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		Chapter 1

		

		The Collar Attachment

		

		

		Sylvia adjusted the hem of her shirt where it had bunched at one hip, the cheap cotton catching on the waistband of her pants as she waited near the desk. The room held the smell of polished wood and old leather, with the curtains pulled tight enough that only a thin strip of light reached the floor. She shifted her stance, the movement making the fabric pull across her thighs. The door opened without a knock. Eleanor crossed to the desk in even steps, her boots leaving faint marks on the rug. She stopped on the other side and set one hand on the wood surface. "Start with how you reached the grounds without clearance."

		Sylvia kept her hands still at her sides. "I came through the service gate after the shift change. One of the men at the post recognized me from a delivery run last month and waved me through."

		Eleanor pulled a chair out but did not sit. "That delivery run. What was in the crates marked for the north warehouse?"

		"Standard wine cases. But two of them had different markings on the bottom, and the truck that took them headed east instead of north."

		The questions continued without pause. Eleanor asked about the times the trucks left, the drivers' names, the routes they claimed to take. Sylvia answered each one with the details she had noted from the edges of the property. When the answers slowed, Eleanor moved around the desk and stopped a few feet away. "Why track the shipments at all? What interest does an outsider have in family business?"

		The collar came from the top drawer, the leather folded once over itself. Eleanor held it open and stepped closer until the edge of the desk pressed against Sylvia's lower back. She lifted the strap and brought it around the front of Sylvia's neck, the material cool where it first touched skin. The buckle threaded through the holes with a short tug, then clicked into place. The fit sat snug against the base of the throat, the leather warming within seconds from contact. Eleanor clipped the thin leash to the front ring and let the strap hang loose from her fingers. "You belong to me for the investigation. That keeps you inside the gates and gives you a reason to stay close to the records." Eleanor kept one hand on the leash. "The objective stays the same. We locate what Antonio has moved and stop it before the gathering in two weeks."

		Sylvia touched the edge of the buckle once with her thumb, the metal cool against the pad. She left her hand there while she spoke. "The shipments line up with payments that skip the usual accounts. If the port logs are checked against the family ledgers from the last two months, the numbers show extra weight that never appears in the final tallies."

		Eleanor tested the leash with a short pull that brought Sylvia half a step forward. "You have seen the ledgers yourself?"

		"No. But the drivers talk when they think no one listens. One of them mentioned a second set of manifests kept in the south office."

		The next questions came quicker, each one aimed at loyalty. Eleanor asked what Sylvia would do if the evidence pointed at someone inside the main house. Sylvia answered that she would follow the paper trail until it stopped. Eleanor asked what she expected in return for the information. Sylvia said she expected to stay on the grounds until the gathering passed. Eleanor nodded once, the small scar above her eye catching the lamp light when she turned her head. She moved to the side of the desk and spread a stack of printed pages across the surface. Sylvia stepped in to point at a column of figures near the bottom of the first sheet. The leash tightened as she leaned, the strap drawing her closer until her shoulder nearly brushed Eleanor's arm. The space between them narrowed further when Eleanor reached across to turn a page. The collar pressed at the front of Sylvia's throat with each breath. They remained there, the leash held short between Eleanor's fingers and the desk edge holding them in place. Sylvia kept her eyes on the numbers while the warmth from Eleanor's body reached through the thin layer of clothing. Eleanor did not move the leash or step away. Her free hand rested on the desk, close enough that the edge of her sleeve touched Sylvia's wrist. Eleanor released a few inches of slack on the strap and straightened. She gathered the papers into a single stack and set them aside. "We check the south office records first thing in the morning. The arrangement holds as long as your information stays accurate. The words hung in the air, settling over the room like the dust motes dancing in the thin strip of light from the curtains. Eleanor didn't move away immediately, her hand still loosely holding the leash as if considering the weight of what had been said. Sylvia stood there, acutely aware of the leather around her neck, the way it had become a part of her in the short time since it was fastened. Her fingers itched to touch it again, but she kept them at her sides, respecting the boundary that had been set. The polished wood of the desk felt cool against her lower back, a steady anchor in the dim space where the curtains blocked out any view of the estate grounds beyond. Outside, the faint rustle of leaves against the stone walls reminded her that the world continued, unaware of the fragile alliance forming inside these walls. Eleanor broke the silence first, her voice carrying a note of finality mixed with something softer, almost personal. "The south office records will tell us what we need to know. But we can't rush this. Antonio has eyes everywhere on the estate, even in the shadows. If he suspects we're onto him, the shipments could disappear before we have proof." She shifted her stance, the leash giving a subtle pull that drew Sylvia half an inch closer without forcing the issue. The movement was deliberate, a reminder of control that sent a quiet thrill through Sylvia's body. The collar warmed further against her skin, its presence amplifying the heat in the room and the unspoken current running between them. Sylvia absorbed the warning, her thoughts turning to the drivers she had overheard on previous visits to the estate. They had spoken in low tones near the service gate, joking about the extra crates and the bonuses that came with keeping quiet. One had even mentioned a coded mark on the manifests that matched what she had seen on the truck headed east. Now, with the leash in Eleanor's grip, those fragments felt like pieces of a larger puzzle that could shatter the family's carefully maintained facade. The annual gathering loomed like a storm on the horizon, two weeks away and promising to draw in every major player from the syndicate. Deals would be struck over wine and handshakes, but if the diverted shipments carried more than contraband - perhaps weapons or influence bought from outsiders - it could tip the balance into open conflict. "Why involve me at all?" Sylvia asked, her voice steady but with an undercurrent of curiosity that betrayed her growing investment. She shifted her weight slightly, and the leash moved with her, a subtle tug that Eleanor controlled with a slight adjustment of her wrist. The sensation sent a small thrill through her, one she tried to ignore in favor of the task at hand. But it was there, the power dynamic pulling at her in ways that went beyond the professional. The cheap cotton of her shirt clung to her skin where she had adjusted it earlier, and the waistband of her pants felt tighter now under the scrutiny of Eleanor's gaze. The room's smell of old leather and polished wood mingled with the faint trace of Eleanor's presence, creating an atmosphere that made concentration difficult. Eleanor's lips curved in a faint smile, the scar above her eye more prominent in the lamplight as she turned her head to study the papers once more. "Because you have access they don't expect. An outsider with no family ties, yet you've already seen more than most. And because I need someone I can control in this." She gave the leash a gentle test pull, bringing Sylvia a fraction closer without forcing it. The movement made Sylvia's breath catch slightly, the collar reminding her of her position and the way it framed the vulnerability she had accepted. Eleanor continued, her free hand resting on the desk edge close enough that the sleeve of her shirt brushed Sylvia's arm again. The contact lingered a moment longer than necessary, a spark of warmth that complicated the interrogation's aftermath. They stood in silence for a moment, the air charged with the weight of revelations. Sylvia could feel the warmth radiating from Eleanor, the subtle strength in her posture as she held the leash like an extension of her authority. The desk pressed against Sylvia's lower back again, pinning her in place while Eleanor held the control. It was a dance of power, one that made Sylvia's skin tingle with anticipation she hadn't anticipated when she first slipped through the service gate. The collar seemed to amplify every sensation, making her more aware of her own breathing, the way her shirt felt against her skin, the pull of the fabric over her curves as she leaned in to follow Eleanor's gesture toward a column of figures on the discarded pages. Eleanor reached for one of the papers again, but instead of looking at it, she let her hand rest near Sylvia's, their fingers brushing in the dim light. It was a small contact, but it sent a spark through Sylvia, complicating the professional nature of their arrangement. She wondered if Eleanor felt it too, the raw attraction that had built during the interrogation. The questions had been probing, aimed at loyalty and motive, but the leash had turned it into something intimate, something that hinted at a bond beyond the task of exposing Antonio's movements. The south office held more risks than just locked doors; it was a place where private dealings happened away from the main house, and breaching it could expose them both if the wrong person noticed the early morning activity. To raise the stakes further, Eleanor revealed a detail that made Sylvia's stomach tighten with a fresh wave of tension. "There's a chance the south office has more than manifests. Antonio keeps a private ledger there, one that might link him to a rival family from the mainland. If that's the case, this isn't just internal; it's treason. Exposing it could save the family, but it could also mark us as targets. Are you prepared for that?" The words landed heavily, turning the investigation into a potential catalyst for larger unrest. If the diverted shipments were feeding external alliances, the gathering could become a flashpoint where rival factions tested their strength. Sylvia had seen enough from the edges of the property to understand the violence that could follow - trucks rerouted at night, confrontations in the warehouses, the kind of fallout that left no room for outsiders like her to remain unscathed. Sylvia met her gaze, nodding despite the fear that flickered through her. "I came this far. I can follow through." Her hand hovered near the buckle once more, the metal cool under her thumb as she tested its hold. The collar pressed at the front of her throat with each breath, a constant physical link to Eleanor that made the emotional undercurrents harder to ignore. She recalled the drivers' careless talk, how one had laughed about the extra payments bypassing the usual accounts, and how she had noted the routes without fully understanding the danger until now. Staying on the grounds until the gathering passed had seemed like a simple bargain, but the collar transformed it into something deeper, a yielding that stirred both caution and an unexpected pull toward the woman holding the other end of the strap. Eleanor smiled faintly, a rare softening of her features that highlighted the small scar. "Good. We start at dawn. Until then, you stay close. The collar ensures that." She released a few more inches of slack but didn't step back, instead using the leash to guide Sylvia into a position where their shoulders nearly brushed again. The warmth from Eleanor's body reached through the thin layer of clothing, mixing with the room's heavy air and making Sylvia acutely aware of every shift in posture. The arrangement felt less like a temporary deal and more like an entanglement that could alter the course of both their lives. The objective to stop Antonio before the gathering remained unresolved, its shadow stretching over the moment and adding urgency to the charged silence. Eleanor straightened, her hand still on the leash with a firmer grip now. She looked at Sylvia with an intensity that made the room seem to shrink further, the thin strip of light on the floor casting long shadows across the rug. The tension built as they remained close, the unanswered questions about their attraction hanging between them like the unanswered questions from the interrogation. Sylvia's heart raced, her body responding to the proximity despite the danger and the unfinished business. Eleanor seemed to sense it, her free hand coming to rest on the desk beside Sylvia's, their fingers almost touching in a way that suggested more than shared focus on the papers. The leash remained taut in Eleanor's hold, its leather warm from the grip and pulling at the collar in a steady rhythm that matched the quickening of Sylvia's pulse. The conversation wound down as Eleanor gathered the papers once more, but she didn't step away. Instead, she held the leash with deliberate control, her eyes searching Sylvia's face for something unspoken. The moment stretched, the decision hanging between them as the outside world faded into irrelevance. Eleanor's expression changed, a flicker of resolve crossing her features as she considered the closeness, the way the interrogation had evolved into this charged standoff. With a slow, deliberate motion, Eleanor tugged the leash, drawing Sylvia forward until their bodies were nearly touching, faces so close that their breaths mingled in the quiet study. The pull was controlled, a physical action that sealed the tension in place.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 2

		

		The Leash Tug

		

		

		Sylvia's lips parted on a sharp inhale as Eleanor's mouth claimed hers. The kiss landed hard, no hesitation, Eleanor's tongue pushing past her teeth to stroke deep and demanding. Sylvia's knees buckled under the force of it, but the leash held her upright, the leather biting into the collar's edge where it pressed against her skin. Eleanor's free hand gripped her hip, fingers digging into the soft give of flesh above her wide hips, pulling her flush against the taller woman's body. She tasted salt on Eleanor's tongue, faint from the olives on the desk tray earlier. Sylvia's hands fisted in the crisp front of Eleanor's blouse, the buttons straining as she yanked closer. Heat pooled low in her belly, slickness gathering between her thighs before Eleanor even touched her there. The woman's long legs shifted, one knee nudging Sylvia's feet apart, the muscle of her thigh pressing up against Sylvia's core through their clothes. Eleanor's hand slid down, rough and sure, bunching Sylvia's skirt up to her waist. Fingers found her bare skin, tracing the crease where thigh met groin, then higher. Sylvia gasped into the kiss when those fingers parted her folds, the pad of Eleanor's thumb circling her clit with steady pressure. Slow at first, then faster, slick sounds filling the space between their mouths. Sylvia's hips jerked forward, chasing the friction, her clit throbbing under the relentless drag. "You like that," Eleanor said against her lips, voice gravel-rough. Not a question. Her thumb kept moving, circles tightening until Sylvia's thighs quivered, the desk edge digging into her ass as she leaned back for balance. Sylvia's fingers dug into Eleanor's shoulders, nails scraping through fabric. She nodded, couldn't speak, the pressure building like a fist clenching inside her. The collar tugged with every shift, a constant reminder pulling her forward even as her body arched back. Eleanor's scar caught the lamplight, a thin white line twitching as her brow furrowed in focus. Eleanor broke the kiss, her hand never stopping. She shoved harder, forcing Sylvia's ass up onto the desk's edge, the polished mahogany slick and cool under her palms. Sylvia spread her legs wide on instinct, skirt rucked up around her waist, panties shoved aside. Eleanor's gaze dropped, raking over the exposed pink of her pussy, glistening and open. Two fingers plunged in without warning. Sylvia cried out, the stretch burning sweet, Eleanor's knuckles grinding against her clit on the first thrust. She pumped deep, curling inside, hitting that spot that made Sylvia's vision blur. Faster now, the rhythm wet and obscene, Eleanor's powerful legs braced wide for leverage. Their eyes stayed locked, Eleanor's dark and unblinking, the scar pulling tight as she watched Sylvia unravel. Sylvia's hips bucked to meet each stroke, chasing the building coil. Sweat beaded at her temples, trickling down her neck under the collar. She traced her throat with one hand, fingers brushing the leather, the habit automatic even now. Eleanor's free hand caught her wrist, pinning it to the desk, the leash wrapped twice around her own palm for control. "Come for me," Eleanor ordered, voice low. Her fingers twisted deeper, thumb flicking Sylvia's clit. The command tipped her over. Sylvia's pussy clenched hard around the intrusion, orgasm ripping through her in spasms. She ground down, riding the fingers, juices coating Eleanor's hand as she shook. A whine escaped her throat, muffled when Eleanor leaned in to swallow it with another bruising kiss. Eleanor pulled her fingers free with a wet slide, bringing them to Sylvia's mouth. "Clean them."

