happens next between us, he’s already good with it. I’ve always been a people pleaser, but being around Silas doesn’t make me feel small or nervous the way it usually does. It feels steady. Safe, even. And somewhere in all of this I’m realizing there’s another side of me I’ve been keeping tucked away.

With him I don’t feel the need to hide it. I actually want him to see it. I want to see what happens if I lean into it, if I let myself please him and explore that side without pretending it isn’t there. Silas may make me want to do bad things, but I want to be his good girl.


Chapter Fifteen

Josie




My sister’s place smells like pizza, laundry detergent, and baby lotion. The dishwasher hums in the background and the table is still covered in greasy napkins and empty soda cups. My scrubs have tiny fingerprints on the sleeve from when Mat hugged me with sauce still on his hands.

Hot Wheels cars are scattered across the living room rug like his own little highway system. One is stuck under the coffee table and another is shoved halfway into a sneaker by the door.

The whole place hums with family noise while Maggie and I clear the table.

Down the hall bath water runs and Mat squeals loud enough to echo off the tile. A second later he starts giggling and arguing about bubbles. Charles answers with a deep monster growl that makes Mat laugh even harder.

It feels safe. Loud and messy and normal.

A whole different world from fancy cars, glass towers, and the way Silas had me in my ex’s apartment this morning, breathless and shaking while he looked at me and I didn’t mind one bit.

That feeling from this morning carried me through the whole day. I kept waiting for Brandon to call and start something, half expecting regret to sneak in at some point. It never did. Not even after Nina saw me getting out of Silas’s car and immediately started demanding every juicy detail.

I gave Nina just enough to keep her entertained without actually telling her who Silas was. I trust her, but I am not about to risk that story making its way around the clinic.

She did make sure I knew I owed her the full story about Club Eden though. And honestly she is not wrong. If it was not for Nina last week telling me to stop overthinking it and just go, Silas and I never would have happened.

After I gave her the watered down version she spent the rest of the day taking full credit for everything.

According to Nina she is responsible for me dumping my terrible boyfriend, discovering I might be a bit of a sexual deviant, and somehow finding a Dom the very first night like I walked into some kind of kinky fairy tale.

Her exact words were that she clearly gives excellent life advice and I should probably start buying her lunch as payment.

I am still not completely sold on the Dom label, but if anyone fits it, it is definitely Silas.

The rest of the work day flew by after that.

I almost forgot I had plans to have dinner with Maggie and the family. When she picked me up, Mat was already buckled into the back seat, which made it easy to focus all my attention on my nephew instead of answering questions.

I kept the conversation safe through the drive and dinner.

Now I am standing in Maggie’s kitchen crushing a pizza box down into the trash while bath time chaos echoes down the hallway. Charles and Mat are going full volume in there. Maggie is already back at the table waiting for me with a glass of wine, which means there is no getting out of this. And I hear Maggie pop open a wine bottle. When I turn around she is already at the table with to glasses.

“So,” she says softly. “Spill it. Everything.”

I take a slow breath and run through the version of the story I have already given her as I join her at the table.

I broke up with Brandon Friday night. He locked me out of the apartment and decided to be an asshole about it. Then today I showed up at his work to deal with it and his boss stepped in to help.

What I did not tell her is that I went to a sex club. Had some very non vanilla sex with a stranger.

And that stranger turned out to be Brandon’s boss.

I love my sister, but a long time ago I learned she does not need to know everything about my life. Things go a lot smoother when she gets the edited version. If I told her the whole truth she would start worrying and trying to fix things.

Maggie means well, but her version of fixing things can make a situation ten times bigger.

And in this situation I am pretty sure it would end with one hell of a lecture about Silas.

“Maggy, I already told you what happened this morning,” I say, settling back in the chair and wrapping both hands around my wine glass like it might anchor me a little. “I got my stuff and I am completely done with Brandon.”

Even as I say it I can hear how fast the words come out, like I am trying to hurry past the whole thing before she starts digging.

Maggie just watches me over the rim of her glass, quiet in that patient way she has when she already knows there is more to the story and is simply waiting for me to get there on my own.

“And there is nothing else going on between you and his boss?” she asks.

The question lands so directly that my stomach does a small uncomfortable flip.

I lean back in my chair and take a slow drink of wine while I think about how to answer without immediately giving myself away.

“Why are you asking that?”

She sighs the way she does when someone in court is clearly avoiding a question and slides her phone across the table toward me.

“Because of this.”

The moment I pick it up I see a group chat open and my chest tightens a little.

Brandon.

Charles.

A handful of other names that I recognize instantly.

My thumb scrolls slowly while my jaw gets tighter with every message.

“He sent it this afternoon,” Maggie says, leaning back and crossing her arms while she watches my face. “Right to Charles. Full accusations. Says you cheated on him and trashed his apartment.”

Of course he did.

I keep reading and I can practically hear Brandon’s voice in the messages, dramatic and wounded and completely full of himself while he spins the story into something that makes him look like the victim.

According to him I showed up at his work, told him I slept with his boss behind his back, and then stormed over to his apartment and destroyed the place.

Not one word about him standing me up. Not one word about him locking me out. Not one word about the lipstick on the wine glass sitting in his kitchen like some kind of stupid neon sign. I hand the phone back to her and lean my elbows on the table.

“What did everyone say?”

“Not sure,” she says. “Charles told him he didn’t want to be part of it and left the chat.”

That sounds exactly like Charles.

“You know how my lovely husband is,” Maggie continues, swirling her wine. “He avoids conflict like the plague.”

Charles has been Brandon’s best friend since high school and he was the one who introduced us in the first place, which I am fairly certain had less to do with romance and more to do with convenience. We get along fine most of the time, but I have never really shaken the feeling that he sees me as Maggie’s little sister who is annoyingly attached to her.

“So,” Maggie says after a moment, resting her hand lightly on my arm. “How much of it is true?”

“You know I didn’t cheat,” I say immediately, because that part at least is easy. “We were already broken up.”

She nods once, completely unsurprised.

Maggie has never once doubted me.

“But you are sleeping with his boss?”

I stare down at the table for a second before answering.

“Well… yeah.”

The word comes out quieter than I expect and I push a piece of hair behind my ear while I think about how to explain the rest of it without sounding completely insane.

“But I didn’t know he was Brandon’s boss,” I add quickly. “When Brandon ditched me I went out anyway and I met him at a bar and we ended up talking for a while and… we just kind of hit it off.”

Which is one way to describe it.

My brain, unhelpfully, decides to replay the memory of that first night at the club, the heat of his hand on my throat, the way he looked at me like he already understood exactly what I wanted even before I did.

“And I thought that was it,” I continue, dragging my thoughts back into the kitchen. “Then he showed up when I was at Brandon’s office.”

Maggie raises an eyebrow.

“And did you two trash Brandon’s apartment?”

I press my lips together because now my brain has moved on to the second time. Silas standing in that apartment like he owned the place. The bedframe cracking. The way my anger melted into something a lot less angry and a lot more satisfying.

“Well… when I got there I found a wine glass with another woman’s lipstick on it,” I admit finally.

Maggie’s expression changes immediately. That is when the look on Maggie’s face shifts from concern to pure older sister rage.

“That son of a biscuit,” she mutters, reaching for her phone.

I don't even crack a smile at her pg-13 phrase anymore. Maggie stopped cussing when Mat was born because she didn’t want him picking it up, and now the habit has stuck so hard that even when she is furious she still sounds like she is scolding someone at church.

I lean forward quickly and grab her wrist before she can unlock it.

“Maggie, don’t. Please. I really do not want any more drama.”

“Drama?” she repeats, staring at me like I have completely lost my mind. “Josie, that man has been nothing but drama. How many times has that little jerk messed around on you?”

“It’s over,” I say quietly. “So let’s just move on.”

“I am not just going to move on,” she says. “How are you okay with this? He just gets to go around saying whatever he wants about you?”

“Maggs,” I sigh, rubbing my forehead. “It is just going to turn into a he said she said argument and people are going to believe whatever they want anyway.”

And if I am being honest with myself, most of them are probably going to believe Brandon. I do not even have to see the full list of people in that chat to know that most of them are friends I met through Brandon or Maggie.

The realization settles in slowly and it is uncomfortable in a way I did not expect. My friend group was never really mine. It was just one more thing in my life that revolved around Brandon.

“Please,” I say after a moment. “I would really rather not talk about Brandon anymore.”

Maggie studies my face for a few seconds before letting out a breath.

“Fine,” she says. “Did you really trash his apartment.”

“And I may have lost my temper a little.”

“A little?” she repeats.

“And Silas may have helped,” I add.

Maggie laughs. "Well good for you. Screw Brandon. I never understand why Charles still puts up with him."