		Sylvia sucked the digits in, tasting herself sharp and musky on Eleanor's skin. Her tongue swirled obediently, eyes half-lidded as she hollowed her cheeks. Eleanor groaned, the sound vibrating through her palm on the leash. "Good girl," Eleanor murmured. She tugged the leash down, forcing Sylvia off the desk. "Knees."

		Sylvia dropped, the rug coarse under her shins, knees already aching from the fall. She looked up, collar pulling taut as Eleanor unbuckled her slacks one-handed, shoving them down with her panties. Eleanor's pussy came into view, dark curls framing swollen lips already slick. "Lick."

		Sylvia leaned in, nose brushing the soft hair first. She dragged her tongue flat along the folds, tasting Eleanor's arousal, tangy and thick. Eleanor spread her legs wider, long muscles flexing, one hand fisting Sylvia's hair to guide her. Sylvia focused on the clit, swollen and peeking from its hood, circling it with the tip of her tongue before sucking gently. Eleanor's breath hitched, hips rocking forward. The leash stayed looped on her wrist, slack now but ready. Sylvia worked faster, tongue flicking side to side, then plunging inside to fuck her opening shallowly. Eleanor's thighs trembled, the scar above her eye stark white against flushed skin. "Fuck, yes. Harder." Eleanor's grip tightened in Sylvia's hair, pulling her flush. Sylvia sealed her mouth over the whole pussy, sucking the clit while humming, the vibration drawing a curse from Eleanor. She came with a full-body shudder, controlled like everything else, pussy pulsing against Sylvia's tongue. Hot fluid coated her chin, dripping down her neck to soak the collar's edge. Sylvia lapped it up, not stopping until Eleanor yanked her head back by the hair, chest heaving. Eleanor hauled her up by the leash, both tumbling to the floor in a tangle of limbs. The rug muffled their fall, Eleanor's back hitting first. She dragged Sylvia over her, positioning her to straddle her face, knees on either side of those powerful shoulders. "Ride my mouth," Eleanor said, voice wrecked. She yanked Sylvia down, tongue spearing into her without preamble. Sylvia ground down, clit bumping Eleanor's nose, pussy open to the thrusting tongue. Eleanor's hands gripped her ass, spreading her cheeks, one thumb circling her asshole teasingly. Sylvia braced her palms on the floor above Eleanor's head, rocking faster, the collar swinging with each motion. Eleanor's tongue fucked her deep, then flattened to lap her clit. Sylvia reached back blindly, fingers finding Eleanor's pussy still slick from her orgasm. She plunged two fingers in, matching the rhythm, thumb on Eleanor's clit. They moved together, hips bucking, breaths ragged in the dim study light. The second orgasm hit them at once. Sylvia's walls fluttered around Eleanor's tongue, her fingers soaked as Eleanor's pussy clenched. They arched, bodies pressing slick skin to slick skin, sweat mingling where bellies touched. Sylvia collapsed forward, forehead on Eleanor's thigh, panting. Eleanor rolled them sideways after a minute, keeping the leash wrapped around her wrist. She pulled Sylvia close, their legs tangling, one hand stroking down her supple waist to cup her hip. Sylvia's fingers traced the scar bisecting Eleanor's eyebrow, the skin raised and smooth under her touch. "That was..." Sylvia started, voice hoarse. Eleanor's thumb brushed her lower lip, silencing her. "Mine now."

		Sylvia nodded, the word settling heavy in her chest. The collar felt different, warmer against her throat, like it plugged some old leak she'd carried too long. She shifted closer, thigh draping over Eleanor's hip, their pussies brushing sticky and spent. Eleanor's free hand wandered lower, fingers lazy now, circling Sylvia's clit without pressure. Just touching. Sylvia mirrored her, petting the soft folds between Eleanor's legs. The rug itched her elbow, and she noticed a frayed thread caught on the desk leg nearby, pulling at it absently with her toe. "We still gotta deal with Greco," Sylvia said, breaking the quiet. Her voice came out smaller than she meant. Eleanor's fingers stilled. "Two weeks. Plenty of time." She tugged the leash lightly, drawing Sylvia's face up. "But you're not going anywhere."

		Sylvia swallowed, the motion rubbing leather against her Adam's apple. The study smelled of sex now, sharp over the cigar ghost and leather polish. Papers from earlier lay scattered on the desk above them, edges curling in the draft from the door. "You trust me with this?" Sylvia asked, thumbing the scar again. "After... everything?"

		Eleanor's jaw flexed, eyes narrowing. "You gave me the shipment leads. That's more than most." She paused, hand squeezing Sylvia's ass. "And you taste like you belong here."

		Heat flushed Sylvia's cheeks, but she held the gaze. The objective loomed, Antonio's name a cold weight in the room's corners. Two weeks to trace the money, nail the bastard before the gathering. Failure meant rivals gutting the whole operation, her included. Eleanor sat up slow, pulling Sylvia with her via the leash. They knelt facing each other, knees bumping on the rug. Eleanor's slacks hung loose around her thighs, Sylvia's skirt still twisted like a belt. "Stand," Eleanor said. Sylvia rose on shaky legs, smoothing her skirt down half-hearted. Eleanor fixed her own clothes, buckling the belt with efficient snaps, then clipped the leash shorter, hand fisting the end. "Tomorrow we pull those financials you mentioned." Eleanor's voice sharpened, business bleeding back in. "Luca's got access to the outer accounts. We start there."

		Sylvia nodded, fingers itching to trace her throat again but dropping instead. The collar tugged as Eleanor stood, towering over her with those endless legs. "And tonight?" Sylvia pressed, because the ache between her legs hadn't fully faded. Eleanor smirked, scar quirking. She reeled in the leash until Sylvia's breasts pressed to her chest. "You sleep at my feet if I say. Eat from my hand. Whatever I want."

		The words sent a fresh gush of wetness down Sylvia's thigh. She pressed closer, nodding. "Yes."

		Eleanor's hand cupped her pussy through the skirt, possessive squeeze. "Good pet."

		She led Sylvia toward the door by the leash, steps measured, the leather humming between them. The desk lamp flickered once, casting their shadows long across the rug strewn with her discarded panties. Outside, the estate halls waited, Antonio's threat coiled tight somewhere in the dark.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 3

		

		The Intercepted Ledger

		

		

		The leash end bit into Eleanor's palm as she yanked the study door open. Cool air from the hallway rushed in, carrying the faint tang of olive oil from some distant kitchen. Sylvia stumbled a step forward, skirt still rumpled at the hem, her wide hips swaying to catch balance. Eleanor didn't slow, towing her pet down the marble corridor past suits of armor that gleamed under recessed lights. Her thighs ached from the rug burn, a dull throb that matched the slick residue drying between her legs. She adjusted her stride, slacks chafing the fresh tenderness there. That tongue on her clit earlier, insistent laps like Sylvia aimed to memorize every ridge. Eleanor flexed her fingers around the leather, picturing the woman's throat bobbing under the collar right now. Footsteps echoed ahead, sharp heels on stone. Eleanor halted, Sylvia bumping into her back. The war room door stood ajar at the hall's end, brass handle polished to a mirror sheen. Inside, the long oak table waited under fluorescent strips that buzzed like trapped wasps. Maps of smuggling routes pinned to corkboards lined the walls, red pushpins marking Greco's last known drops. She shoved the door wider with her shoulder, leash dragging Sylvia in behind. "Clear the peripherals," Eleanor said to the empty room. Her voice bounced off the vaulted ceiling. Sylvia hovered at her elbow, breath coming quick, one hand drifting toward her neck before dropping away. Eleanor caught the aborted gesture, heat twisting low in her gut again. She unclipped the leash with a snap, coiling it onto the table's edge. "Sit."

		Sylvia perched on a leather chair, knees together, fingers now picking at a seam in her skirt. Eleanor paced to the head of the table, boots thudding. The intercepted ledger sat there already, Luca's doing, black binder fat with dog-eared pages. She'd tasked him an hour before the study tumble, back when Sylvia was just an intruder with useful intel. Now? Pet. The word stuck in her head like a burr. She flipped the binder open, numbers blurring for a second. Her brother's face flashed unbidden, that last poker game where he'd palmed the aces. Grief clawed up, hot and familiar. She slammed the cover down, palm flat. Sylvia flinched. "Problem?"

		Eleanor shot her a look. "You. Kneeling like that earlier. Ass up." She circled the table, stopping behind Sylvia's chair. One hand dropped to the collar, thumb hooking under leather to tug upward. Sylvia's pulse jumped against her fingertip. "Distracting."

		Sylvia's mouth parted, a soft exhale. "You pulled the leash."

		"Damn right." Eleanor leaned in, lips brushing her pet's ear. "Next time, I lock your wrists before I fuck you on all fours."

		The door banged open before Sylvia could answer. Antonio Greco filled the frame, shoulders straining his pinstripe suit, tie loose like he'd clawed at it. Sweat beaded his upper lip, dark hair slicked back crooked. "Bassett. What's this shit about keeping the bitch alive?"

		Eleanor straightened slow, hand sliding off the collar to rest on Sylvia's shoulder. Possessive weight. Greco's eyes flicked to it, then the coiled leash. He stormed in, slamming a manila folder onto the table. Papers scattered, one fluttering to the floor. "She's a plant. Rivals sent her. Execute her now, or we all eat lead at the gathering."

		Sylvia shifted under Eleanor's grip, chair creaking. Eleanor squeezed harder, nails digging in just enough. "Evidence," she said. Flat. Greco snatched up the folder, slapping it open. Grainy photos spilled out: Sylvia at a Palermo dock last month, timestamped, blurry figures in the background. Forged manifestos next, her name typed in block letters linking her to a ghost shipment. "Found this in the east wing drop. She's feeding coords to the Calabrians. Two weeks till the syndicate meets, and you collar her like a stray dog?"

		Eleanor rifled through the photos, holding one to the light. Pixelated crap, shadows that could be anyone. Her scar itched under Greco's stare. She tossed it back. "Convenient timing. You oversee those docks."

		Greco barked a laugh, pacing now, hands flexing. "Me? I'm loyal. Been running your routes clean for years. This puta shows up, and suddenly ledgers don't match? Kill her. Clean."

		Sylvia leaned forward, voice steady. "Check page 47. Discrepancy in the olive oil crates from Noto."

		Eleanor glanced at her pet, surprise flickering. Bold move. She yanked the ledger closer, flipping to the page. Columns of figures: inputs from suppliers, outputs to syndicate ports. Sylvia's finger stabbed down, tracing a line. "See? Three crates logged out on the 12th, but manifests show five. Routed through your secondary warehouse, Antonio."

		Greco froze mid-stride. "Bullshit. Clerical error."

		Eleanor pulled her tablet from the table drawer, thumbing into the internal server. Luca's updates glowed: cross-referenced manifests, timestamps matching Sylvia's callout. She spun the screen. "No error. Your signature on the extras. Diverted to a shell in Taormina. Rivals own that dock."

		Greco's face mottled red, eyes darting between them. He lunged for the tablet, but Eleanor snatched it back, standing to her full height. Her legs planted wide, blocking his path. Sylvia rose too, shoulder brushing Eleanor's arm. Silent flank. "You forging against me now?" Greco snarled. "Bassett, your brother's ghost wouldn't save you from this."

		The jab landed low. Eleanor's fingers whitened on the tablet edge, knuckles popping. She stepped closer, voice dropping. "My brother folded under pressure. You? Get out. Before I call Luca to audit every one of your routes."

		He held her stare a beat too long, breath whistling through his teeth. Then he swept the photos back into the folder, crumpling one. "This ain't over. Gathering's soon. Watch your pet." He backed to the door, shoulders hunched, slamming it on the way out. Silence dropped heavy. The fluorescents hummed on. Eleanor set the tablet down, slow. Sylvia exhaled beside her, hand lifting to the collar before catching herself, arm dropping. Eleanor's gaze tracked it. That habit. Like the leather itched for touch. "Good spot," Eleanor said. She gripped Sylvia's chin, tilting her face up. Thumb pressed the pulse point. "Sharp eyes."

		Sylvia swallowed, throat working under her fingers. "Had to. He almost had us."

		Eleanor nodded once, releasing her. The room felt smaller now, air thick with ink and old coffee from a mug ring on the table. She grabbed the leash, clipping it back on with a click. Shorter length this time, forcing Sylvia half a step nearer. "We pull the full financials next. Restricted wing has the sealed files. Luca texts the access code in ten."

		Sylvia's brows knit. "Together? After... that?"

		Eleanor tugged the leash, drawing her flush. Breasts pressed through silk blouse, nipples hard points. "Pet sleeps chained. Pet hunts with me." Her free hand skimmed Sylvia's waist, supple curve fitting her palm. "You question?"

		"No." Sylvia's hips shifted forward, seeking more pressure. Wetness probably soaking through again. Eleanor's own clit twitched in response. She released the waist, fisting the leash instead. "War room's clear. Move." They headed for the door, Sylvia's steps matching hers, collar tugging with each stride. Hall lights cast their shadows merged on the wall, long and inseparable. Eleanor's boot caught a loose marble tile, clicking loud. The restricted wing waited down two flights, locked doors and dim corridors. Greco's threat hung like smoke, but the ledger discrepancies burned brighter. Proof, almost. Sylvia cleared her throat. "He mentioned your brother."

		Eleanor halted at the stairwell, yanking the leash to spin her pet around. Faces inches apart. "Don't."

		Sylvia's eyes widened fractionally, but she nodded. Fingers twitched toward her throat again. Eleanor watched them settle on the railing instead. The stone balustrade felt gritty under her own palm as she started down, leash humming taut. Halfway, her phone buzzed in her pocket. Luca: Code 7842. East archive. Don't log entry. She showed Sylvia the screen. "Ready?"

		Her pet nodded, lips pressing thin. "Lead."

		Eleanor pocketed the phone, descending faster. The air cooled stair by stair, stone walls closing in. Door at the bottom loomed, keypad glowing red. She punched the code, heavy bolt thunking open. Sylvia pressed close behind, breath warm on her neck. "Stay tight," Eleanor murmured. The corridor swallowed them, lights flickering to life one by one. First door on the right: sealed files. Greco's end started here.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 4

		

		The Restricted Wing

		

		

		She twisted the doorknob on the first door to the right. It gave with a reluctant creak, hinges protesting the weight of steel plating underneath. Dust motes swirled in the beam from Eleanor's phone flashlight, settling on stacks of yellowed file boxes crammed into metal shelves that reached the low ceiling. The air tasted metallic, like old coins left in a damp pocket. Eleanor flicked the leash toward a narrow table bolted to the wall. "There. Kneel. Hold this." She thrust a small flashlight into Sylvia's palm, the plastic casing still warm from her grip. Sylvia dropped to her knees on the gritty tile, collar shifting against her throat with the motion. The leash pooled on the floor beside her, links clinking softly. She aimed the beam at the lowest shelf while Eleanor yanked open the first box, papers rasping as they slid free. Sylvia's fingers itched to trace her neck, but she gripped the flashlight tighter instead, knuckles paling around it. "These are cross-referenced by date and contact," Eleanor said, flipping through folders. Her voice stayed flat, all business, like the war room echo hadn't faded. "Greco's signatures start page twelve. Scan for 'Venezia' transfers."

		Sylvia nodded, sweeping the light higher. Eleanor's long legs braced apart, boots planted firm, the scar above her eye catching the glow like a fresh nick from a razor. Heat from their earlier press in the war room lingered in Sylvia's thighs, a dull ache that made her shift her weight. She cleared her throat. "We keep this clean. No... distractions. Mission first. Yeah?"

		Eleanor paused, hand buried in a folder. She didn't look up. "Pet doesn't set terms."

		"Not terms." Sylvia's voice came out thinner than she wanted. She adjusted the beam, steadying it on a label. "Rules. Like, you tug, I follow. But when we're hunting? Eyes on the files. No hands wandering. We almost blew it back there with him smelling something off."

		Eleanor's fingers stilled on a page. She straightened, leash coiling around her wrist as she turned. The light caught the edge of her blouse where a button strained. "You think I can't separate?"

		Sylvia met her gaze, the collar's leather warming against her skin. "I know you can. Just saying we both should. He's circling. One slip, and we're done."

		A beat passed. Eleanor's boot scraped the tile, inching closer. She crouched, face level now, breath brushing Sylvia's cheek. "Fine. Rules. Eyes on files. Leash stays on." Her free hand ghosted Sylvia's jaw, thumb pressing the pulse point just under the collar. "Break 'em, pet pays."

		Sylvia swallowed the dryness in her mouth, nodding once. Eleanor's touch withdrew, and she rose, back to the shelves. Sylvia exhaled through her nose, redirecting the light. Rules in place. Fragile as wet paper, but there. They worked in tandem, Eleanor's hands rifling faster now, Sylvia cataloging labels aloud. "Nothing pre-2022. Skip to Greco's initials." A folder slid free, thicker than the rest, stamped with a faded red seal. Eleanor spread it on the table, pages fanning out. Private communications, coded emails printed in grainy black ink. Venezia shipments, rerouted funds, names Sylvia recognized from the ledger discrepancies. "Here." Eleanor's nail tapped a line. "His cut. Matches the gaps."

		Sylvia leaned in, their shoulders brushing. She snapped photos with her phone, flash muted, the screen blooming blue in the dark. Click. Click. The rustle of turning pages filled the space, Eleanor's boot tapping once, twice, impatience leaking through. Footsteps echoed from the corridor. Heavy, deliberate. Not Luca's light tread. Eleanor snapped the folder shut, shoving it back. Sylvia killed her phone screen, flashlight beam dropping low. The leash jerked taut as Eleanor hauled her up by it, positioning her half-behind, bodies aligned like a single shadow. The door banged open. Antonio Greco filled the frame, his bulk blocking the corridor light. Gray stubble shadowed his jaw, suit rumpled at the cuffs. His eyes flicked from Eleanor to Sylvia, lingering on the collar. "Donna Bassett." His accent thickened the vowels. "Restricted wing after hours. Problem?"

		Eleanor didn't flinch. Her grip tightened on the leash, thumb stroking the leather absently. "Checking manifests. Your oversight on the docks raised flags. Pet assists."

		Greco's gaze dropped to Sylvia again, narrowing. "Pet? The outsider from the war room? She touches files now?"

		Sylvia pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth, tasting salt. Eleanor's hip nudged hers, a silent stay put. "Trained for it," Eleanor said. "Spotted your ledger holes before you stormed in waving fakes. Now we verify."

		Greco stepped inside, door thudding shut behind him. The space shrank, his cologne cutting through the dust, sharp like cheap aftershave mixed with sweat. He scanned the shelves, eyes sharp. "Verify what? My work's clean. Syndicate gathering's in twelve days. You waste time on this... stray."

		Sylvia's fingers curled into her palms, nails biting crescents. Eleanor's free hand settled on her waist, possessive, the pressure saying play along. "Stray knows numbers," Eleanor replied. "Like the 47k vanishing into Venezia last quarter. Your sign-off."

		Greco snorted, but his shoulders squared. "Error. Corrected. You drag her here for sport? Leash her in the kennels if that's the game."

		Sylvia opened her mouth before she could stop it. "Kennels sound cozy. But manifests first. Unless you're hiding the corrections."

		Eleanor's fingers dug in, warning. Greco's head snapped her way, lips curling. "Mouthy for a pet. Bassett, control her or I will."

		"She's mine," Eleanor said, voice dropping. Leash tugged Sylvia forward a step, into Greco's space. "Question my pet, question me. Walk."

		Greco held position a second longer, breath heaving. Then he pivoted, yanking the door wide. "Waste your night. Syndicate won't wait for parlor tricks." He stomped out, footsteps receding down the hall. The door clicked shut. Silence pressed in. Eleanor spun Sylvia against the table edge, mouth crashing down. Hard, demanding, teeth nipping her lower lip. Sylvia gasped into it, hands fisting Eleanor's blouse, the rules cracking already. But Eleanor's palm flattened on her collarbone, holding her still. The kiss broke, breaths ragged. "Improvising," Eleanor muttered. "You pushed too far."

		"Won it." Sylvia's voice shook. Her thighs clenched, wetness pooling again, the leash a live pull between them. Eleanor stepped back, eyes dark. "Files first." She reopened the folder, faster this time. Sylvia's phone clicked through the rest, pages detailing Greco's links to rival ports, timestamps matching the ledger. They cleared the shelves in under five minutes, box lids resealing with dull thuds. Eleanor pocketed her own phone shots. "Enough. Out."

		They slipped into the corridor, lights flickering off behind them. Leash hummed taut as they retraced steps, Eleanor's strides eating distance. Sylvia matched, collar tugging with each pull, a rhythm that echoed the throb low in her belly. Rules held, barely. Greco's interruption had forced the cover, but her pulse hammered from more than evasion. Stairs loomed. Eleanor paused at the base, glancing back. The keypad blinked red. She punched the code, bolt thunking free. Up they climbed, shadows stretching long on stone walls. Hallway lights buzzed overhead, brighter. Eleanor's quarters lay east, Sylvia's assigned room west, down a servants' wing with plain doors and thin mattresses. Partnership shifted something tonight, power tilting in the dark. "Pet's quarters," Eleanor said at the split, unhooking the leash with a snap. The collar stayed, buckle glinting. "Lock it tomorrow. Review files at dawn."

		Sylvia nodded, fingers rising to the collar's edge before dropping. "Dawn."

		Eleanor turned away, boots clicking on marble. Sylvia pushed her door open, hinges squeaking. The room smelled of bleach and sea air through a cracked window. Bed unmade, sheets tangled from earlier pacing. She crossed to the nightstand, phone in hand, thumbing open the photos. A shadow shifted outside the window. Footsteps? She froze, screen glow painting her face blue.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 5

		

		The Decoy Shipment

		

		

		Eleanor twisted the key in the lock, the brass cold under her thumb. Her quarters smelled of leather polish and the faint citrus from the diffuser on the side table, a habit from her mother she never broke. She kicked off her boots by the door, toes flexing into the wool rug, then crossed to the desk. Phone out, thumb swiping through the shots from the restricted wing. Greco's handwriting looped across manifests, ports in Naples and Bari circled twice. Matches from the ledger, but thinner lines led to unlisted accounts. She needed bait. Grappa decanter caught the moonlight filtering through the blinds. She poured two fingers into a tumbler etched with her initials, the liquid glugging slow. First sip hit like gravel, warmed her gut. She dropped into the chair, leather creaking under her weight, and forwarded the clearest images to her secure line. Replies pinged back from the night crew: confirmations on crate manifests, routes for tomorrow's real haul. Sleep wouldn't stick. She paced to the window, sea black beyond the estate walls, waves slapping rock. Sylvia's door had clicked shut behind her, but doubt gnawed. She tapped her earpiece. "Rico. Eyes on the pet's window. Movement report." Static crackled, then his gravel voice: "Shadow passed, ma'am. She's inside, lights low. Phone glow." Eleanor nodded to the empty room. Good. Fingers drummed the sill. Dawn in four hours. The alarm on her phone jarred her upright at 0545, shrill like a cicada. Coffee brewed itself in the machine, dark roast from the Palermo supplier, bitter steam curling up. She dressed quick: black button-down, trousers tucked into fresh boots, holster snug at her hip. Scar itched under the brow as she clipped the spare leash to her belt loop. War room first. She strode the halls empty at this hour, estate guards nodding from alcoves. Sylvia waited outside the war room door, collar gleaming under the fluorescents, fingers hovering near her throat before dropping to her sides. No trace of last night's evasion in her stance, but her eyes flicked to the leash in Eleanor's hand. "In." Eleanor snapped the clasp to the ring, metal clicking home. Tug brought Sylvia a step closer, hips brushing. She led her inside, door thudding shut. Table screens glowed with the overnight pulls: shipment logs overlaid on the wing files. Eleanor spread printouts from the printer, ink still tacky. "These. Greco's diversions start with outbound crates. We stage one tonight. Fake manifest, low-value cargo. Route it through his patrol zone. See if he bites."

		Sylvia leaned over the table, wide hips shifting as she traced a route with one nail. "Docks west pier. Trucks idle at 2200. He's always there for the count." Her voice stayed even, but the tremor showed in how she pressed her palm flat to the paper, like steadying herself. Eleanor nodded, pulling up dock cams on the main screen. Grainy feed showed forklifts parked, crates stacked under floodlights. "You run interference if he probes. Pet covers owner, remember?" Leash looped loose around her wrist. She tugged once, light. Sylvia's gaze dropped to it, then back up. Heat pooled low in Eleanor's belly, unbidden. Not now. "We watch from the crane perch. Hidden. Proof on video if he redirects."

		"His questions get sharp." Sylvia's fingers rose to the collar edge, tracing leather. "What cover?"

		"Family favor. You're verifying for me." Eleanor stepped in, close enough to smell her soap, faint lavender from the estate supply. "Practice." She grabbed Sylvia's chin, firm. "Why the outsider on my docks?"

		Sylvia's mouth parted. "Ensuring Donna's shipments stay clean." Words came quick, practiced from the wing improv. Eleanor released her, approved. "Again. Louder."

		They ran it three times, voices echoing off the concrete walls, leash swaying between them. Friction sparked where thighs pressed during the leans over maps, Sylvia's breath hitching on the fourth rep. Eleanor's hand slid to her waist, thumb hooking the belt. Enough rehearsal. "Gear up at dusk. Eat something. No slips."

		Back in her quarters by noon, Eleanor checked feeds again. Real shipment rerouted east, decoy crates filled with estate olives and machine parts, manifests doctored. Phone buzzed: Rico confirming truck loads. She ate prosciutto from the fridge, bread stale but chewy, washing it with Peroni from the mini-fridge. Afternoon dragged in calls to captains, alibis layered. Sylvia stayed silent on the line, tucked in her room. Dusk bled purple over the estate, cicadas screaming from the olive groves. Eleanor clipped the leash full length, twenty feet of black leather coiled in her fist. Sylvia met her at the servants' wing door, jeans hugging her curves, white tank damp from nerves or shower. No bra lines. Eleanor's scar twitched. She tugged her forward, down the back stairs to the garage level. Truck waited, unmarked Fiat, engine rumbling low. Docks sprawled under sodium lights, salt wind whipping off the Tyrrhenian, diesel tang thick as they parked in shadow. Trucks idled at the west pier, drivers smoking Camels by the cabs. Crates stamped "Bassett Imports" stacked neat, forklift beeping reverse. Eleanor led Sylvia through chain-link gaps, boots crunching gravel, to the crane ladder. Up forty rungs, metal cold and slick, leash tucked in Eleanor's pocket for the climb. Perch platform overlooked the action, rusted railings and control box cover enough shadow for two. They crouched behind the console, knees knocking the deck. Sylvia's thigh pressed Eleanor's, warm through denim. Screen from Eleanor's phone patched into dock cams, live feed sharp. "There." Eleanor pointed. Greco's Audi pulled up, headlights cutting fog. He stepped out, squat in his wool coat, gesturing at the foreman with a clipboard. Leash back on, short. Eleanor wound it twice around her hand, Sylvia's back to her chest now, bodies flush in the tight space. "Watch." Greco circled crate three, the decoy, barking at a driver. Questions flew: "Why the reroute? Bassett clear this?"

		Foreman shrugged, scripted. Sylvia shifted, ass grinding back unintentional. Eleanor's free hand clamped her hip, nails digging. "Steady."