I feel a bit lighter now that its all out in the open with Maggie.

"So, you going to tell me about Mr. Boss man now?"

“There is not much to tell,” I say with a small shrug. “I have only met him twice.”

“And slept with him?” she asks, waggling her eyebrows.

Heat creeps up the back of my neck.

“Well… yeah.”

I wait for the lecture.

It never comes.

“Good,” Maggie says instead. “I do not love that you are jumping straight into something else, but I am glad you are not sitting around moping over a cheating jerk.”

“I am glad he meets your approval,” I say with a small laugh.

“Not yet he doesn’t,” Maggie replies, pushing her chair back.

She disappears into the living room for a second and comes back carrying her laptop.

“What are you doing?” I ask as she sets it on the table between us.

“I need to see this guy,” she says, already typing.

A second later his name appears on the screen.

Silas Marcelli.

The screen lights up between us and Maggie leans forward immediately, already scanning the first results like she is prepping for a deposition.

For a second she does not say anything, which is somehow worse than if she had.

Then her eyebrows lift.

“Well,” she says slowly, tilting the screen a little. “I will give you this, he is definitely good looking.”

I lean over to see what she is looking at even though I already know the photo. It is one of those glossy event shots where Silas is standing in a suit with a couple of city officials, looking calm and confident like he belongs in every expensive room he walks into.

Seeing that version of him almost makes me laugh considering the version of him I saw this morning.

“Honestly,” Maggie continues, studying the screen, “I am a little surprised.”

“About what?” I ask.

“He is not your usual type.”

I raise an eyebrow at that.

“And what exactly is my usual type?”

She gives me a look.

“You know. Slightly lanky, a little too charming, and usually some level of questionable decision making.”

“Wow,” I say dryly. “That sounds extremely specific.”

“You dated Brandon for four years,” she reminds me.

Fair point.

Maggie scrolls a little more and then suddenly freezes.

“Oh.”

That single word makes my stomach tighten.

“What?” I ask.

She slowly turns the laptop toward me and taps the screen.

“Forty three.”

I glance down at the number and shrug.

“That is not that bad.”

“Josie,” she says carefully.

“It is seventeen years,” I point out, doing the math quickly. “That is not even that crazy. Dad and Carol are what, ten years apart?”

“Ten is not seventeen,” Maggie replies.

“Close enough.”

She studies me for another second like she is trying to decide whether that argument is worth fighting.

Apparently she decides it is not because she scrolls again.

A moment later her eyes widen.

“Oh my goodness.”

Now she is leaning closer to the screen and I can see the lawyer brain kicking into high gear as she starts reading through the business articles.

“Marcelli Holdings,” she murmurs. “Real estate, hospitality, development projects…”

Her finger keeps sliding down the page.

“Josie, this company is huge.”

I lean over slightly so I can see what she is looking at and the numbers blur together almost immediately.

Hotels. Real estate developments. The casino project.

It is the same stuff I skimmed earlier, but it somehow feels bigger seeing Maggie react to it.

“He owns all of this?” she asks.

“I guess.”

“And this is the man you met at a bar?”

“Well technically I met him at a club,” I say before catching myself.

Maggie glances up at me sharply.

“A club?”

I wave a hand quickly.

“Just… a club.”

Her eyes narrow a little but she lets it go for the moment and keeps scrolling.

Then she suddenly stops again.

“Josie,” she says slowly, “did he give you anything after you slept with him?”

For a second I just blink at her.

“Give me anything?”

“Yes,” she says. “Money. Gifts. Anything like that.”

It takes me a moment to realize what she is asking.

“You think I am in some kind of sugar daddy situation?”

“I am asking if you are,” she says carefully.

I shake my head immediately.

“No. Absolutely not.”

She watches my face like she is checking for hesitation.

“He has been nothing but a gentleman,” I add.

The words come out automatically, and the moment they do my brain flashes to Silas standing over me in Brandon’s apartment this morning, looking entirely too pleased with himself while the bedframe protested underneath us.

I take another sip of wine to hide the smile that almost slips out.

Of course, the definition of gentleman might be slightly different depending on who you ask.

I am fairly certain Maggie’s version does not involve pinning someone to a mattress and breaking their ex boyfriend’s bed in the process or anything that happened at the club.

But that does not feel like a detail I need to include tonight.

“He really has been,” I say instead, meeting her eyes.

And that part, at least, is completely true. Maggie does not close the laptop after that. If anything, she leans closer to the screen like she just caught a scent and now she wants the whole trail.

Her fingers start moving again, clicking through article after article while I sit there slowly finishing my wine.

At first it is just more of the same things we already saw. Hotels. Development deals. Charity events with smiling politicians and giant checks. The kind of stuff that makes him look like any other rich businessman.

Then Maggie’s brow furrows.

“Huh.”

That sound never means anything good when it comes from her.

“What?” I ask.

She does not answer right away. Instead she clicks another link and starts reading.

“Lawsuits,” she mutters.

I lean over slightly.

“What kind of lawsuits?”

“Different ones,” she says, scrolling slowly. “Nothing that actually stuck apparently, but there were accusations.”

Her finger taps the trackpad again.

“Blackmail allegations… some financial investigations… suspected money laundering in one of the development companies…”

She stops scrolling and looks over the top of the screen at me.

“Josie, what exactly have you gotten yourself into?”

The question hangs there for a second.

“I met a guy at a club,” I say with a shrug that feels weaker than I meant it to.

Maggie does not look convinced.

She clicks another link.

A moment later her entire posture changes.

“Oh… that cannot be good.”

“What now?”

She turns the laptop slightly so I can see the article she has opened.

The word Sinners jumps out immediately.

I feel a small knot tighten somewhere in my stomach even though I do not fully understand what I am looking at yet.

Before either of us can say anything, footsteps come down the hallway and Charles appears in the doorway, holding a small dinosaur book.

“Mat is ready for bedtime,” he says, then pauses when he notices the tension at the table.

“What are you two doing?”

Maggie gestures toward the screen.

“Charles, do you know who Silas Marcelli is?”

Charles barely glances at the laptop before his whole expression shifts.

“Oh yeah,” he says immediately.

The way he says it makes something inside my chest drop.

“You have heard of him?” Maggie asks.

Charles lets out a short laugh that does not sound amused.

“Heard of him? Yeah, I have heard of him.”

Then he looks at me.

His eyes widen a little.

“Wait,” he says slowly. “That is who you cheated with?”

“She did not cheat,” Maggie snaps before I can even open my mouth. “They were already broken up.”

Charles waves a hand like that detail is irrelevant.

“That is not the point,” he says. “Josie, that guy is not just Brandon’s supervisor. He is a fucking criminal."

“What?” he shoots back. “He is a criminal.”

“Language,” Maggie says automatically.

Charles exhales in frustration and rubs a hand over the back of his neck.

“Look, I am just saying,” he continues, lowering his voice slightly because Mat is down the hall. “Everyone around here knows who Marcelli is. No wonder Brandon didn't name drop.”

Maggie and Charles lock eyes in that familiar way they do right before an argument really starts building.

I can feel it coming and suddenly the whole situation feels exhausting.

“I didn’t know who he was,” I say quickly, cutting in before either of them can wind up. “I met him at a club and that was it. I had no idea who he actually was.”

Both of them look at me.

Maggie’s expression softens slightly.

“But now you do,” she says carefully.

I know exactly where this is going.

“And now that you do know,” she continues, “you are going to end it. Right?”

There is no real space in that question.

I sit there staring down at the table for a moment while something heavy settles over my chest.

It feels like someone just dropped a wet blanket over the whole evening.

Because the annoying part is that she is right.

If I had known who Silas Marcelli actually was before that first night at the club, I probably would have walked right back out the door.

Part of me feels stupid.

Another part feels… weirdly disappointed.

And somewhere underneath all of that is the uncomfortable realization that it also feels a little like he never told me.

Like I walked into something without knowing the full picture.

“Yeah,” I say finally.

My voice sounds quieter than I meant it to.

“I am going to end it.”

Charles nods immediately.

“Good.”

Maggie shoots him a glare that could melt steel.

“Thank you for your helpful contribution,” she says dryly.

He raises his hands in surrender.

“I am just saying.”

She pushes her chair back and stands.

“I am going to go read Mat a story,” she says. “Then I will drive Josie home.”

Charles nods and heads back down the hallway while Maggie closes the laptop with a soft click.

The kitchen suddenly feels a lot quieter than it did before.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, despite everything we just talked about, I cannot stop thinking about the way Silas looked at me this morning like none of this was complicated at all.

For a few minutes the house goes quiet again except for the low hum of the dishwasher and the soft sound of Maggie reading down the hall.