		Greco snatched the manifest, eyes narrowing. Sylvia tensed, fingers to throat again. Eleanor leaned in, lips to her ear. "Your line if he calls me." Phone silent so far. Greco waved a guard over, muttered, then nodded sharp. Forklift whined to life, crate three peeling off toward a side track, vanishing behind a warehouse bulk. Confirmation. Video captured the plate numbers, timestamp locked. "Got him." Eleanor's voice rough. Hand slid up Sylvia's tank, palm cupping breast, nipple hard under thumb. Sylvia arched, gasp muffled by wind. Leash tugged, pulling her neck back. Trust locked in now, proof solid. Friction gone, just pull. Greco's Audi revved away, taillights red in mist. Docks cleared slow, trucks rumbling out. Eleanor yanked the leash harder, Sylvia twisting in her lap on the cold metal. Mouth crashed to hers, tongue shoving deep, tasting salt and want. She bit Sylvia's lower lip, drew a whine. "Mine tonight." Fingers ripped the tank up, exposing heavy tits to the chill air, nipples peaking tighter. Eleanor pinched one, rolled hard, Sylvia bucking against her thigh. Pants shoved down Sylvia's hips, bunching at knees. No panties. Wetness slicked thighs already. Eleanor's hand dove between, two fingers spearing her pussy straight, walls clenching hot and greedy. Sylvia rode the thrust, collar jerking with the leash pull, hips snapping. "Fuck, Donna." Voice broke on the words. Eleanor pumped faster, thumb grinding clit in rough circles, free hand fisting hair to arch her neck. Sea wind bit exposed skin, but sweat beaded between them. Sylvia's cunt spasmed first, gush coating Eleanor's palm, thighs quaking on the platform edge. Eleanor didn't stop, curled fingers to hit that spot inside, relentless. Sylvia shuddered through aftershocks, then twisted, hands fumbling Eleanor's fly. Zip down, hand inside, stroking Eleanor's clit firm. Eleanor growled low, shoved her back enough to yank trousers to ankles. Sylvia dropped to knees on the gritty deck, leash taut over shoulder. Mouth latched to Eleanor's pussy, tongue flat and lapping folds, sucking clit with hollow cheeks. Eleanor gripped the rail, boots braced wide, hips fucking forward into the wet heat. Sylvia's nose bumped her mound, sloppy and urgent, fingers digging Eleanor's ass cheeks to pull deeper. Orgasm hit Eleanor sharp, thighs clamping Sylvia's head, release pulsing out in spurts she smeared across her pet's face. Sylvia licked clean, chin dripping, eyes up locked on hers. Leash dragged her up for a messy kiss, flavors mixing bitter. Pants hiked, tank righted. Eleanor checked phone: video secure, forwarded to vault access queue. Gain locked. Trust settled deeper than the collar's bite. Sylvia leaned into her side, breath ragged, fingers tracing the scar above Eleanor's eye for the first time. Trucks gone, docks quiet but for waves. Greco's move opened the next door. "Vault codes next," Eleanor said, clipping leash full. "Luca knows them."

		Sylvia's hand froze on the rail. Headlights swept the pier below.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 6

		

		The Vault Code

		

		

		Headlights cut across the pier like knives, pinning the last truck's taillights before it vanished around the bend. Sylvia's thighs stuck together under her skirt, the slick from earlier cooling into something tacky against her skin. She yanked her hand off the rail, palm damp from rust flakes. Eleanor tugged the leash once, sharp. "Move. Now."

		They slipped down the dock ladder, boots clanging on metal rungs that hummed with leftover engine vibration. Salt crusted Sylvia's nostrils, mixing with the faint tang of her own release still smeared on Eleanor's fingers where they gripped the chain. No time to wipe. Eleanor led at a clip, long legs eating distance across the gravel lot, forcing Sylvia into a half-jog to keep slack off her collar. A black SUV idled at the estate's side gate, Luca Rossi leaning against the hood under the sodium lamp's orange buzz. His jacket hung open, shirt collar unbuttoned to show a gold chain tangled in gray chest hair. He straightened when Eleanor's headlights flicked off, nodding once. "Donna." His voice gravel over the waves. "Docks clear?"

		"Clear enough." Eleanor unclipped the leash mid-stride, coiled it fast around her fist. "Codes. Vault. No bullshit."

		Luca glanced at Sylvia, eyes flicking to the collar's gleam before sliding away. He pulled a burner phone from his pocket, thumbed the screen. "Shift change in ten. Greco's men rotate at the east grate. We go west tunnel. Fifteen minutes max."

		Sylvia rubbed her throat where the leather had chafed, nails catching the edge. The skin underneath pulsed hot, a fresh bruise forming under her fingers. Eleanor's hand landed on her lower back, shoving her toward the SUV's rear door. "In."

		The drive blurred into hairpin turns up the estate's back road, tires crunching olive gravel. Sylvia wedged between them on the bench seat, Eleanor's knee pressed to hers, Luca's elbow bumping when he shifted gears. No one spoke. The engine's growl filled the cab, dashboard clock ticking to 2:17 a.m. Luca killed the lights at the vineyard's edge, nosed the SUV behind a row of gnarled vines heavy with unripe fruit. They piled out into dirt that smelled of crushed leaves and wet stone. Eleanor clipped the leash back on without asking, the snap loud in the quiet. Sylvia's pulse jumped at her wrist, visible under the thin moonlight filtering through branches. "West tunnel entrance." Luca pointed to a rusted grate half-buried in ivy, fifty yards downhill. "I punched the override from the server room. Opens for ninety seconds."

		They crouched low, skirts and trousers snagging on thorns as they cut through underbrush. Sylvia's skirt rode up, exposing the bare curve of her ass to the chill breeze. No panties. The thought looped stupid, her mind snagging on the red Solo cup she'd seen bobbing in the dock water earlier, plastic warped from sun. Irrelevant. Focus. Luca knelt at the grate, pried it with a crowbar from his belt. Metal screeched soft, hinges grinding like bad teeth. Eleanor yanked Sylvia through first, leash dragging over rough concrete lip. The tunnel swallowed them, air turning damp and fungal, walls slick with condensation that beaded on Sylvia's arms. Steps down, endless spiral. Her thighs burned from the dock climb, now protesting the descent. Eleanor's boots echoed ahead, steady thuds. Luca brought up the rear, breathing heavier, a wheeze catching on the turns. Vault door loomed at the bottom, a slab of steel with a keypad glowing faint green. Luca punched keys, seven digits plus enter. Gears whirred inside the wall, locks clunking open one by one. Door swung inward on hydraulics, exhaling cold that raised gooseflesh on Sylvia's legs. Inside, fluorescent strips flickered to life overhead, buzzing like trapped flies. Rows of metal shelves crammed with file boxes, hard drives stacked in locked cages, a central console with dual monitors and a keyboard worn smooth at the edges. Smelled like old circuit boards and printer toner. Eleanor unclipped the leash again, dropped it on the console. "Encrypted shipments. Greco's overrides. Pull them."

		Luca slid into the chair, fingers flying. Sylvia hovered at Eleanor's shoulder, close enough to smell leather polish on her jacket mixed with dock diesel. Her own skirt hung crooked, hem caught on the leash clip. She tugged it straight, fingers lingering at her hipbone. Screen filled with folders: SHIP_47, RIVAL_CONTACTS, LEDGER_BAK. Luca clicked into a subdirectory labeled GPROTO_09. "Here. His private queue. Passcode's his mother's birthday. Pulled it from maintenance logs."

		Files decompressed, lines of code scrolling. Sylvia leaned in, collar shifting against her collarbone. Numbers jumped: discrepancies matching the decoy crate, plus new ones. Timestamps from last week, coordinates off the Amalfi coast. Rival names she didn't recognize. "That's not skimming," she said. "That's rerouting whole loads."

		Eleanor grunted, arm brushing Sylvia's as she pointed. "See the timestamp on that Palermo drop? Matches his war room push. He's been feeding them intel for months."

		Luca scrolled deeper. A message thread popped: encrypted PDF. He hit decrypt, progress bar crawling. "Full takeover. Syndicate vote in two weeks. He's got votes lined up from three families. Your brother's old contacts."

		Sylvia's nail caught under the collar again, scraping skin raw. Eleanor's scar twitched under the monitor glow, white line bisecting the brow like a fresh cut. Brother. The word hung, unspoken weight. Footsteps echoed from the tunnel. Heavy, two sets. Voices low, Italian curses bouncing off stone. "Merda. Greco."

		Eleanor killed the console light with a hard tap. Luca bolted up, grabbed a fire extinguisher from the wall bracket. "Back hall. I got it."

		He cracked the door, slipped out. Sylvia pressed flat to the shelves, steel cold against her spine. Eleanor crowded her, hand clamping Sylvia's mouth, breath hot on her ear. Leash pooled at their feet, chain links glinting. Voices sharpened. Antonio Greco: "Check the override log. Someone tripped it."

		Luca's voice, casual: "Just maintenance, capo. Valve leak up top. Flooded the grate."

		Pause. Boot scuff. "You? At three a.m.?"

		"Orders from Rossi senior's day. Scheduled flush."

		Grumbling. Footsteps retreating, Greco's bark fading up the spiral. "Double the watch. Anyone sniffs around, gut them."

		Door clicked shut. Luca reappeared, face sheened with sweat, extinguisher dangling. "Bought five minutes. Print what you can."

		Eleanor nodded, hit print on the PDF. Laser whirred, spitting sheets into the tray. Sylvia snatched them, folded tight into her skirt waistband, elastic biting skin. The takeover plan burned against her hip: names, dates, kill orders including Eleanor's. Luca pocketed a USB drive with the raw files. "I'm in. Full. His network runs through my shipments too. We nail him before the vote, or we're all marked."

		Eleanor clipped the leash back on, gave it a foot of slack. "You're on rotation. Daily drops at the east pier. Eyes only."

		He nodded, eyes steady on hers. No flinch. Reliable. Sylvia filed it away, the way his chain swung when he moved, gold catching light like a promise. Door hydraulics hissed shut behind them as they climbed out. Dawn edged the vineyard sky pink, vines dripping dew onto their shoulders. Sylvia's skirt stuck to her thighs again, paper crinkling with each step. Eleanor's grip on the leash loosened, thumb stroking the chain links absent. Luca peeled off at the SUV. "Pier at noon. First drop."

		Eleanor watched him go, then turned south toward the main house, leash pulling Sylvia even. The paper scratched her skin, takeover plan outlining paths to every weak point. Vault air clung to her hair, metallic. Her fingers drifted to her throat, pressing the collar's seam where it met fresh chafe. Eleanor's free hand caught hers mid-trace, squeezed once before dropping. No words. They hit the estate wall, jasmine thick in the air now, blooms heavy overhead. Sylvia's bare feet, wait no, boots scuffed gravel. The decoy gain felt small now. Entrenchment deeper. Luca's chain glint stuck in her mind, swinging steady. Eleanor paused at the service gate, keying the lock. "Shower first. Then we decode the rest."

		Sylvia nodded, leash taut between them. Gate swung open on hinges that squeaked like rusted hinges in a bad dream. Inside, the path split: house left, restricted wing right. Eleanor's tug went left, toward quarters. Sylvia followed, paper shifting against her hip, collar tight. Luca's next drop waited. Noon. Pier lights already warming.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 7

		

		The Brother's Betrayal File

		

		

		Eleanor let the leash drop slack at the path fork, gravel crunching under her boots as she scanned the main house silhouette against the pink dawn. The takeover plan pages burned in her pocket, their edges curled from the vault's damp. Luca's chain glint lingered too, that steady swing when he nodded commitment. Noon pier drop. But the messages half-decrypted on the vault terminal demanded eyes now, before Antonio sniffed the air. She thumbed her earpiece. "Rossi. Vault. Five minutes. Bring the family ledger."

		Static crackled. "Copy. On way."

		She tugged the leash right, toward the restricted wing stairs that dropped underground. Sylvia's boots scraped behind, paper crinkling faint against her thigh. No protest. The collar hugged her neck tight, fresh chafe visible where sweat beaded. Eleanor's scar itched under the morning chill, a reminder of older cuts. Brother's work, years back, the blade slip during that botched Rome deal. She shoved the memory down, keyed the vault door. Hydraulics sighed open, stale metal air punching out. Inside, the terminal screen saver pulsed blue, encrypted strings frozen mid-scroll from their grab. Sylvia leaned into the table edge, fingers drifting to her throat, nail scraping the collar's seam slow. Eleanor unclipped the leash, coiled it on the bench. "Sit." Sylvia dropped onto the stool, skirt riding up her wide hips. Eleanor pulled the second stool close, knees bumping as she logged back in. Password bit her tongue: Antonio's childhood nickname, twisted now into leverage. Luca's boots echoed up the passage two minutes later. Door hissed. He ducked in, chain tucked under his collar shirt, ledger fat under one arm. "Messages?" He slid the book across, yellowed pages dog-eared at syndicate maps. Eleanor nodded, pulled up the first decrypt. "Shipment codes match your pier logs. But look." Screen filled with timestamps, rival names in bold: Palermo crew, Syracuse holdouts. Antonio's handwriting ghosted the margins, loops tight like his temper. "He's funneling east dock crates. Takeover blueprint. Vote in ten days guts us if he flips the board."

		Luca hunched forward, ledger open to 2018 entries. His finger stabbed a line. "Here. Bassett-Greco alliance. Your brother rerouted my grain hauls same pattern. Called it 'expansion.' I lost two men to ambushes after." He flipped pages, grease stains spotting the paper. "Family records tie it. He signed off on the hits himself. Grief or no, Donna, he's bleeding us."

		Sylvia's stool creaked as she shifted, eyes on the screen. Her thumb pressed the collar harder, skin whitening around it. Eleanor caught the tremor, reached across to still the hand. Warm. Sticky from vault damp. "These routes," Sylvia said, voice low. "They cross the decoy we ran. He knows we tested him."

		Luca grunted. "Knew you'd sniff it. That's why the false trails."

		Eleanor scrolled deeper. One file blinked new: "Betrayal_File_Quarles.xlsx." Her gut twisted. Clicked it open. Grid loaded slow, cells packed with timestamps, Sylvia's name stamped beside "Asset Flip" and wire transfers to an offshore account. Forged. Dates back to her capture week. "Bastard."