I sit there staring at the dark laptop screen and turning Maggie’s words over in my head.

You are going to end it. Right?

It should feel obvious.

If I had known who Silas Marcelli was before that night at the club, before he had me pinned under him with that look in his eyes like he already understood exactly what I wanted, I probably would have walked out the door and never looked back.

At least that is what the responsible version of myself would have done.

Now it feels different.

Now it feels messy.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and stare at his number for a second before opening the text thread.

For a moment my thumb just hovers over the screen while I think about how to word it. Something direct. Something simple. Something that says we need to talk without sounding like I am about to break up with him.

In the end I just type:

When can we talk?

The message barely has time to send before my phone starts ringing.

Silas.

Of course he calls.

I stare at the screen for half a second, feeling my stomach twist in a way that is not entirely nerves, then I slide my chair back and answer while heading toward the back door.

“Hello?”

I push the door open and step out onto Maggie’s small porch, pulling it closed behind me so I do not interrupt Mat’s bedtime story.

“Well that was fast,” Silas says, amusement already in his voice. “You missing me already?”

The way he says it makes heat flicker through my stomach before I can stop it.

I lean against the porch railing and look out into the dark yard.

“Maybe I am,” I say lightly. “You seemed pretty confident I would end up back in your car.”

He laughs softly.

“Confidence has served me well so far.”

I shake my head even though he cannot see it.

“So is this you calling to set up our dinner date?” he asks.

Dinner.

Right.

I had completely forgotten about that conversation earlier today.

My schedule flashes through my mind and I realize dinner this week is probably going to be difficult with my shifts.

At the same time, if I am actually going to end this, I do not want to drag it out.

I want to do it quickly.

And I definitely do not want to do it over the phone.

“Dinner might be tricky,” I say slowly, thinking it through while I speak. “My schedule this week is kind of a mess, but I was wondering if maybe we could do lunch tomorrow instead.”

There is a brief pause on the other end.

“I think I could pencil you in around noon,” he says.

The way he says it makes it sound like a joke and also completely serious at the same time.

“Works for me,” I reply.

“So where are you letting me take you?” he asks.

I laugh a little.

“No, no. I am getting you lunch.”

“You are?”

“Yes,” I say, pushing a loose piece of hair behind my ear while I look out at Maggie’s backyard. “I kind of feel bad for making you lose half a day of work today.”

His voice drops slightly, warm with amusement.

“I would not worry too much about that.”

“Well I am worrying about it anyway,” I say. “So I could just bring it to your office if that works.”

“That actually sounds nice.”

I shift my weight against the railing and glance down at the porch boards while I think.

“Have you ever had anything from Rossi’s?” I ask.

There is a short pause.

“Of course I know Rossi’s,” he says. “Best Italian sub in the city.”

I grin.

“That is objectively incorrect.”

“Oh?” he replies.

“The chicken pesto is clearly the best thing on that menu.”

He lets out a quiet laugh.

“I think the solution here is obvious.”

“And what is that?”

“You order both,” he says. “Then we decide tomorrow.”

I laugh and shake my head again, still leaning against the railing.

“Deal.”

"Then I'll see you tomorrow." He says.

"Right, See you tomorrow."

Swe say good night and hang up.

The porch goes quiet again as I lower the phone.

I stand there for a moment staring out into the dark yard while the house behind me fills with the muffled sound of Maggie finishing Mat’s story.

I should feel relieved.

I should feel like I am fixing a mistake before it gets worse.

Instead I just feel confused.

Because even after everything I learned tonight, after the articles and the lawsuits and Charles looking at me like I had just wandered into something dangerous, I still cannot shake the way Silas makes everything feel simple when he is around.

And standing there in the quiet, I find myself wondering if Silas Marcelli is a mistake I need to correct…

or one I am about to make anyway.


Chapter Sixteen

Silas




Vincent and I walk into the office together the next morning with coffee in our hands from the same place we always stop at before work. It has been our routine for years, one of the few things in my life that has stayed predictable.

Vincent looks the same as always. His dark hair is pulled back neatly, glasses pushed up on the bridge of his nose while he balances a heavy messenger bag on his shoulder. He has not said a single word about my absence yesterday morning, which honestly surprises me. Vincent rarely lets anything slide without at least a pointed comment. Still, I know him well enough to understand that silence does not mean he has not noticed. It just means he is waiting for the right moment to bring it up.

And if he does, I will have earned it.

The moment we step through the front doors of the executive floor we find Carter leaning over Lyra’s desk, one arm braced casually against the polished wood while he grins down at her.

“Come on,” Carter is saying smoothly. “I know a place that would make it worth your time. Real food, not whatever sad salad you bring from home.”

Lyra looks up at him with a polite but amused expression, clearly used to this routine by now.

“I have too much work to catch up on,” she replies firmly. “Mostly your work.”

Carter places a hand dramatically over his chest like she has wounded him.

“That sounds like slander.”

She opens her mouth to respond but then notices Vincent and me walking up behind him. Her posture straightens instantly.

“Good morning, Mr. Marcelli.”

Her professional tone snaps into place so smoothly it almost makes me smile.

“Morning, Lyra.”

She glances down at the tablet on her desk before continuing.

“Your attorney called earlier and asked if we could move the meeting up to eleven.”

“That’s fine,” I tell her. “We’re just signing documents.”

She nods before turning slightly toward Vincent.

“And Mr. Armitage, everything is confirmed for the catering menu sampling at La Maison this afternoon. I've emailed it to you.”

“Perfect.” Vincent adjusts his glasses. "We'll leave around noon."

Across the desk Carter visibly sours.

Vincent notices right away, but we head straight for my office before he can say anything about it. Morning light is already spilling through the big windows when we step inside, the skyline stretched out beyond the glass. The place is clean and expensive in a quiet way, the kind of money that hides in small details instead of showing off. Carter and Vincent pull out chairs and sit while steam curls up from the coffee in my hand. I take a drink, letting the caffeine take the edge off before walking around the desk and dropping into my chair.

“You can stop glaring at me,” Vincent says mildly.

Carter leans back in his chair with a scowl.

“I just think it’s real convenient how you keep stealing our secretary.”

Vincent raises a brow.

“Jealousy looks ugly on you.”

I step in before Carter can keep escalating the conversation.

“You’re the one who wanted to hire your sub,” I remind him calmly. “Lyra is the executive secretary for all of us.”

Carter shrugs defensively. He had already met Lyra before she ever walked into this office. Apparently they connected through Club Eden’s forums and started a dom/sub contract arrangement before she applied for the job. She had no idea Carter worked here as our head of security when she sent in her resume. I never asked for all the details, but Carter made it very clear he wanted her hired even though they were already involved.

“She needed the job and she had all the qualifications.”

He wasn't wrong. Lyra has only been here about a month, but it already feels like she has been running this place forever. We went through a dozen candidates before her, and most of them folded the second they realized the job meant juggling the schedules and personalities of three very different men every day. Not to mention we someone who could keep their mouth shut. Lyra stepped into it like she had been doing it her whole life.

Vincent smirks slightly. “I’ll admit you’ve shown impressive restraint not causing a scene at work.”

Carter’s eyes flick toward me, one eyebrow lifting.

“Unlike some people.”

I know exactly what he is referring to. The lobby incident with Josie and her ex has clearly made the rounds through the building already.

“Don’t start,” I warn.

Carter laughs.

“Who is she?”

“We’re not discussing it.”

That answer only encourages him, which is the last thing I need.

“Come on,” Carter continues. “The whole building wants to know.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and glance over at Vincent. "How bad is it?"

“Bad enough. I mean you have a nice Hr incident report waiting in your email.”

Of course he filed something. The little bastard probably ran straight to HR the second he got home. Honestly, the thought of him eventually realizing what Josie and I did to his bed almost makes the report worth it. The cheating bastard had it coming. The memory of how upset she was still sits wrong with me, and I can feel the irritation creeping back up when I think about how he treated her.

“Make sure it stays quiet,” I tell Vincent. “Keep it between me and HR.”

I am already dreading the inevitable conversation with Darla. She runs HR like a prison warden and has the patience of someone who has spent twenty years dealing with executives who think money makes them untouchable.

Carter chuckles again.

“So when do we get to meet her?”

“Never if I can help it.”

If the guys caught wind of Josie they would have a field day with it, and the last thing I want is them scaring her off. I would rather keep her as far away from the Sinners as possible, so I shift the conversation before Carter can keep poking at it.

“Any movement on the Syndicate?”

Carter sobers a little.

“Our lead showed up dead.”

The guy we interrogated flashes through my head immediately. I can still picture his face when he realized exactly who he was dealing with. I don’t feel an ounce of remorse hearing he ended up dead. He put hands on one of ours. He had what was coming to him.