		Footsteps pounded the outer passage then, heavy. Door rattled before the code beeped. Antonio shouldered in, suit rumpled, eyes bloodshot like he'd pulled an all-nighter scheming. Two folders fat in his fist, stamped estate seal. "Heard voices. Vault access logged twice tonight. Careless." He dropped the folders on the table edge, papers spilling: witness affidavits, Luca's name circled in red, signatures from dock snitches claiming bribes, photos of him pocketing cash at the pier. Sylvia sucked air through her teeth. Eleanor's palm flattened on the table, leather creak loud. "Planted. Those seals are fresh ink."

		Antonio smirked, scar under his eye twitching, mirror to hers but deeper. "Or truth. Rossi's been skimming since the grain jobs. Your pet here flips for the right price. Check the dates." He tapped Sylvia's forged sheet. "I pulled her inbound manifest. Quarles wired out before you collared her. Loyal dog? Questionable."

		Luca snatched a photo, crumpled it. "Fabric bullshit. I ran those piers clean."

		Eleanor stood slow, chair scraping metal. Leash coil bumped her hip. She snatched the folders, flipped affidavits. Ink bled fresh at edges, paper still crisp. No creases. "You printed these upstairs. Twenty minutes ago." Her voice stayed flat, but fingers dug into the stack, nails biting pulp. Antonio crossed arms, blocking the door half. "Protecting family means cutting rot. Luca's the leak. Pet's the spy. Hand em over, El. Syndicate vote cleans house."

		Sylvia's fingers clenched her throat again, collar riding up. Eleanor snapped the leash back on, chain clinking cold. Tug brought Sylvia flush to her side, hip to hip. "Out." To Antonio. He laughed short. "Or I call guards. Logs show unauthorized."

		Luca edged to the shredder in the corner, humming standby. Eleanor's free hand palmed her boot knife, hilt worn smooth. "Try."

		Silence stretched three seconds. Antonio's eyes flicked the blade outline, then door. "Your funeral. Noon pier gets interesting." He backed out, door thud shut. Eleanor exhaled through her nose, dumped folders into Luca's hands. "Shred."

		He fed pages steady, machine chewing loud, strips curling into the bin like orange peels. Sylvia's breath hitched beside her, leash slack but chain brushing Eleanor's wrist. One photo jammed halfway, Luca's face half-visible before it shredded. "He's pushing hard," he said. "False flags mean he's cornered. But my neck's out now."

		Eleanor nodded, terminal locked with a stab. "Your drops stay. We use em to bait." She glanced at Sylvia, thumb stroking the leash links absent. Her pet's waist curved soft under the skirt, hips wide where they pressed close. Reliance hit different now, decisions snapping faster with her there, body heat cutting the vault chill. Brother's file sat heavy in her pocket, betrayal ink dried years but fresh wound every read. Sylvia pulled the leash hand to her throat, guided Eleanor's fingers to the chafe. Skin hot, pulse jumping under the collar. "He'll hit the pier hard. We go?"

		Luca wiped shredder dust on his pants. "Noon. I front the crates."

		Eleanor squeezed the throat spot once, let go. "Gear up. East alcove overlook after. Watch his move." She clipped laptop drive from terminal, pocketed it beside the plan pages. Door code beeped under her thumb. Luca nodded, chain swinging out as he moved first. Sylvia stayed put a beat, eyes on the shredded bin, strips still twitching. Eleanor's tug started her forward, boots sync on stone stairs. Air warmed climbing, jasmine faint through grates. Antonio's folders gone, but the false trails stuck, personal now. Luca's ledger under his arm, steps even ahead. Restricted wing lights flicked on dim, motion sensors lazy. Eleanor scanned corners, knife hilt thumbed. Sylvia's skirt whispered against her leg, paper gone quiet inside. Noon loomed. Pier lights would glare soon. Luca paused at wing exit. "SUV waits. You two?"

		"Alcove," Eleanor said. "Eyes on."

		He vanished down the service hall, chain glint last thing. Eleanor turned Sylvia toward the east stairs, leash firm. Vault echo clung to their clothes, metal bite in her nose. Brother's betrayal file weighed double now, Antonio's plant a shove closer to the edge. Ten days to vote. Her scar pulled tight when she frowned. Sylvia traced the leash chain with one finger, slow loop. "He named me."

		"Means he's watching." Eleanor pushed the alcove door, glass slit overlooking pier paths below. Dawn spilled gold on vines. "Sit. Wait."

		Chairs scraped, Sylvia's hips settling wide on the narrow bench. Leash draped across both laps now. Eleanor's knee pressed hers, steady. Pier trucks rumbled distant, noon creeping. Antonio's next play hummed under it all. Luca's radio crackled in her earpiece sudden. "First drop loaded. Eyes peeled?"

		"Affirm," she said. Thumb found Sylvia's pulse spot again, held.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 8

		

		The Observation Window

		

		

		Luca's voice cut through the earpiece static, gravelly from the chain he kept tucked under his collar. "Crates rolling out. Greco's truck just pulled up, black Mercedes like always."

		Sylvia leaned toward the glass slit, her palms pressing flat against the cool pane until her fingerprints smeared faint trails in the condensation. Below, the pier stretched like a concrete tongue into the sea, trucks grinding gears under the climbing sun. She spotted the Mercedes first, dust kicking up from its tires as it nosed past the chain-link gate. Antonio Greco stepped out, his silk shirt already sticking to his shoulders, gesturing sharp at the loaders. Eleanor's thumb stayed planted on the side of her neck, right where the collar's edge met skin, pressing in a rhythm that matched the distant diesel coughs. The leash chain looped heavy across Sylvia's thigh, its links warming from her body heat. She shifted on the bench, hips spreading wider to make room for the pressure of Eleanor's knee jammed against hers. The alcove smelled like dust and salt spray seeping through the frame, mixed with the faint leather tang from the leash. "Affirm," Eleanor said into her earpiece, voice low. Her free hand adjusted the earpiece mic, scar tugging white as her brow furrowed. "Count the diversions. Two crates minimum."

		Sylvia traced the chain's first link with her fingertip, circling it twice before dropping her hand. The vault's metal bite still clung to her nostrils, those shredded strips of false evidence twisting in her memory like wet confetti. Antonio's plant had named her outright, her alias scrawled in that forged ledger. No coincidence. Her skirt rode up her thighs from the bench's narrow edge, fabric bunching under the leash weight. Footsteps scraped outside the alcove door, heavy boot soles on stone. Sylvia's shoulders tensed, fingers lifting to her throat before she caught herself and gripped the bench slats instead. The door creaked open, Luca filling the frame, his ledger tucked under one arm, radio clipped to his belt. Sweat beaded his temples, chain glinting as he ducked his head to fit. "Perimeter clear for now," he said, shutting the door with a soft click. He slid onto the bench arm opposite them, the wood groaning under his bulk. "SUV's parked two levels down. Greco's barking orders like he owns the pier. Diverted the third crate already, just like we figured."

		Eleanor nodded once, thumb easing off Sylvia's neck but fingers lingering to tuck a stray hair behind her ear. "Good. Security sweep incoming? Heard the chatter."

		"Yeah, full pass in ten." Luca glanced at the glass, then back at them, eyes narrowing on the leash draped casual between their laps. He rubbed his chain link absently, the metal clicking against his wedding band. "You two look... settled. Different from the docks last night. She's not pulling away anymore."

		Sylvia’s fingertip found the chain again, pressing into a worn groove where leather met metal. Heat crawled up her chest, not from the sun slanting through the slit but from the way Luca said it, flat like stating the tide schedule. Eleanor's knee nudged harder, a silent anchor. "Focus on the pier," Eleanor said, but her voice came out clipped, scar pulling as she stared down at the action. Luca snorted soft, leaning forward to peer out. "I'm focused. But I've seen collars before. Ones like that? They change the wearer. And the one holding the leash." He paused, watching a loader wrestle a crate onto Greco's flatbed. "My wife's got a necklace from Palermo, silver filigree. Wore it two years before she started sleeping through the night again. Said it grounded her. You two? It's doing that. Or more."

		Sylvia's pulse jumped under her skin, fingertip stalling on the chain. She flicked her eyes to Eleanor, caught the scar twitching, Eleanor's jaw working like she chewed on gravel. The alcove squeezed tighter, walls pressing in with the hum of distant engines. Jasmine drifted stronger now, vines climbing the exterior stone visible through the glass. "Not your business," Eleanor said, but she didn't tug the leash, didn't shift away. Luca shrugged, ledger shifting in his lap. "Fair. Just saying, I've watched you prowl these halls solo since your brother. Now? You're synced. Like gears in the vault shredder." He tapped the pages. "Plan holds. Fabricate that loyalty test message tomorrow, hub at dawn. Draws him out before the vote. But sweeps like this? Means he's ramping surveillance. We sit tight here till it passes."

		Sylvia swallowed the dry patch in her throat, tasting paper dust from the vault. Her hips ached from the bench, wide curve pressing into the hard slats, Eleanor's leg a solid line against her own. Below, Greco climbed back into his Mercedes, door slamming echo carrying faint up the stone. Crate three vanished behind the truck, confirmation they needed. "Ten days," Sylvia said, voice scraping out quieter than she meant. Her finger looped the chain once more, pulling it taut across Eleanor's thigh by accident. "He's planting fakes, watching us. Next one's personal."

		Eleanor's hand covered hers on the chain, grip firm, thumb stroking the back of her knuckles once. "We end it. Message plants the hook."

		Luca stood, ledger tucked tight. "Sweep vans circling east gate. I'll draw heat at the SUV, loop back later." He nodded at the glass. "Eyes stay peeled. Radio if he twitches." Door clicked shut behind him, footsteps fading down the stairs. Silence dropped heavy, broken only by the pier rumble and Sylvia's own breath, too loud in the narrow space. Eleanor's hand stayed over hers, chain pinned between palms. The sun climbed higher, gold turning harsh on the vines, throwing shadows across the bench. Sylvia's skirt hem caught on a bench splinter, tugging when she shifted. She didn't pull away. Security chatter crackled in Eleanor's earpiece, voices overlapping in Italian bursts. "Sweep's on us," Eleanor murmured, knee pressing deeper. "Fifteen minutes. Bodies still."

		Sylvia's free hand rose to her throat, tracing the collar's seam slow, leather warm from her skin. The weight settled different now, not just restraint but something hooking into the hollow spot neglect had carved years back. Eleanor's thumb mirrored the motion on her own neck earlier, callus rough against pulse. Proximity burned, days of vault shadows and dock lights piling up, every brush and command stacking like unsecured crates. She twisted her wrist under Eleanor's palm, chain links shifting with a soft clink. Eleanor's eyes dropped to it, scar catching the light. The glass reflected them both, faces close, breath fogging twin patches. "Luca's right," Sylvia said, words tumbling before she clamped them. Her hips rolled once, involuntary, thigh muscle flexing against Eleanor's leg. "It's changed things."

		Eleanor's grip tightened on her hand, chain biting into flesh. "Pier first." But her voice held gravel, knee sliding higher between Sylvia's thighs, pressure steady. Sylvia’s tracing finger stalled at the collar's buckle, nail picking at the clasp. Heat pooled low, skirt fabric rasping against bench as she pressed back into the contact. The alcove walls loomed, glass cool at her shoulder now, pier forgotten in the rumble. Eleanor's free hand found her waist, fingers splaying wide over the supple curve, holding her in place. Chatter spiked in the earpiece, vans grinding closer. Sylvia's breath hitched, fingertip digging into the buckle hard enough to dent her nail. Eleanor's thumb stroked once more, slow arc over her knuckles. The leash hung taut between them, links gleaming. "He's circling back," Sylvia whispered, eyes on the Mercedes below, but her body leaned into the hold, hips canting forward. Eleanor's fingers dug into her waist, pulling her closer on the bench, skirts tangling. "Wait it out." Her breath ghosted Sylvia's ear, warm against the collar edge. Sylvia's hand slipped free, palm flattening on Eleanor's thigh instead, fingers curling into muscle. The chain dragged across, pooling in her lap. Security hum grew louder outside, boots echoing distant corridors. Her throat traced itself under invisible fingers, tremor starting deep. Pier trucks shifted gears below, Greco's taillights flaring red. But up here, the alcove held only the clink of chain and the press of bodies, waiting. Eleanor's scar pulled tight, her hand sliding lower on Sylvia's waist, thumb hooking the skirt hem. Sylvia gripped harder, nail biting into Eleanor's thigh through wool.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 9

		

		The Alcove Threshold

		

		