Still, it’s not ideal. Dead men stop talking, and right now answers are exactly what we need.

“CVS cameras caught a partial image of the guy who did it,” Carter continues. “Not great quality, but it’s something.”

Something is better than the nothing.

“Give everything to Encino,” I tell him, leaning back slightly in my chair while I watch Carter across the desk. “Let him make the rounds and see if anyone recognizes the guy.”

Carter gives a short nod, already shifting his weight like he is mentally moving on to the next problem.

“Already on it.”

I take another drink of my coffee and set the cup down on the desk. The Syndicate problem is bad enough on its own, but it is far from the only thing on my plate right now.

“There’s something else I need you to handle.”

That gets Carter’s attention. He leans forward slightly, forearms resting on his knees like he already knows whatever comes next is going to irritate him.

“One of the city’s stipulations for approving the casino opening was cleaning up the security team.”

Carter’s brow pulls together.

“What does that mean exactly?”

Vincent answers before I can. He is already flipping through a set of papers from the folder he pulled out earlier like he expected this part of the conversation to come up.

“The city doesn’t want the security staff stacked with our people. No felons. Nobody with a rap sheet.”

Carter lets out a quiet curse and drags a hand over the back of his neck while he thinks it through.

“God damn it.”

He rubs both hands down his face before pushing up out of the chair.

“Alright. I’ll move some people around and I’ll talk to Sam, see if any of his military buddies are looking for work,” he says after a second. “Half those guys are bored out of their minds doing private security gigs anyway.”

He starts for the door, already slipping into problem solving mode, but pauses with one hand on the frame so he can glance back at us.

“I’ll have it done before lunch.”

The look Carter sends Vincent is sharp enough that it almost makes me smile, because the two of them still slip right back into the same habits they had when we were younger, constantly throwing little jabs at each other like they are competing over who can get under the other’s skin first. Some things never really change no matter how much money you make or how serious the work becomes.

Carter finally pushes out of the office, letting the door swing shut behind him.

Once it closes, I glance back toward Vincent. He is already reaching into his bag like he had been waiting for the room to clear before moving on to whatever he brought with him.

“You ever get tired of riling him up?” I ask, watching him pull another folder free.

Vincent doesn’t even pretend to feel guilty about it.

“Payback for the headaches the two of you give me,” he says easily, glancing up at me over the edge of the folder. “Honestly, I would have put money on him being the one to pull a stunt in the lobby first. Or at the very least the one missing half a day of meetings yesterday.”

I lean back in my chair and shrug, because from my perspective the answer should be obvious.

“Think of it as a mental health day.”

Vincent rolls his eyes the way he always does when he thinks I’m being intentionally difficult, then lifts the folder in his hand.

“You’ll want this.”

He slides it across the desk toward me.

The moment I open it and see Josie’s name printed across the top page, a quiet sense of satisfaction settles in my chest. I have been curious what Vincent managed to dig up about her since the second I asked him to run the check.

“She’s young,” he says after a moment. “Closer in age to your daughter than to you.”

I lift my eyes from the file and give him a look.

“You’re feeling bold today.”

Vincent ignores the comment completely.

My attention drifts for a moment when Vincent mentions her age, because the comparison lands somewhere uncomfortable in the middle of my chest. I have not seen my daughter in more than five years now, which is long enough that sometimes the memories of her feel like they belong to someone else’s life instead of mine. Most of that distance exists because her mother made sure of it. She spent years telling our daughter exactly what kind of man I am and exactly what kind of world I live in, and if I am being honest with myself I cannot say she was completely wrong about any of it.

The life I built is not the kind you bring a child into, which is why distance has always been the safer option. My daughter lives in another city now, far enough away that the business I run and the enemies that come with it cannot reach her. That distance hurts more than I like to admit, but it also keeps her protected, which is the only thing that really matters. It is the same logic that keeps circling back in my head when I think about Josie and how far away from the Sinners I should keep her.

Vincent taps the file lightly against the desk, pulling my attention back to the present.

“She’s clean. Put herself through college. Good family ties. No connections in the city.”

He flips through another page while I watch him.

“Works as a vet tech at a community clinic.”

Then he pauses and studies me over the top of the folder like he is trying to figure out what exactly I am doing.

“She seems… normal.”

I know exactly what he means by that. From Vincent’s perspective she probably looks too normal, too soft, and far too removed from the kind of world we operate in every day.

Except that is not the woman I saw the other day.

When I think about Josie, I do not picture someone fragile. I remember the anger burning in her eyes when she realized Brandon had been cheating on her, the way she stopped trying to hold herself together for everyone else and let herself be furious for once. I remember the way she pushed back instead of shrinking away, and the way she refused to pretend everything was fine just to keep the peace.

There is more strength in her than she realizes, and I saw it the moment she stopped trying to play the role everyone expects from her.

The memory of what happened in Brandon’s apartment creeps in next, and that thought alone is enough to pull my attention somewhere far less productive than the work sitting on my desk. The way her body responded to me, the way she gave in to it even while she was still angry, lingers in the back of my mind longer than it should and makes focusing on the conversation in front of me a lot harder than it has any right to be.

“What’s your angle with her?”

Vincent watches my expression closely, the way he always does when he thinks I am about to say something that does not quite line up with the truth.

“There isn’t one,” I tell him as I close the file and slide it back across the desk. “She’s just someone I enjoy spending time with, and right now that is about as complicated as I want things to be.”

Vincent does not interrupt, but I can see him studying my face like he is trying to decide how much of that he actually believes.

“In a week like this,” I continue, leaning back slightly in my chair, “a distraction is not the worst thing in the world.”

He lets that sit for a second before finally nodding.

“As long as that’s all it is.”

Vincent folds his hands together in front of him on the desk, still watching me with that same careful expression.

“Stress relief is fine,” he says. “You’ve been running everyone ragged lately, and frankly most of us could probably use a break from you. But you don’t need distractions turning into problems.”

I understand exactly what he means, and the frustrating part is that he is not wrong.

Between the casino opening creeping closer every day, the city council watching every move we make, and the Syndicate starting to stir again in ways we still cannot fully see, this is not exactly the best time for me to get involved with anyone.

“I’ve got it under control,” I tell him, even though I know that answer is mostly for his benefit.

Vincent nods like he will accept that for now, but the look he gives me makes it clear he does not completely buy it.

After he leaves, the office grows quiet again, the kind of quiet that only happens when the door finally closes and the constant movement of people and problems pauses for a moment.

My attention drifts back to the file sitting on the desk in front of me, and more specifically to the name printed across the top page.

Josie.

Her message came through yesterday asking if we could talk, so I called her right away. I kept things light and teased her a little, and she played along well enough, but that message did not read as casual when I first saw it.

What I did like was how quickly she shut down the idea of me taking her somewhere. She insisted on bringing lunch to my office instead and framed it like a thank you for helping her yesterday and for pulling me away from work. It was endearing, but it also made something else very clear.

She does not want my money.

That part was obvious in the way she said it. Josie seems determined to keep things even between us, like she refuses to let this turn into a situation where I am the one paying for everything, and I respect that a lot more than I expected to.

Still, that first message asking if we could talk keeps circling in the back of my mind.

People do not send a message like that when everything is simple.

Which means whatever she actually wants to say is probably going to be a lot more complicated than the lunch she promised to bring.


Chapter Seventeen

Josie




The car was sleek and black, but thankfully not nearly as ridiculous as the one Silas drove.

That alone made the whole situation feel a little less absurd.

I shifted in the back seat, adjusting the paper bag of food and drinks in my lap while the city slid past the tinted windows. The leather smelled new and expensive in a way that made me sit a little straighter without even meaning to. I was still getting used to how casually Silas spent money. Something as simple as insisting I take a car instead of the bus somehow made it feel like I had stepped into a completely different life.

The driver had introduced himself as Sam when he picked me up earlier. He had been polite, professional, and just friendly enough that the ride didn’t feel awkward.

I still felt a little awkward anyway.

Not having to worry about the bus schedule was nice though. I had to admit that. Normally I would be checking the time every few minutes, trying to figure out which route would get me downtown the fastest and whether I was going to end up standing in the aisle because all the seats were taken.

Instead I was sitting in the back of a quiet car while someone else handled it.

Maybe this was just one of the perks of dating Silas.

I let out a slow breath and leaned my head back against the seat.

Except I should be ending it today. That was the whole point of this lunch. It’s what I promised Maggie, and honestly it’s what made the most sense.

The thought had been circling in my head all morning like something I couldn’t quite shake. I had spent half the night lying in bed with my laptop open, digging through everything the internet had to say about Silas Marcelli and the Sinners.

None of it had been good.

Lawsuits. Investigations. Rumors about organized crime connections that people talked about carefully, like saying the words too loudly might get someone’s attention. A couple articles even mentioned violence, though nothing was ever proven. Everything sat in that gray space where nothing could really be confirmed, but nobody seemed surprised either.

And yet here I was sitting in the back of his driver’s car like this was a completely normal thing for me to be doing. I had slept with him, let him touch me like he had every right to, and now I was on my way to his office carrying him lunch like I had somehow slipped into a life that did not belong to me.

My fingers tightened slightly around the paper bag as the car turned down into the parking garage. The ramp curved downward and the light from outside slowly faded while the concrete levels slid past the window. I stared out at the gray walls and tried to make sense of the mess in my head, because part of me knew exactly what I was supposed to do today.

I was supposed to end this.

The problem was that the longer I thought about it, the less it felt like the right decision.

Why is it that the first man I have met in years who actually treats me like I matter has to be a bad guy?

I kept watching the garage levels pass by and tried to be honest with myself, because the truth was that none of this should have surprised me as much as it did. Looking back, there had been signs from the beginning and I probably should have noticed them sooner.

The tattoo alone should have told me Silas Marcelli was not exactly your average businessman, and the scar below his collar bone definitely did not belong to someone who spent his life sitting behind a desk. Even the way he had taken control in bed should have tipped me off, because the man did not move like someone who had spent his life playing by the rules.

None of that exactly screamed normal.

The car slowed and finally rolled into a reserved section of the garage, the engine going quiet as we came to a stop. Sam glanced at me in the rearview mirror like he was checking to make sure I was ready before we stepped out.

“We’ll head up through the executive elevator,” he said. “It goes straight from the garage to Mr. Marcelli’s floor so you won’t have to go through the main lobby.”

Relief slipped through me before I could stop it when Sam mentioned the executive elevator. That meant there was no chance of running into Brandon in the lobby, which was honestly for the best. Even if a petty part of me was a little curious what his face would look like if he saw me walking into the building with lunch for his boss.

Sam stepped out and came around to open the door for me, and I grabbed the bag and drinks before sliding out of the car. The air in the garage was noticeably cooler than outside and it sent a quick ripple of goosebumps across my arms. I had thrown on a thin, low cut shirt that morning with a fitted pair of slacks that hugged my hips a little too well.

When I got dressed earlier I told myself I was just trying to look put together enough to not stick out in Silas’s office, but if I was being honest that wasn’t the whole truth. The shirt dipped low enough to show a little cleavage and the slacks definitely did my ass a few favors, so pretending this outfit was purely about professionalism felt like a stretch even to me.

We had only taken a few steps when a huge guy stepped out from behind one of the support pillars, and the sudden movement nearly made me drop the drinks. The man looked like he had been carved out of stone, with broad shoulders, a clean cut look, and the kind of presence that made the entire garage suddenly feel a lot smaller.

“Sam,” he said. “You send over that list of guys yet?”

Sam started to answer, but the man’s attention shifted to me and he stopped mid-sentence. The guy looked me over slowly, not in a creepy way exactly, but in a way that felt very deliberate, like he was sizing me up and deciding something.

“And who’s this?”

“Guest of Mr. Marcelli’s,” Sam replied evenly.

The man’s eyebrows lifted a little at that, like the answer confirmed whatever he had been wondering.

“I’ll take it from here.”

Sam frowned slightly. “Carter—”

“Come on,” the man cut in with a grin. “Let me have a little fun.”

His attention shifted back to me and the look he gave me made it pretty clear I had just become whatever entertainment he was talking about.

“Follow me.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He simply turned and started walking toward the elevators like the decision had already been made.

I glanced over at Sam, unsure if I was actually supposed to listen to this guy. Sam gave a small nod, like this was normal and I shouldn’t worry about it.

So I hurried after the stranger, juggling the bag and drinks while trying to keep up with his long strides.

By the time I caught up, he was already swiping a keycard against the elevator panel. The doors slid open and he stepped inside, holding one arm out to stop them from closing while he waited for me to get in.

“Carter,” he said once the doors slid shut.

“Josie,” I replied.

“Nice to meet you, Josie.” His mouth tilted slightly. “So what are you, Silas’s new girl?”

I straightened a little under his stare, because something in his tone rubbed me the wrong way. It had that quiet edge to it, like he had already decided what kind of woman I was before I even said a word. The look on his face made it feel like I was being evaluated and found lacking, and the last thing I was going to do was shrink under that kind of judgment.

“I’m sorry,” I said politely. “Do you work for Silas or something?”

Carter let out a short laugh.

“I work with him,” he said. “We’re good friends.”

That explained the confidence.

I looked him over more carefully now that we were trapped in a small metal box together. He was wearing a dark suit that probably cost more than my rent, with an expensive watch catching the light when he moved. Up close I realized just how tall he actually was. He easily had a foot on me, and the way he stood made it obvious he knew it and used it when he wanted someone to feel smaller.

A hint of tattoos peeked out from the collar of his shirt, just enough to make it clear the suit wasn’t the whole story.

Yeah. This guy definitely gave off gangster vibes.

“So,” Carter said after a moment, his tone still casual in a way that made it clear he thought he was being clever, “what exactly are you after with him?”

I frowned at him, trying to figure out if I had heard that right.

“Excuse me?”

“Money,” he continued like the answer was obvious. “Status. Something like that.”

The way he said it made my stomach tighten because it didn’t feel like a real question. It sounded more like he had already decided that had to be the reason.

“If you’re such good friends,” I said carefully, keeping my voice steady even though irritation was starting to creep in, “what exactly has he told you about me?”

Carter let out a rough laugh that filled the elevator.

“That’s the thing. The man’s been a tight-lipped prick about it and hasn’t told me anything.”

“Well,” I replied, lifting my chin slightly as I met his eyes, “maybe that means it isn’t any of your business.”

Carter laughed harder just as the elevator dinged and the doors slid open.

“Fair enough.”

We stepped out into a bright hallway that led directly into Silas’s office suite, and Carter pushed through the door.

“Hey darling,” he called out as he walked in. “Look who I found.”

Behind the reception desk sat a petite woman with dark hair pulled into a sleek bun. She looked up right away, curiosity lighting up her face as her attention landed on me.

“You must be Josie,” she said, standing and coming around the desk to shake my hand. “I’m Lyra.”

Her smile was warm in that polished, professional way that somehow still felt genuine, and I could already tell she was the kind of person who kept this entire office running smoothly.

“I hope this guy wasn’t harassing you.”

Carter chuckled beside me.

“Don’t worry about her. She can handle it.”

Lyra shot him a quick look that clearly said she wasn’t buying whatever version of events he was implying, but she didn’t argue. Instead she turned her attention back to me.

“Mr. Marcelli should just be finishing a meeting,” she said. “If you’d like, while you’re waiting we can get the paperwork started for your security clearance.”

I blinked at her, completely caught off guard.

“My what?”

“So you can come and go through the building without security stopping you every time,” she explained patiently.

“Oh,” I said quickly, shaking my head. “No, that’s okay. I won’t be needing that.”

Lyra tilted her head slightly, looking a little confused by that.

“Are you sure?”

“I won’t be coming back,” I said.

The words felt strange coming out of my mouth, especially considering the bag of lunch I was still holding.

Before she could respond, the door to Silas’s office opened.

Silas stepped out of his office with another man beside. The guy had dusty blonde hair pulled back into a tight ponytail and wore thin glasses that gave him a sharp, serious look. Silas handed him a folder as they finished whatever conversation they had been having.

Then his eyes landed on me, and right after that on Carter, and whatever relaxed expression he had a moment ago disappeared. His face tightened slightly in that quiet way that made it obvious he wasn’t thrilled to see the two of us standing there together.

Carter lifted both hands immediately like he already knew how this looked.

“I promise I didn’t do anything.”

Silas didn’t bother answering him. Instead he walked straight over to me, his hand settling around my arm as he turned and started guiding me toward his office like the rest of the room had already stopped mattering.

“Lyra,” he said over his shoulder, his voice calm but leaving no room for argument, “send all calls to voicemail until after lunch.”

“Yes sir.”

The office door shut behind us.

Silas’s office was even more impressive than I expected. Sleek dark furniture, glass walls that opened to a massive skyline view, and everything polished in a way that quietly screamed money. His desk sat toward the back of the room with a large chair behind it and two guest chairs positioned neatly in front.

Off to one side there was a seating area with a couch and a low coffee table, and along the wall nearby sat a small side bar with a built in fridge that probably held something stronger than water.