		Sylvia's nail scraped deeper into the wool, catching a loose thread that pulled free under the pressure. Eleanor's thigh tensed beneath her palm, muscle bunching like a warning. Boots scraped concrete two floors down, fading into the grind of tires on gravel. The alcove smelled of rain-damp stone and Eleanor's wool skirt, sharp with lanolin. She twisted her wrist, chain links sliding cold over her knuckles. Her other hand abandoned the buckle, fingers wrapping the leather grip instead. One tug brought slack into the leash, the clink louder than the retreating vans. Eleanor's eyes dropped to the motion, scar tugging white as her brows lifted a fraction. Sylvia's thumb stroked the worn leather, pulse thudding in her fingertips. Days of this, knees brushing under tables, Eleanor's knee wedged high now, skirt fabric bunching against her inner thighs. She yanked the leash harder, chain rattling across the bench slats. Eleanor's hand clamped her waist, thumb digging into the dip above her hipbone. "Security's clear," Sylvia said, voice scraping out. She leaned in, collar's edge catching the wool at Eleanor's collarbone. Her free hand fisted the other's skirt hem, yanking it higher. Eleanor didn't pull away. Her fingers hooked under Sylvia's chin instead, tilting it up. Lips met slow, Eleanor's tasting of the black tea from earlier, bitter and hot. Sylvia's mouth opened under the pressure, tongue flicking out to trace the seam of Eleanor's lower lip. Heat bloomed low in her gut, thighs clenching around Eleanor's knee. Eleanor's hand left her chin, trailing to the leash clip at Sylvia's collar. Metal clicked free, chain slithering to the bench in a cold pile. The collar stayed, leather band snug against her throat, buckle pressing into skin with every swallow. Eleanor's tongue pushed deeper now, filling her mouth, teeth nipping the inside of Sylvia's cheek. Sylvia gasped into it, hips rolling forward. Eleanor's free hand shoved her skirt up, bunching silk at her waist. Cool air hit bare thighs, then Eleanor's palm cupped her through damp cotton, fingers pressing flat over her clit. Sylvia bucked once, grinding down, the pressure sparking sharp. "Off," Eleanor said against her mouth, tugging the panties aside with two fingers. They hooked at her thigh, fabric twisting. Sylvia kicked one leg free, the cotton dangling from her ankle like a flag. Eleanor's mouth broke away, breath ragged. She spun Sylvia by the shoulders, facing the glass. Sylvia's palms slapped flat against it, fog blooming under her breath. The window framed black gardens below, sodium lamps pooling orange on gravel paths. Her cheek pressed cold glass, collar shifting with the angle. Bend forward, Eleanor's palm said, flat between her shoulder blades. Sylvia's hips jutted back, knees locking. Eleanor's fingers found her clit again, circling slow, thumb dipping into the slick at her entrance. One slid inside, knuckle deep, then two, stretching the ring of muscle. Sylvia shoved back onto them, glass creaking under her grip. Eleanor's free arm banded her waist, holding her steady as the fingers crooked, stroking the front wall. Wet sounds filled the alcove, slick slide and her own sharp inhales. Eleanor's thumb ground her clit in time, steady circles that pulled a whine from her throat. "Quiet," Eleanor murmured, lips at her ear. Her fingers thrust harder, palm slapping wet against Sylvia's ass. Heat coiled tight, thighs quivering, collar's leather warming with sweat. Sylvia's nails scratched glass, leaving faint trails in the fog. The pressure built, fingers dragging out then plunging deep, Eleanor's breath hot on her neck. She came with a shudder, pussy clenching around the intrusion, slick dripping down her thigh. Eleanor's fingers slowed, milking the spasms, then withdrew with a wet pop. Sylvia sagged against the glass, breath painting opaque streaks. Eleanor tugged her upright by the collar's ring, spinning her around. The bench took Eleanor's weight as she sat, skirts fanning over powerful thighs. Long legs parted, wool riding high. Sylvia straddled without a word, knees bracketing hips, collar's buckle cold against her own sternum now. Eye contact held, Eleanor's scar stark under the alcove's dim bulb. Sylvia ground down, clit dragging over the seam of Eleanor's skirt, then lower, pressing pussy to the rough wool. Fabric rasped her folds, soaked through in seconds. Eleanor's hands gripped her ass, pulling her into a rhythm, hips rolling deep. Sylvia's hands braced Eleanor's shoulders, nails digging into the jacket lapels. Grind forward, clit catching the bunched seam, back with a twist that pressed her entrance against unyielding muscle. Eleanor's eyes never left hers, dark and steady, thumb tracing the collar's edge at Sylvia's throat. Sweat beaded Sylvia's temples, skirt twisted at her waist like a belt. Eleanor's grip bruised, yanking her down harder, wool chafing raw. Sylvia's clit throbbed, the friction building again, faster now. She leaned in, forehead bumping Eleanor's, breaths mingling hot. "Please," Sylvia said, the word slipping out. "Your fingers. Again."

		Eleanor's nod came sharp, one hand sliding between them. Fingers plunged into Sylvia's pussy, three this time, stretching wide. The grind turned frantic, Sylvia fucking onto them while her clit dragged wool. Eleanor's thumb flicked her clit on every upstroke, eyes locked, scar twitching. Sylvia shattered second time, walls fluttering around the fingers, a low groan escaping her teeth. Eleanor worked her through it, slowing only when Sylvia slumped forward, cheek on her shoulder. "Down," Eleanor said, voice gravel-thick. Sylvia slid off, knees hitting the stone floor. The alcove's chill bit through, but she crawled between long legs, hands shoving skirts higher. Eleanor's pussy waited, dark curls matted, lips swollen and slick. Sylvia licked a long stripe from entrance to clit, tasting salt and musk. Eleanor's hand fisted her hair, guiding but not forcing. Sylvia's tongue delved inside, fucking shallow, then flattened broad over the clit, sucking hard. Eleanor's thighs clamped her head, wool scratching cheeks. Sylvia worked steady, tongue circling the nub, fingers spreading lips wider. One slid in, curling up, stroking the rough patch. Eleanor's hips bucked, breath hissing through teeth. Sylvia added a second finger, thrusting in time with her tongue's laps. "Come," Sylvia mumbled against her, vibrations pulling a grunt. Eleanor's fist tightened, yanking hair at the roots. Pussy clenched around the fingers, flooding Sylvia's palm as she rode it out, thighs shaking. Eleanor hauled her up by the collar then, mouth crashing down. Tongues tangled wet, Eleanor's fingers still slick between them. She backed Sylvia to the wall, glass cold at shoulder blades. Skirts tangled at their waists, legs hooking. Kneel wasn't needed now. Eleanor dropped instead, knees spreading wide on stone. Her hands gripped Sylvia's thighs, shoving them apart. Tongue plunged straight in, nose bumping clit. Sylvia's head thunked glass, hands fisting Eleanor's hair. Long strokes first, full length of her tongue dragging through folds. Then focus narrowed, lips sealing over clit, sucking with hollow cheeks. Fingers joined, two scissoring inside, thumb pressing her entrance. Sylvia's hips stuttered, chasing the suction, collar pulling tight with every arch. Eleanor's free hand kneaded her ass, finger circling the pucker behind but not breaching. Sylvia's whine echoed off stone, the dual assault too much. She came grinding Eleanor's face, thighs clamping ears, slick smearing chin. They slumped together after, Eleanor rising slow, backs to opposite walls. Sylvia's panties dangled from one ankle still, skirt a rumpled band. The collar sat heavy, buckle denting skin where sweat pooled. Eleanor's fingers traced it, slow circuit. "You pulled first."

		Sylvia nodded, picking at a chipped nail from the glass scratches. "Kept thinking about the vault. Your hand on my neck while Luca coded the lock." Her fingertip circled the buckle, mimicking the motion. "Felt like that, but worse. Every time you clipped the leash after."

		Eleanor stepped closer, scar catching lamplight. Her thumb hooked the ring, tugging light. Sylvia's throat bobbed under it. "Luca saw it days ago. The way you lean when I hold slack."

		"Not just leaning." Sylvia's hand covered Eleanor's on the collar, pressing it firmer. "It's the only thing that fits right. Nobody ever held that tight before. Not my parents, not the string of assholes after. You make it stick."

		Eleanor's exhale ghosted her lips. The scar pulled sideways when her mouth quirked. "Brother did that. Betrayed for a cut of Greco's deal. Left me this when I confronted him." Finger tapped the white line bisecting her brow. "Commands keep it from happening again."

		Sylvia leaned into the tug, foreheads touching. "Mine's from Ma. Forgot birthdays, forgot dinners. Forgot me unless the bottle was empty." Her fingers tightened over Eleanor's knuckles. "Collar's heavier than that forgetting."

		Stone chilled her bare ass where skirts rode up. Vans rumbled distant now, security lights sweeping empty paths below. Eleanor's arm looped her waist, pulling flush. "Pier's tomorrow. Greco's men expect the shipment clean."

		Sylvia nodded against her shoulder, inhaling wool and salt. "We'll clip it back on. But not yet."

		Eleanor's hand slid lower, cupping her ass again. "Not yet." Her fingers dipped between thighs, tracing fresh slick. Sylvia's breath caught, hips canting forward into the touch. The glass reflected their outline, collar's gleam the only sharp line in the dim.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 10

		

		The Setback Report

		

		

		Eleanor guided Sylvia down the corridor, palm flat against the small of her back. The alcove's chill lingered on her skin, stone floors echoing under their steps. Sylvia's skirt hung crooked, one hem caught on her thigh from the bench. Eleanor's fingers itched to straighten it, but she kept her hand steady, thumb pressing into the dip above her tailbone. Door to the private quarters clicked open on the third knock, the room's air warmer, thicker with the scent of leather armchairs and yesterday's espresso grounds in the sink. She nudged Sylvia inside first, flipping the lock behind them. The desk waited in the corner, stacked with printouts from the vault run, edges curling under a brass lamp's glow. Sylvia paused by the window, fingers drifting to her throat, circling the collar's edge where buckle met skin. Red marks dotted the leather from earlier pulls. Eleanor watched her trace them, slow loops, before crossing to the desk. "Papers first. Pier shipment's in twelve hours."

		Sylvia nodded, but her steps dragged, skirt swaying loose. She sank into the chair opposite, knees knocking the desk leg with a dull thud. Eleanor's phone buzzed on the side table, screen lighting up Luca's name. She snatched it, thumb swiping. Message loaded line by line: Witness pulled. Greco's crew torched the safehouse. Statement gone. No recovery. Her grip tightened until the case creaked. Sylvia leaned forward, elbows on the wood. "What?"

		"Setback." Eleanor tossed the phone down, screen up. "Key statement from the dock runner. Burned out two hours ago. Greco moved fast."

		Sylvia's fingers froze mid-circle on her throat, nail catching the ring with a faint ping. She pulled her hand back, picked at the chipped nail again, flake curling under her thumb. "We had that locked. Luca said the guy's place was off grid."

		"Was." Eleanor yanked the desk drawer, files spilling across the surface. She spread them flat, witness transcript on top, now useless ink. "He exploited the gap. Our gap." The words hung, alcove heat still flushing her skin under the wool sweater. Sylvia's thighs had clenched around her head not thirty minutes back, breath hot against the glass. Focus splintered there, sharp as the scar's pull. Sylvia scanned the pages, lips pressing thin. "Two weeks to the gathering. This puts us scrambling." Her foot hooked Eleanor's ankle under the desk, calf muscle flexing against her shin. Not pulling away. Eleanor felt the pressure, steady, like the leash slack in her palm. She shoved the phone toward her. "Read Luca's full text. Fire crew found a phone with our partial trace. He's cleaning house because he smells us circling."

		Sylvia's eyes flicked over the screen, thumb scrolling jerky. The foot stayed hooked, toes curling into Eleanor's sock. "Dock runner was gonna place Greco at the pier reroute. Without it, our chain's broke." She set the phone down, fingers lingering on the edge. "We wasted time tonight."

		Eleanor met her gaze, lamp casting Sylvia's shadow long across the papers. "Tonight fixed nothing. Made it worse." Her voice came out clipped, brother's face flashing unbidden, that last swing before the scar split open. Commands snapped after, kept the empire from cracking same way. Now this. Sylvia's submission blurred the lines, collar or no. Sylvia unhooked her foot, chair scraping back an inch. Fingers returned to throat, tracing faster now, nail scraping buckle audible in the quiet. "Fix what? Vault run, evidence shred. We burned hours there too, but you clipped me same after." She stood, rounded the desk, hip bumping the corner. "This ain't just the statement. You're pissed we broke pattern."

		Eleanor pushed up from her chair, papers crinkling under her palms. Close now, Sylvia's breath carried alcove salt, pussy still faint on her tongue. "Pattern holds the line. Greco's ahead because I let slack." Her hand found the collar ring, thumb hooking automatic. Tug light, testing. Sylvia's throat bobbed, but she didn't lean in. "Slack's what got us here." Sylvia's palm flattened over Eleanor's knuckles, pressing down. "You think commands cover grief. Brother's cut left that." Her fingertip tapped the scar, mirroring Eleanor's earlier move. "But holding me tight don't erase him. Or Ma's forgetting."

		Heat crawled up Eleanor's neck, scar itching under the touch. She dropped her hand, stepped back into the desk edge. Wood bit her ass through trousers. "Grief don't factor. Mission does. Statement's ash. We pivot or lose the pier clean."

		Sylvia stayed planted, fingers flexing open at her throat, ring glinting empty. "Pivot how? Luca's intel's thin without it. Greco's circle locks tighter every hour."

		Eleanor exhaled through her nose, grabbed a fresh legal pad from the drawer. Pen cap snapped off. "Loyalty test. Fabricated one." She scratched the words bold across the top: Test Drop. "We feed a low-level his name in a burner message. 'Greco wants confirmation on Quarles pet status. Loyalty check.' Make it look like a rival's probe."

		Sylvia's brows knit, but she pulled the second chair closer, straddling it backward. Arms draped the backrest, chin hooking over. "Pet status? That's me." Her voice dipped, fingers drumming the wood slats. "He bites, thinks I'm the leak. Draws him out."

		"Exactly." Eleanor sketched lines: burner -> low-level -> Greco ear. "He panics, accelerates moves. We track the ripple. Infiltrate from inside his paranoia." Pen tapped the pad, ink dot bleeding. Sylvia's proximity pressed, knee brushing her thigh. Focus frayed again, alcove replay: Sylvia's tongue flat and insistent, hips bucking into her mouth. Sylvia nodded slow, eyes on the sketch. "Burner needs origin. Syndicate watermark, fake but legit enough." She reached across, snagged a pen from the stack, added circle: Hub Access. "Communication hub. Screens there got the templates."

		Eleanor watched her hand move, nails chipped jagged. Close enough to smell her hair, sweat-damp from the bench. "Tomorrow dawn. Before pier eyes open." She capped her pen, but Sylvia kept scribbling, arrow to inner circle: Probe Reply. "Reply's the hook." Sylvia straightened, chair creaking under her shift. "He'll test back. Demand proof. We plant the track then." Her foot nudged Eleanor's again, deliberate this time, arch pressing calf. Tension coiled low in Eleanor's gut, scar twitching. Brother's betrayal replayed in flashes: the deal papers, his fist cracking brow. She'd locked down after, every order steel. Sylvia's yield cracked it wider, pet eyes holding hers through the grinding, collar taut. "We can't bleed time like this again."

		Sylvia rose, pad in hand. She set it center desk, fingers splaying over the sketch. "Bleed's mutual. You tugged first in the alcove." Her palm slid up Eleanor's arm, stopping at elbow. Grip firm. "Commands stick because grief needs hold. Mine too."