I barely had time to take it all in before Silas took the bag from my hands and set it down on the coffee table.

“Did Carter say anything rude to you?”

“Nothing too bad,” I said. “He got a little nosy but I nicely told him it wasn’t his business.”

Silas huffed a laugh.

“Next time you don’t have to be nice.”

I wandered over toward the massive windows, drawn by the view.

“Wow,” I said softly. “That’s one hell of a view.”

The skyline stretched out in every direction and the river wound through the city below us between the buildings.

“Oh,” I said, pointing out the window. “You can even see the casino from here.”

Silas stepped up beside me, close enough that I could feel the warmth of him through my shirt.

“I know,” he said. “That’s one of the reasons I like this building.”

He nodded toward the skyline before adding, “But once the casino opens we’ll move the offices there.”

“Why?”

“The city zoned the lot across the street for a high rise condo building,” he explained. “Once that goes up this whole view disappears.”

He gave a small shrug. “Personally I think they did it on purpose.”

I smiled a little at that. “Whose feathers did you ruffle that badly?”

Silas laughed.

“I’ve pissed off quite a few people.”

The comment hung between us for a moment before I said, a little more carefully this time, “You do seem to have that reputation.”

Silas turned his head and looked at me more closely, like something in my voice had tipped him off that there was more behind that comment. My stomach twisted because I knew I had reached the point where pretending I hadn’t spent half the night Googling him was pointless. At that point it felt easier to just rip the bandage off and deal with it.

“I did some digging on you,” I admitted.

He took a slow breath, not looking surprised exactly, just a little resigned.

“So that’s what you wanted to talk about.”

I nodded, suddenly very aware of how close he was standing to me.

“How much of it is true?”

Silas crossed his arms and leaned back slightly like he was thinking about how honest he wanted to be.

“I haven’t looked online in a while,” he said. “But probably most of it.”

My stomach tightened at that, because hearing him say it so calmly somehow made it feel more real.

“Money laundering,” I said carefully. “Blackmail. Things like that.”

He shrugged like I had just listed off a grocery order.

“That and more.”

I hesitated for a second before asking the thing that had really been sitting in the back of my mind.

“And the Sinners?”

“I run them.”

He said it without hesitation and without even trying to soften it, like the truth didn’t bother him and maybe never had. For a second I just stared at him. Part of me expected him to laugh and say the internet had it all wrong, but he didn’t. He just stood there watching me like he wanted to see what I would do with the information.

"So, should you really be telling me you're like what some kingpin?" I ask.

"You deserve to know, I don't want to lie to you."

A strange mix of nerves and adrenaline fluttered through my chest. I knew I should probably feel scared or at least more concerned than I did, because the man standing in front of me had just admitted he was a criminal like it was nothing. Instead I mostly felt frustrated by how unfair it was that the same man who had made me feel more wanted in one night than anyone had in years was apparently running a crime organization.

Silas studied my face, watching every little shift in my expression like he was trying to read my reaction.

Then he reached up and brushed a piece of hair away from my cheek.

“So,” he said quietly, “is this the part where you run from me?”

I looked up at him, and for a second my brain immediately jumped to the list of reasons why I probably should. My sister’s voice was practically echoing in my head, reminding me that this man was trouble and that walking away now would be the smart thing to do.

“Should I?”

“Probably.”

I held his gaze for a long moment, because the frustrating part was that he wasn’t wrong. Running made sense. Running was the safe choice. It was exactly the kind of decision the version of me from a week ago would have made without even thinking about it.

But the longer I stood there looking at him, the more I realized something had shifted. Being with Silas had already forced me to admit things about myself that I had spent years ignoring, and somewhere in the middle of all that I had started realizing I was allowed to want things too.

And right now, whether it made sense or not, I wanted him.

“What if I wanted to stay?” I asked.

Silas went very still when I said that.

“I’d make sure none of it touched you,” he said slowly. “I would never put you in danger. This would just be between me and you.”

I stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat of him again.

“And what exactly is this?”

His arm slid around my waist, pulling me against him.

“This,” he murmured, “can be whatever you want it to be.”

His eyes held mine.

“I know you feel it, Josie,” he said quietly. “You’ve got desires you didn’t even know you had, and the second you stopped pretending you felt them. You and I can explore those together.”

His voice dropped lower, rough enough that it sent a little shiver through me.

“Nothing complicated. Just a dirty little secret between us.”

A dirty little secret. Something just between us. The thought settled in my chest in a way that felt dangerously appealing. If it was just between me and Silas, then I wouldn’t have to explain anything to anyone else. I wouldn’t have to deal with my sister’s worried looks or listen to people reminding me why this was a bad idea. Nobody else would get a say in it.

It would just be ours.

Simple. Private. For once something in my life wouldn’t have to be complicated. Silas would just be mine in this quiet little space we created between us, and I wouldn’t have to worry about the rest of the world trying to ruin it.

“Sounds like friends with benefits,” I said, a little amused by the idea.

Silas’s mouth curved like he knew exactly what that meant.

“I can be a very good friend.”

I slid my hands slowly up his arms, feeling the solid muscle under his shirt and the warmth of his skin through the fabric. Being this close to him made it impossible to pretend I wasn’t already a little hooked on the way he looked at me.

“I guess I’ll stay.”

He let out a quiet laugh under his breath.

“I thought it would be harder to convince you.”

His hand tightened slightly at my waist, pulling me closer until there wasn’t much space left between us.

“You had me worried.”

“I really did come here to end it,” I admitted.

“But?”

“My willpower kind of disappeared the moment I walked in here.”

Silas leaned down slowly, giving me plenty of time to pull away if I wanted to. Instead I tipped my head up toward him, already knowing I wasn’t going anywhere.

“Plans change,” he murmured.

Then he kissed me, and the moment his mouth pressed against mine every sensible thought I had walked in here with completely fell apart.


Chapter Eighteen

Silas




I should not have called it a dirty little secret. The second the words left my mouth I could hear how cheap they sounded. It was the kind of line a man throws out when he is trying to keep a woman from walking away, and that is exactly what I was doing. She had started to pull back and I grabbed the first thing that might keep her standing right where she was.

Sleazy. A little desperate too, if I am being honest with myself.

I can own that.

The thing is, she still said she'd stay. Not because the line was smooth or convincing, but because the woman standing in front of me is soft in a way that makes people underestimate her. Pretty, careful, a little innocent on the surface. Underneath that though is something warmer and darker that wants the same things I do. I can feel it every time she looks at me. It rolls off her like heat.

So maybe the words were wrong.

But the feeling between us is not.

If she is trusting me with that part of herself, then I am going to make damn sure she never feels cheap because of it. She will feel wanted. She will feel chosen. And she will know she matters.

“Turn around. Face the window.”

She lifts a brow at me. “What happened to lunch?”

“Lunch can wait,” I say, stepping closer. “I’ve been sitting here thinking about the fact I’ve never fucked a woman in this office and then you walked in looking like that.”

Her cheeks turn pink immediately. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes.” I don’t soften it. “Now stop stalling and turn around.”

She hesitates just long enough to make my blood warm, then she turns and places her hands on the glass. The entire wall is skyline. The city spreads out below us like it’s begging to watch.

I step in behind her until her back brushes my chest.

My hands settle on her waist first, slow, letting her feel exactly how close I am. Then they move up and I peel her low cut top over her head. The fabric slides away easy.

Her breath catches the second the cool air hits her skin.

My palms close around her breasts and I take my time with them. Full handfuls. Thumbs circling the tight peaks. She makes that quiet little sound she always tries to swallow down but never quite manages.

I lean in close to her ear.

“It’s privacy glass,” I murmur. “We can see out. They can’t see in.”

I drag my mouth along the edge of her jaw.

“But imagine if they could.”

She shivers.

“All those people down there,” I continue softly. “Walking past the building, then looking up and seeing you pressed against my window. Naked. My hands all over you. Watching while I open you up right here on the glass.”

Her fingers press harder against the window.

I smile into her hair.

My hand slides down the front of her pants, under the band of her panties, straight into heat that is already waiting for me.

She’s soaked.

“Jesus,” I murmur.

Two fingers slide inside her slow and she exhales this shaky little laugh like she can’t help it.

“That wet already,” I say quietly. “You came in here ready.”

My mouth brushes her ear again.

“So tell me something, Josie.”

My fingers curl deeper inside her.

“Is that for me… or is it the thought of this window that’s making you this wet?”

"Both," she says.

"Mm. I love it when you're honest," I tell her, slow and amused.

I take her wrists and set her hands where I want them. “Hands on the glass. Keep them there.” I toe off her shoes, one then the other, then unbutton and strip her pants down her legs. Panties next. I pull them past her knees and she steps out, bare from shoulder to ankle, haloed in city light. I take a long second just to look. There are faint finger bruises on the inside of her thigh from the last time I held her open. They look fucking beautiful. I have never cared for mixing sex and pain. But there is something about leaving a mark on her and seeing it later that makes my blood thicken.

I spread her with one knee to the back of her legs and go back to her, one palm flat between her breasts to keep her standing tall, the other back between her thighs. I work her with two fingers and the slow grind of my knuckles against her clit. She is wet and tight and greedy, the way I like her. I keep my mouth at her ear and talk her through the view.

“Look down there for a second and think about all those people walking around like the whole world belongs to them,” I murmur at her ear while my hand keeps moving between her thighs. “If this was normal glass they would be able to see you right now, pressed against my window with your head tipped back while you lose your mind on my fingers, and I swear half of them would stop right in the middle of the crosswalk just to stare up at the woman coming apart against the glass.”

“Silas,” she whispers, and the way she says my name carries everything at once, a warning, a plea, and something that sounds dangerously close to prayer.

“I would like them to see what I see,” I tell her quietly as my fingers curl deeper inside her. “I would like them to see how pretty your face gets when you finally stop pretending you are in control, how your whole body softens when you give in to me, and the way your pussy takes my fingers like it was made for them.”

She grinds back against my hand like she cannot help it and shakes her head a little. “It is you,” she breathes. “It is not them.”

“It is both,” I tell her, keeping my voice calm while I keep working her open. “You are mine, and part of what makes this feel so good for you is knowing I am the only one who actually gets to touch what everyone else would kill just to look at.”

She breaks on the next stroke. Her hands squeak against the glass when her fingers curl. Her legs shudder and clamp and I hold her high and steady while she comes. I ride it out with her, keep the rhythm until the aftershocks taper and she is making soft breath sounds at the window.

"Good girl," I say into her hair. I kiss the side of her neck. "Beautiful when you fall apart for me."

I let her breathe. I do not let her move. "Stay there. Legs spread. Hands planted."

I step back, unhurried. I lean against my desk and watch her. She is a picture. City glow over her shoulders, skin flushed, pussy slick and open where the light hits it. She twitches when the air touches her. I take my tie off and lay it over the desk along with my jacket, thumb the top button of my shirt open, then another. I free my cock and stroke myself slow, just to the sound of her breath.

"Tell me your favorite parts, Josie."

She tries to be cute. "All of it."

"Specific," I say. My voice stays easy. I keep my hand moving on my cock just to give her something to look at if she dares turn her head. "Say it for me."

She swallows. Her cheeks go pink and she stares hard at the glass like the city will save her. "The window. Being here."

"That is one. Another."

"When you hold my throat," she says softer. "When you tell me I am yours and I feel it all the way down."

My hand tightens without thinking. I make myself keep the pace slow. "And."

She turns a little, just enough to catch a glimpse of my hand, my cock. Her mouth parts. "I like sucking your cock."

I laugh once, low. "Come show me."

She steps out of the little pile of clothes at her feet and walks across the office rug toward me with that slow confidence she gets when she already knows exactly what I want from her. By the time she drops to her knees in front of me I am already hard enough that it almost hurts. She looks up first, waiting the way she always does until my hand comes down to cup her jaw, and the second my thumb brushes her cheek she opens her mouth for me.

I let my head tip back for a second when she slides down because the wet heat of her mouth is so good it almost knocks the air out of me. I roll my sleeves up my forearms in slow turns while she works me, watching the way her lips stretch around me and the way she focuses like this is the only thing in the world she cares about right now.

“You know something,” I tell her quietly while my hand settles into her hair, not forcing her down, just guiding. “Anyone could walk in that door right now and they would see you exactly like this, on your knees in front of my desk with your mouth full of my cock like a good girl.”

Her eyes flick toward the door for a second and I see the tiny crease of worry between her brows.

“Relax,” I say, my thumb brushing over her cheek while she breathes around me. “No one walks in here without knocking. Everyone in this building knows better than that.”

Her shoulders loosen after that and she sinks back down on me again with a soft hum that vibrates all the way through my spine. After a moment she pulls off just long enough to stroke me with one hand while she wipes the shine from her mouth with the back of the other.

“I like the way you say things,” she whispers, a little breathless, a little shy even now. “I like the dirty talk.”

I smile down at her and run my thumb along her cheek again because I know exactly what she means. The word perfect sits right on the edge of my tongue, but I keep it to myself for now and just enjoy the way she leans into my touch like she belongs there.

"Come here," I say. I hook my hands under her arms and pull her up with me as I sit. The chair rolls a whisper and then settles. "Sit."

She climbs onto my lap facing me, one knee on either side, and takes me in her hand. She lines me up, breath hitching, and sinks slow. Her feet cannot find the floor from this angle so it turns into a grind. I set my hands on her hips and use my pelvis to meet her, press my hips against her clit, keep her on the line where pleasure is steady and building. She breathes into my mouth and I take it, bite her lower lip and drag it, then kiss her deep. This part is for her. I hold her there and watch her work for it, watch the way her eyes go unfocused when she starts forgetting where we are.

She chases it. She gets close. I feel her start to tighten around me and I take my hands from her hips to her waist and slow her just enough to keep her hungry. Her little sound is a complaint and a plea in one.

"I know," I say. "I am going to give it to you."

I stand with her still on me. She clings in surprise and I like the way she does it without thinking. I step and set her on the desk. The keyboard skitters. Paper slides. I stay inside her while I lay her back and press her thighs toward her chest for leverage. I drive deeper. Harder. I brace one forearm and look down at her face. She is already floating from the window. She will fly if I give it to her right.

My hand goes to her throat. I lay it there first. Weight, not pressure. Her pupils darken.

"Show me what you do if you need air," I say.

She taps my wrist with two fingers, the exact way I taught her. She holds my eyes when she does it. Brave. Wanting.

"Good girl."

I tighten my grip. Slow. Measured. I watch her face the whole time. I watch the color in her lips, the way her eyes gloss and go heavy, the way her chest stutters under my palm. I keep my timing perfect, loosening in cycles so the world blurs for her then rushes back in. She never taps. She never has. She is always ready to take everything from me. I am not careless with that. I carry the responsibility like a crown and a weight and it makes me harder.

"You know why you like it," I tell her, voice low and steady while I fuck her into the desk. "Because it means I have all of you. Your body. Your cunt. Your breath. You do not have to think about anything when I hold you like this. You just let go and let me do the work."

Her eyes roll when I say it and I time my release of her throat to the exact second I feel her start to go. I pull my hand away and she drags air like she is drowning and the sound of it is obscene and holy. I plant my palm on her hip to hold her down and I rub her clit through it, relentless, make her ride the wave until she is squirming with overstimulation, little shocked sounds spilling out while her slick runs warm under my fingers.

I keep moving inside her without slowing, holding her down against the desk while I make sure she is looking straight at me.

“Tell me where you want it,” I say, my voice low while I keep driving into her. “Use your words, Josie.”

She hooks her legs tighter around my hips and drags me deeper like she cannot get enough of it.

“Right here,” she says, her voice thin and wrecked from everything I have already done to her.

That almost finishes me right there, but I grit my teeth and keep going because the way she is coming apart under me is too damn good to rush. She starts getting louder without realizing it, little sounds slipping out every time I push deeper.

“Careful,” I murmur near her mouth while I keep thrusting slow and heavy into her. “Someone in this office might hear you.”

The second I say it she tightens around my cock and the feeling makes me laugh under my breath. She presses her lips together like she is actually trying to stay quiet now, which only makes it worse because every movement pulls another sound out of her.

“You really think you can stay quiet like this?” I ask while rocking into her harder, the desk creaking under us with every thrust.

Her hand slips down between us and the moment her fingers find her clit I know exactly what is about to happen because the muscles around me start fluttering again.

“Go on,” I tell her while watching her face fall apart. “Let it out. I do not give a damn if the whole office hears you.”

“Silas,” she breathes, her eyes rolling back. “Please.”

That word is the last thread of control I have left and the second it leaves her mouth I let it snap. I drive deep and come inside her hard, burying myself as far as she will take me. She clutches at my forearms while she takes it, her nails digging in and her teeth showing like something wild and beautiful.

It feels like a claim even though I never actually say the word.

I lean down and kiss my way across her face while I am still buried inside her, brushing her cheek first and then her mouth before pressing one last slow kiss to the point of her chin.

“Arms around me,” I tell her quietly.

She does it right away, soft and loose from everything that just happened. I slide my hands under her and lift her without pulling out, easing back into my chair with her settled against my chest while she still holds me inside her. She melts there like she belongs there, breathing slow against my neck while her body slowly figures out how to come back down.