		Eleanor caught her wrist, thumb pressing pulse point. Fast under skin. "Hold later. Plan now." But her free hand drifted, clipping the leash from desk hook silent. Chain links pooled cold on wood. Sylvia's eyes dropped to it, throat circling instinctive. "Not yet." Sylvia's whisper matched the alcove echo. She twisted her wrist free, but stepped in, hips aligning. Eleanor's back hit the desk harder, papers sliding. Sylvia's mouth brushed her jaw, teeth grazing scar edge. "Plan's solid. But deny it, we repeat setbacks."

		Eleanor's hand fisted the skirt hem, bunching cotton. Thighs parted under her touch, slick renewed. She yanked up, fingers diving straight, two curling deep into pussy heat. Sylvia gasped into her neck, walls clenching immediate. "Denial's control." Eleanor pumped steady, thumb circling clit swollen. Wet sounds filled the room, desk lamp buzzing overhead. Sylvia's nails dug Eleanor's shoulders, holding balance. "Control's cracking." She rocked into the thrust, breath hitching on each slide. Eleanor's free arm banded her waist, lifting heels off floor. Sylvia's legs wrapped, ankles crossing low back. Pussy gripped tighter, juices dripping down Eleanor's knuckles. She spun them, dropping Sylvia ass-first onto the desk. Papers scattered, witness file fluttering to rug. Legs splayed wide, skirt rucked waist-high. Eleanor knelt fast, mouth sealing over clit, tongue flicking hard. Sylvia's hand tangled her hair, pulling roots. "Fuck, yes." Hips bucked, grinding face-wet. Eleanor sucked the nub, fingers plunging deeper, curling to hit the spot that made Sylvia's toes curl visible. She gasped Eleanor's name, thighs quaking. Orgasm hit sudden, pussy pulsing flood over tongue. Eleanor lapped every drop, chin slick. Sylvia slumped back, elbows propping. Chest heaved, nipples hard points through blouse. Eleanor rose, wiping mouth with sleeve back. "Plan holds." She clipped the leash to collar ring, chain taut between fist and throat. Sylvia's laugh came ragged, fingers tracing leash length. "Holds tighter now." She sat up, skirt falling crooked again. Feet hit floor, steadying. "Hub at dawn?"

		Eleanor nodded, tugging once to pull her close. Lips met brief, tasting herself. "Dawn." Phone buzzed again on rug, Luca's alert ignored. Sylvia's hand covered hers on the chain, squeezing. They gathered the scattered pages, pad safe under lamp. Leash dragged soft over wood as Sylvia bent for the witness file, ass curving inviting. Eleanor watched, plan lines burned fresh. Greco's move waited outside, but this room held the pivot. Sylvia straightened, file in hand, eyes locking hers over the stack. "Send the test message first light." Sylvia's thumb hooked the chain loop, pulling slack. "Draw him in."

		Eleanor released the leash end into her palm, fingers brushing. Sylvia coiled it neat, buckling loose around wrist like bracelet. Desk cleared, lamp flicked low. Door loomed shut, dawn hours away.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 11

		

		The Fabricated Message

		

		

		Sylvia pushed open the heavy door to the communication hub just as the first gray light seeped through the estate's eastern windows. The air inside hit cool and stale, laced with the faint ozone tang from the racks of servers humming in the corner. Eleanor followed close, her fingers loose on the leash coiled around her wrist like a forgotten bracelet from the night before. Sylvia's bare feet padded across the chilled tile floor, the collar's leather still warm against her skin from sleep. She dropped into the swivel chair at the main console, knees bumping the desk leg, and flicked on the triple monitors. Blue glow washed her face, turning Eleanor's scar into a thin white slash above her eye. "Message draft," Sylvia said, thumbs already flying over the keyboard. The screen filled with a blank compose window, cursor blinking impatient. She hooked the leash chain around the chair arm, letting it dangle between them like a shared pulse. Eleanor's thigh pressed against hers under the desk, solid and unmoving. Eleanor leaned in, breath stirring Sylvia's hair. "Make it from Rossi's second. Loyalty test bait. Say we've got a line on the witness remnants. Offer Greco first crack at the scrub coordinates, but only if he pulls his surveillance off the east wing tonight." Her voice came low, clipped, the kind that cut through bullshit. She dragged a stool over, sat so their elbows knocked. The leash chain scraped the desk edge when she reached for the mouse. Sylvia nodded, fingers tracing the collar's edge at her throat, nail catching the seam. The leather itched there, right where her pulse jumped. She typed fast: Rossi inner: Greco, east wing clear tonight or no scrub deets on Q witness. Your cut 40. Confirm Palermo drop. She hit enter to preview, the words stark in monospace font. "Palermo drop seals it. He hates that route, thinks it's too exposed."

		Eleanor's hand covered hers on the trackpad, thumb pressing once, hard. "Encrypt triple layer. Bounce through the Naples proxy first." She clicked through menus herself, screens flickering as layers stacked. Sylvia watched her long fingers move, the scar twitching when she squinted at the code stream. Heat built between their thighs under the desk, Eleanor's knee nudging wider. Sylvia shifted, skirt riding up her bare legs, the chair creaking under her. "Send?" Sylvia asked, cursor hovering red over transmit. Eleanor tugged the leash once, chain rattling short. Sylvia's head snapped forward an inch, throat pulling taut. "Send."

		Click. The progress bar crawled, then green. Message out. Sylvia exhaled through her nose, leaned back. The hub's clock ticked 5:47 a.m. on the wall panel, red digits glowing. Outside, a rooster scraped its call from the olive groves, muffled by the stone walls. She glanced at the leashed chain, followed it to Eleanor's fist wrapped loose around the end. Last night's taste lingered on her tongue, salt and slick. Silence stretched. Eleanor pulled up surveillance feeds on the second monitor, grainy cams showing estate guards swapping shifts at the gate. Her free hand rested on Sylvia's thigh now, fingers drumming idle patterns. Sylvia's skin prickled under the touch, heat spreading slow. She cleared her throat, pointed at the main screen. "Response window's what, twenty minutes if he's staffed?"

		"Ten if he's paranoid." Eleanor squeezed her thigh, thumb circling inner seam. Sylvia's breath hitched, knees parting another inch. The leash stayed slack between them, but Eleanor's pull kept her upright, tethered. Sylvia scrolled idle through old logs, eyes glazing the timestamps. A smudge on the desk caught her eye, coffee ring from some underling's shift, brown and flaky. She rubbed it with her thumb, flaking it under nail. Eleanor's fingers climbed higher, brushing the skirt hem. Sylvia grabbed her wrist, held it there. "Focus. Greco bites, we get his inner circle ping. Syndicate in twelve days now."

		Eleanor's eyes stayed on the feeds, but her hand didn't pull back. "He'll bite." Her voice roughened, knee shoving Sylvia's wider. The chair rolled an inch on casters when Sylvia's foot slipped off the pedal. Ping. Main screen lit, new message banner flashing. Sylvia lunged forward, mouse clicking it open. Eleanor's hand slid free, gripping the desk edge instead. Confirm Palermo 0200. East clear your word. But Bassett's pet walks loose. Leash her or we talk. Attachment icon pulsed below, a grainy photo thumbnail. Sylvia's stomach dropped cold. She clicked the image. It expanded: her own face, mid-stride across the estate courtyard two nights back, collar glinting under torchlight, leash dragging the gravel. Timestamp stamped yesterday. Another below it: Eleanor at the observation window, profile sharp, Sylvia blurred close behind. "Surveillance jump," Eleanor said, voice flat. She yanked the leash hard, Sylvia's chair spinning toward her. "He's got eyes inside the perimeter. Accelerated timeline means drop tonight, not next week."

		Sylvia stared at the screen, fingers digging into her palms until the half-moons stung. The photo's angle came from the east annex roof, blind spot they'd missed. "Direct threat on me. On us. He knows the pet thing's real now." Her voice cracked on the last, throat bobbing against the collar. Eleanor's fist tightened on the chain, knuckles bone-white. She hauled Sylvia half out of the chair, their faces inches apart, breath mingling hot. "Doesn't change the play. We hit Palermo, plant the tracker on his runner." But her eyes flicked to the collar ring, then Sylvia's mouth. Sylvia's hands braced Eleanor's shoulders, nails biting through silk shirt. The hub fans whirred louder, or maybe it was her ears. "He'll expose it. The attachment. Syndicate smells weakness." She traced her fingers up her own throat, nail snagging the leather again, tremor starting there. Eleanor's mouth crashed hers, leash chain clinking taut between them. Sylvia gasped into it, knees locking on the stool arms. Eleanor's tongue shoved deep, tasting coffee bitter from the quarters pot. She yanked the chain again, Sylvia's body jerking forward, breasts mashing Eleanor's chest. Hands fumbled skirts up, Eleanor's palm slapping flat on Sylvia's bare ass, gripping hard enough to bruise. "Fuck the distraction," Eleanor muttered against her lips, fingers diving between thighs. Sylvia was soaked already, pussy lips parting slick under the rough pads. Two fingers plunged in knuckle-deep, curling immediate to drag the front wall. Sylvia's hips bucked, clit grinding Eleanor's palm. The chair teetered, casters squeaking. Sylvia's hand shot to Eleanor's fly, zipper rasping loud in the hub quiet. She shoved inside, past lace, fingers finding the swollen clit slick and hot. Eleanor groaned low, hips rolling into the heel of Sylvia's hand. The leash wrapped tight around Eleanor's fist now, chain biting Sylvia's throat with every thrust. She rode Eleanor's fingers hard, pussy clenching wet around the stretch, juices smearing wrist. Eleanor spun the chair full, dropping to knees on tile. Sylvia's legs splayed wide over armrests, skirt bunched waist. Mouth latched on her clit, sucking hard, tongue flicking the hood. Fingers pumped faster, three now, scissoring open. Sylvia's hand fisted Eleanor's hair, yanking roots, heels digging shoulder blades. "Harder," she gasped, pussy fluttering close. Orgasm ripped through, thighs clamping Eleanor's head, flood pulsing over chin. Eleanor drank it down, tongue lapping broad until Sylvia twitched oversensitive. She rose, slick-faced, unzipped fully. Sylvia slid to floor, knees barking tile, mouth open hungry. She sucked Eleanor's clit between lips, teeth grazing light, fingers replacing her own in the dripping pussy. Two, then three, thrusting knuckle-deep while tongue swirled relentless. Eleanor's hand crushed the leash coil, chain links cutting palm. She ground Sylvia's face wet, thighs quaking. "Take it," she grunted, hips snapping. Climax hit her silent, pussy walls milking fingers in hard spasms, cream coating Sylvia's hand to elbow. They slumped together, backs to desk leg, breaths sawing. Leash pooled between knees, sticky now. Sylvia wiped her mouth on skirt hem, eyes on the screen still open to the threat photo. Eleanor's arm draped her shoulders, thumb rubbing collar buckle absent. "Palermo tonight," Sylvia said, voice hoarse. She pushed up first, skirt falling crooked, feet steady on tile. Monitors hummed on, feeds cycling guards oblivious. Eleanor coiled the leash slow, clipping it back to the ring with a click. "We move now. Gear up." But her fingers lingered on Sylvia's throat, pressing the pulse there. Sylvia nodded, shoulders brushing Eleanor's as she turned to the equipment locker. The photo stared back from the screen, timestamp burning fresh. Door hissed open on hydraulics when she yanked it, shadows spilling gear racks. Eleanor's tug on the leash pulled her close again, hips bumping rear. Screens pinged secondary alert, surveillance map blinking red east annex.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 12

		

		The Rival's Inquiry

		

		

		Eleanor snapped the locker shut, the metallic clang echoing off the hub's concrete walls. Sylvia straightened from the gear rack, a black tactical vest slung over one arm, her skirt still crooked at the hem. The secondary alert throbbed red on the central screen, east annex perimeter flagged with a grainy feed of a delivery van idling too long under the sodium lights. Eleanor's phone buzzed in her pocket before she could clip the holster. She yanked it free, thumbed the screen. A text from Marco Vitale, her late brother's old lieutenant turned syndicate fence. "Bassett. Word's out you're keeping a new stray on that leash. American curves, yeah? Greco's boys spotted her face in the grain market last month. What's the play? Sell high before the gathering or share the bitch?"

		Her grip crushed the phone case until plastic creaked. Sylvia leaned in, eyes flicking to the screen. "Who?"

		"Not now." Eleanor deleted the thread, shoved the phone away. The hub felt too close, screens watching. "Terrace. Leash stays clipped."

		Sylvia nodded once, vest draped loose. She followed as Eleanor tugged the leather through the ring at her collar, the chain links scraping cold against her palm. Door hydraulics hissed behind them. Hall lights buzzed overhead, casting long shadows on the marble as they cut past the east wing armory, guards nodding without questions. Sylvia's boots scuffed soft on the runner, breath even but her free hand drifted up, nails scraping the skin under the collar buckle. Outside hit like a slap, night air thick with jasmine and salt off the waves crashing two hundred feet below the cliffs. The terrace stretched fifty yards of terracotta tile, potted oleanders screening the drop, lanterns strung low along the balustrade flickering orange. Eleanor led her to the far end, away from the annex lights bleeding over the ridge. She stopped at a stone bench carved with faded coat-of-arms, waves rumbling steady underneath. "Unclip it." Sylvia's voice cut quiet, fingers already at her throat. Eleanor shook her head. "Sit."

		Sylvia dropped to the bench anyway, vest tossed beside her, knees parting under the skirt. Moonlight silvered the curve of her thigh. Eleanor paced three steps, phone out again, rereading the ghost of Vitale's words. Share the bitch. Her scar itched under the brow, old pull from the night Luca had sold them both out to Greco's runner, left her bleeding in a Palermo warehouse with a blade across her face. "You saw that." Eleanor pocketed the phone, planted her feet. "Vitale. Rival fence, runs the north docks. Knows about you because someone talked."

		Sylvia's hand stilled at her throat, nail digging a pink half-moon into the skin. "And?"