My hand moves up and down her back in slow strokes while I press a kiss into the top of her head where her hairline is damp with sweat. I keep tracing lazy circles between her shoulder blades while she rests against me, and for once my head is quiet.

She might think this is just a little fling between us, something dirty and private that we can tuck away like a secret when she walks out the door. She might even believe the words she used earlier about it being simple.

But I already know better.

I am patient when I decide something matters to me, and Josie matters whether she realizes it yet or not. I will give her time to get her feet under her again after everything that asshole put her through, and I will let her pretend this is just a secret between us for as long as she needs.

In the meantime I will let her come back here, let her look at me the way she does when she thinks I am not paying attention, and I will give her every filthy little thing she has been too shy to admit she wants.

Eventually she is going to stop pretending this is just a secret.

And when that day comes, she is going to realize she was never just passing through my life.


Chapter Nineteen

Josie

I must have drifted off for a minute. I’m still in his lap, still full of him, his hand moving slow up and down my spine like he’s in no hurry to let me go. My body hums with that lingering ache that makes my breath catch every time I shift.

I blink awake and watch dust drift through a strip of sunlight near his desk. Everything feels soft around the edges, like time hasn’t quite caught up yet. My thighs definitely have. They’re sore in that deep, satisfying way that reminds me exactly what we were doing a few minutes ago.

The memory slips back before I can stop it. His hand at my throat. Not squeezing, just resting there, heavy and sure. The way I opened for him when he told me to take it. Heat spreads over my skin and settles low and warm in my stomach.

“I think I stole your whole lunch hour,” I murmur against his shoulder.

“That was far from a waste,” he says, thumb tracing slow paths between my shoulder blades. He sounds like the clock belongs to him.

I shift like I’m about to get up and we both feel it right away. If I’m moving, he has to let me go, and he makes this low, satisfied sound before easing out of me. The movement sends a warm slide down the inside of my thigh that makes my breath hitch for a second.

Before I can even reach for anything he’s already grabbing tissues. He doesn’t tease me about it or make the moment awkward. He just steadies my hip and cleans me up like it actually matters to him that I’m comfortable, which somehow makes me feel a little shy even though we just had sex against his office window like we had no sense at all.

I let out a soft laugh. “I’ve never had anyone finish there before. I swear I’m on birth control. I’m not trying to trap you.”

His eyes stay on mine, calm and steady like the whole conversation is obvious to him. “I trust you,” he says easily, and then after a moment he adds, “I had a vasectomy years ago.”

Something in my chest loosens immediately. First the relief, and then the slow pulse of heat that follows it, because the way he’s looking at me makes it pretty clear he would pull me right back into his lap if I gave him even the smallest excuse.

I finish standing and grab my clothes, and when I glance back he’s already tucked himself away, belt looped and zipper up like he didn’t just fuck me against the window. His tie hangs loose, the top buttons of his shirt still open, and his hair looks exactly like it should after twenty minutes of my hands in it.

When he shifts I catch the snake’s head from that tattoo on his chest peeking out again from the open collar of his shirt. I’ve already seen the whole thing back at the hotel, but the glimpse still does something to my brain. It feels like a shame I haven’t gotten him naked again since then. The thought creeps in slow and filthy that next time I’m going to take my time with it, run my fingers over every inch of that ink again, maybe follow the line of the snake with my tongue just to see how he reacts.

His office looks even worse than we do. Papers scattered everywhere, one of the chairs shoved crooked, and a pen on the floor that definitely didn’t fall there on its own. My hands start straightening things automatically before I keep staring at him like that and decide asking for round two is a perfectly reasonable idea.

“Leave it,” he says. “Are you still hungry?”

He retrieves the food we forgot. I smooth finish smoothing my shirt . “You should get back to work. We will have to leave taste test for later.”

“What is the point of being the boss if I can’t take an extra long lunch when I want one?” he mutters.

“I have errands. Day off or not, I should attempt adulthood.”

He lifts a brow. “Running from me again?”

“Hardly.” I step into my shoes.

He splits the two meals between us and hands me the bag with my half.

“You can let me know when you’re ready to admit the chicken pesto is the superior choice,” he says continuing our ongoing debate. I take it anyway, pretending I’m not starving after that cardio.

“I’ll walk you out,” he says.

“Thanks for not making me do the walk of shame solo.”

“My people are discreet.”

“They definitely heard us.”

“They won’t say a word.”

We step into the hallway and the secretary's desk is empty. And I see no one. The whole floor feels weirdly quiet, like everyone conveniently disappeared for a while. I glance back at Silas.

He just shrugs. “I may have known everyone was out.”

I laugh.

On the secretary’s desk there’s a neat stack of security paperwork with my name on a sticky note.

“I should probably fill this out,” I say.

He slides the papers away with two fingers and tucks it into a drawer. “I’ll handle it. So you plan to visit again?” he asks.

“As long as I can keep using the back,” I say. “And I’m not opposed to sneaking around other places too.”

He laughs, low and pleased, like I just handed him a list of my bad ideas.

The elevator ride is quiet in a good way. I lean into him, let my shoulder brush his chest, breathe in clean sweat and expensive cologne. Another flash hits hard: his palm at my throat, the way my body went loose for him, the sound I made when he told me good girl. My lips part on reflex. The doors open before I can get to lost in the thought.

Sam has the car idling at the curb. Silas steps close, lifts his hand to my throat and sets it there, just the weight of it. He kisses me slow, certain and proprietary, like he’s sealing something we both agreed to without saying it.

“Sam will take you wherever you need to go,” he says.

I start to argue, but he stops me before I can get more than a word out.

“You can either use him,” he says calmly, “or I’ll just buy you a car.”

I’m pretty sure he’s joking. I’m also pretty sure he might not be, and I don’t really feel like pushing to find out which one it is.

“Fine. Thank you.”

“Good response,” he says with a small smile. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

He shuts the door and I ask Sam to take me back home.

The city blurs by. I settle back and count my secrets like a grocery list. If anyone knew I was seeing a mob boss. If anyone knew I met him at a sex club. If anyone knew we fucked in Brandon’s apartment. My sister would flip. My friends would flip. The list keeps getting longer.

But the strange part is none of it scares me the way it probably should.

I already tried the safe version of life and I gave it four full years. Loving the right man, forgiving the right mistakes, building the kind of future that looks respectable from the outside. I kept telling myself that if I was patient enough, understanding enough, mature enough, things would eventually settle into something solid. I kept sanding down the parts of myself that were inconvenient until I barely made a ripple in my own life.

All that careful living still ended with Brandon cheating on me and hurting me over and over again.

So forgive me if I’m done pretending that playing it safe actually protects anyone.

If the “good” man can humiliate me and the “respectable” life can still fall apart overnight, then maybe the difference between safe and dangerous isn’t as real as everyone pretends it is.

Silas might be dangerous. Everyone keeps saying that like it’s supposed to cancel out everything else. Like the fact that he’s honest about who he is should scare me more than the men who pretend they’re good.

Silas never pretended.

He tells me exactly what he wants. He doesn’t hide the parts of himself people whisper about. And somehow that feels more trustworthy than the man I was supposed to marry.

Criminal or not, he’s the first man in years who makes me feel wanted instead of tolerated.

They don’t need to know. I can keep Silas to myself. I can do every filthy thing I want and keep him at a distance. It’s just sex. It’s mine. If it goes sideways, I can leave. Until then I plan to enjoy every second.

I smile to myself. I like this. I like the taste of my own rules. I like sneaking. I like being wanted like this.


From the Author




Thank you for indulging in this sinful little fantasy of mine! If it’s left you craving more, please satisfy my praise kink with a review. I’d love to hear your thoughts. 




If you want to go deeper, I’ve got something just for you. Sign up for my newsletter to receive info on all the things I am working on. 




You can sign up at viola-wilde.com  




And if you like to watch from the sidelines, you’ll find me on: 

TikTok: @viola.wilde.author 

Twitter: @V_writes_sins 




See you soon! 











From Viola Wilde

Hey you,

If you made it all the way through Taste of Obsession, I have a feeling you understand exactly why walking away from Silas Marcelli was never really an option.

Josie's story isns't over yet. The next installment is already on the way, and things are about to get a lot messier, a lot hotter, and a lot more complicated.

While you're waiting, you don' have to behave.

If you'e in the mood for something quick, filthy, and dangerously addictive, you can step inside my Club Temptation series. These spicy mini stories explore the darker corners of desire where curiosity turns into obsession and nobody leaves the same person they walked in as.

Think of it as a little something to keep you entertained until Silas and Josie return. Find them all at Viola-wilde.com.

Stay wicked,
Viola Wilde
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