		"He's asking if I'm selling." The words stuck like gravel. Eleanor leaned on the balustrade, stone rough under palms, terrace railing cold where it met her hips. Waves chewed the rocks below, foam white in the dark. "Greco's crew ID'd you in the market footage. If Vitale sniffs a weakness, he tips Antonio. Our op blows before the gathering."

		Sylvia stood, slow, skirt swaying. She stepped close enough that Eleanor smelled the hub on her, sweat and leather polish mixed with the slick remnants between her legs. "Your op. Not mine."

		"Bullshit." Eleanor's voice dropped, leash chain swinging loose in her fist. She caught Sylvia's wrist, thumb pressing the vein that jumped there. "You keyed that message. You ate my pussy on the floor while the reply pinged. This is us now."

		Sylvia's wrist twisted once, testing, then went slack. Her eyes held steady, pupils blown wide in the low light. "Scared I'll fuck your plan? Or scared Vitale wants a taste?"

		Eleanor yanked the leash hard, pulling Sylvia chest to chest, collar buckle digging into her knuckles. Heat radiated off her skin, nipples peaking through the thin blouse. "He doesn't get a taste. Nobody does." The scar tugged when she scowled, skin pulling tight. Sylvia's breath hitched, lips parting on the edge of a word. "Then what?" Sylvia's free hand rose, hovered near Eleanor's jaw, dropped. Her nail resumed circling the throat skin, scraping audible now. "You keep me leashed in the hub, fuck me stupid on the desk, then parade me out here like bait? Vitale texts, and suddenly it's we?"

		"It's always been we." Eleanor released the wrist, but her fingers stayed locked on the leash coil. She pressed forward until Sylvia's back bumped the bench arm, thighs parting instinctive. "Luca did that. My brother. Betrayed me to Greco for a dock cut. Left me sliced open in that warehouse, scar still itches when assholes like Vitale poke." She tapped the white line bisecting her brow, skin puckering under the pad of her finger. "You think this is strategy? Collar you to keep you quiet?"

		Sylvia's hand shot up, palm flat on Eleanor's chest, pushing just enough to space them an inch. Pulse hammered under the touch, shirt damp. "Emotional neglect. That's my scar." Her voice cracked once, nails biting her own throat harder, red line blooming. "Parents shipped me off to boarding schools, summers with nannies who forgot my name. Trust? Never had it. Then you clip this on, and it..." She swallowed, throat bobbing against the leather. "Fits. But if Vitale blows your op because he sees you slipping, what then? I go back to nothing?"

		Eleanor cupped her jaw, thumb swiping the lower lip, slick from earlier. Sylvia's tongue flicked out, tasting salt. "Nothing's not an option." The terrace shadows deepened, oleander leaves rustling in a breeze off the sea, lantern light pooling yellow on the tiles. Distant annex floodlights hummed, guards' radios crackling faint. Exposed here, anyone with binoculars from the ridge could clock them tangled. "Greco finds out you're more than bait, he uses it. Vitale sniffs jealousy, he leaks to Antonio. We neutralize him in twelve days, or the gathering shreds everything."

		Sylvia's fingers closed over Eleanor's on the leash, squeezing the chain until links bit skin. "Jealousy." She tested the word, hips shifting forward, pressing thigh to thigh. "That's what Vitale smells? You owning me turns you feral?"

		"Feral enough to gut him." Eleanor slid her free hand down Sylvia's side, bunching skirt fabric, palm cupping the ass cheek still tender from the desk edge. Sylvia gasped, knees buckling a fraction. "You trace that throat like it's gonna choke you off. Neglect left you starving. My grief sharpened me into this." She jerked her chin at the scar. "Luca's ghost makes every command stick. But yeah. Vitale asking pisses me off."

		Sylvia laughed, short and jagged, hand dropping from the leash to Eleanor's belt buckle. Metal clinked soft. "Pisses you off because he wants my curves. Or because he sees you care."

		Eleanor pinned her wrist again, slamming it back to the bench arm. Stone scraped skin. "Both." Leash wrapped twice around her fist now, pulling Sylvia's collar tight enough the ring dimpled her neck skin. Waves pounded louder, spray misting up from the cliffs. "Care enough that if Greco touches you, I burn his fleet. Care enough this collar weighs more than strategy."

		Sylvia's eyes narrowed, nail resuming its throat scrape, skin raw now. "Prove it. Tell Vitale no sale."

		"Already did." Eleanor released the wrist, but Sylvia didn't pull away. Thighs slotted together, heat building through wool slacks. "Replied 'Touch her, you bleed.' He won't push tonight. But the gathering clock ticks. His inquiry tangled your shit with mine. Neglect meets betrayal. We own that, or it owns us."

		Sylvia nodded, slow, hand rising to trace Eleanor's scar instead, pad light over the bisect. Rough tissue caught her fingertip. "Feels like yours fits too." Her voice went low, skirt hiking higher as she leaned in. "What now? Back to hub, pretend the reply didn't gut us?"

		"No pretending." Eleanor uncoiled the leash partial, chain slithering cold over Sylvia's collar. Breeze picked up, jasmine heavy, lantern flames guttering. Annex radios spat static closer now, footsteps crunching gravel somewhere east. "Hideout chamber. Locked down. Plan the plant tomorrow without eyes."

		Sylvia's hand caught hers on the leash, fingers threading chain links. They turned together toward the estate lights winking through the oleanders, palms brushing rough tile, knuckles grazing. Footsteps synced uneven on the path, Sylvia's boot heel catching once in a grout line.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 13

		

		The Shared Hideout

		

		

		Gravel bit into Sylvia's boot soles as they cleared the oleanders, estate lights sharpening into focus. Eleanor's thumb grazed the chain links between her fingers one last time before pulling ahead, leash taut. The path spilled them past a rusted iron gate, hinges groaning under Eleanor's shove. Inside, stone stairs twisted down, air turning cool and stale, lit by a single bare bulb swinging from a cord. Sylvia's heel snagged again on a chipped step, jerking her forward. Eleanor caught her elbow without looking back. "Watch it," Eleanor said. Door at the bottom was steel, unmarked, bolt sliding heavy when Eleanor threw it. Chamber beyond smelled of concrete dust and machine oil, walls lined with dented lockers and a scarred oak table shoved against one. Cot in the corner sagged under a wool blanket, folded tight. Single bulb here too, buzzing faint over a bank of monitors stacked on a shelf, screens dark. Sylvia ducked in after her, door clanging shut. Bolt scraped back into place. Leash dragged across the threshold, chain pooling cold on the floor. She straightened, collar shifting against her throat. Room measured ten feet square, max. No windows. Forced this close, Eleanor's wool slacks brushed her skirt hem. Eleanor flicked a switch. Monitors hummed alive, green glow washing the table. "Lockers first. Gear's tagged for Greco's convoy." She yanked open the nearest one, metal rattling. Inside, black velcro pouches, each zipped tight. Eleanor slapped one down, unzipped. Nest of circuits glinted, trackers no bigger than guitar picks, wires thin as thread. "Three vehicles confirmed inbound tomorrow. Warehouse drop on the coastal road. We plant during unload."

		Sylvia's fingers itched toward the table. She traced the pouch edge instead, leather worn soft. "You said plant. Not hack." Nail caught a loose thread on the seam, tugged it free. "Direct." Eleanor peeled a tracker free, adhesive backing stark white. Held it to the light. "Magnet mount under chassis. Five minutes per rig if we're ghosts." She dropped it back, grabbed a tablet from the shelf. Screen woke to a grainy feed, timestamped yesterday: Greco's black Mercedes convoy snaking a dirt track, dust clouds trailing. "Escalation from his reply means tighter security. But this route pinches at the gate. We slip the fence, wait for stop."

		Sylvia leaned over the table, elbows on scarred wood. Grainy footage looped, tires crunching visible even pixelated. Her thumb pressed the collar ring, metal denting skin. "We. As in both crawling mud?" Close enough to smell Eleanor's soap, cedar sharp under the oil stink. Eleanor set the tablet down, screen glow catching the scar bisect. "You ride backup. Leash stays coiled here." Fist closed around the chain, slack pulling tight across Sylvia's hip. "But eyes on me via drone feed. Voice link if shit shifts."

		Sylvia snorted, short. Picked up a tracker, rolled it palm to palm. Cool, heavier than it looked. "Backup with a limp from terrace gravel. Vitale's inquiry spooked patrols too." She slotted it back, pouch zipper sticking halfway. Yanked harder, teeth catching. Eleanor's hand covered hers, stilling it. Warmth seeped through. "Patrols circle wide. We ghost pre-dawn." Leash tugged once, collar biting in. Sylvia's breath hitched on the pull. Eleanor released, stepped to the cot. Unzipped a duffel wedged underneath, pulled fatigues and a balaclava. Tossed them her way. "Change. We're bunked till go."

		Sylvia caught the bundle midair, wool rough. Stripped her skirt right there, table edge digging hip bone. Fatigues hung loose on her curves, pants bunching at the ankles. She knotted the drawstring twice. Balaclava smelled of mothballs, stretched tight over her ears when she tugged it down, then up again. Too hot. Eleanor already in blacks, boots unlaced halfway, checking a suppressed pistol slide. Hours blurred in green screen flicker. They mapped the fence line on paper, pencil scratches marking weak chain links. Sylvia brewed instant from a hot plate, Folgers crystals gritty on her tongue. Eleanor paced three steps wall to wall, leash coiled on the cot like a snake. Talk looped back to Greco's reply embedded threat: estate coordinates slipped in code. "He fishes for weakness," Eleanor said once, mid-pace. Stopped at the table, traced a convoy tire track with her pinky. "Our plant turns it. Tracks every meet pre-gathering."

		Sylvia nodded, spoon clinking mug rim. "Weakness like terrace talk." She set the mug down, ceramic scorching her palm. Eleanor didn't bite. Dawn feed pinged at four a.m. Convoy dots blinked live on the tablet, inching coastal road. Eleanor clipped the leash short, handed Sylvia an earpiece. "Monitor only." Then bolt slid, door cracked. "Link live on three."

		They ghosted separate. Sylvia hunched at the monitors, feeds splitting: drone overhead, Eleanor's bodycam jittering fence approach. Gravel under her boots from terrace still ground in her sock heel. Earpiece crackled. "Fence cut. Vehicles inbound."

		Drone feed tightened on the pinch gate. Mercedes idled, driver door kicking open. Eleanor slipped low behind a rusted drum, bodycam tilting chassis view. Sylvia's nail dug the table scar, wood flaking under it. "Clear left," she murmured. Static flecked her words. "Mounting first." Eleanor's glove filled the cam, tracker slapping under front axle. Magnet thunked audible. Tires spun gravel as it pulled forward. Second rig rolled in, Eleanor darting crablike to the rear. Sylvia tracked the third on drone, brake lights flaring. "Third stopping long. Driver out, lighting smoke."

		"Copy." Bodycam jerked. Eleanor slid flat, inches from tire tread. Tracker peeled, stuck. But the third driver's boot crunched close, ash flicking ground. Sylvia's jaw worked side to side, teeth grinding enamel. "He's pacing your side. Back off."

		"Third mounted." Eleanor's voice clipped. Cam whipped to fence, wires parting. Then nothing. Feed looped static twenty seconds. Sylvia's fingers clamped the earpiece wire, twisting till plastic creaked. "Status."

		Bootsteps on her end now, faint through the door. Bolt scraped. Eleanor spilled in, balaclava yanked up, mud streaking her jaw. Leash end slapped the table. "Planted. All three." She stripped gloves, tossed them lockerward. Missed, hit the wall with a wet smack. Sylvia exhaled through her nose, chair legs scraping as she stood. "Clean feeds incoming?" Screen pinged confirmation, blips pulsing live from convoy taillights receding. Eleanor nodded once, unzipping her jacket. Stopped. Blood spotted her sleeve cuff, dark against black. "You nicked?" Sylvia grabbed her wrist, sleeve hiking. Gash ran two inches across Eleanor's forearm, shallow but weeping steady. Jagged from fence wire probably. "Scratch." Eleanor pulled back. Sylvia held firm, marching her to the cot. First aid kit cracked open on the blanket, gauze spilling. "Sit."

		Eleanor sat, legs splayed. Sylvia knelt, peroxide fizzing on the cut. Eleanor hissed through teeth, scar twitching. "Not deep."

		"Bled enough." Sylvia pressed gauze hard, tape crinkling under her thumbs. Skin around the gash puckered pale, veins blue under the surface. Eleanor's free hand found the leash coil beside her thigh, fingers drumming the links. Sylvia tied off the bandage, knot tight. "Greco's rigs trackable now. No more blind warehouse drops."

		Eleanor flexed her arm, bandage crinkling. Stood, close enough Sylvia smelled mud and copper tang off her. "Barrier down. Gathering in twelve days, his meets mapped." Leash uncoiled partial as she moved, chain whispering over wool. Sylvia rose, collar ring catching light. Her palm itched where the tracker's adhesive had gummed earlier, sticky residue flaking off now. Fence must've snagged Eleanor same way. "Cost you red on the cuff."

		"Costs pile." Eleanor's thumb brushed the bandage edge, gaze dropping to Sylvia's throat. Leash tugged light, testing. Sylvia stepped into it, hips slotting. Eleanor's bandaged arm hooked her waist, hold loose but there. Mud smeared Sylvia's fatigues. "Your turn next watch?"

		Sylvia nodded against her shoulder, cedar soap cutting the blood sting. "Watch and wait." Earpiece still dangled from her collar, wire tangled in chain links. Eleanor released, balaclava stuffing her pocket. Grabbed the tablet, feeds steady blips. "Wipe and roll. Night's not done." Bolt slid back, door cracking to cooler air. Leash pulled taut again. Sylvia followed, boot heel catching the threshold grout one last time. They stepped into the dark, chain links chilled from the chamber floor dragging between them. Convoy blips pulsed faint on the screen in Eleanor's grip. Somewhere east, annex radios spat static again, closer now.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 14

		

		The Hideout Weight

		

		

		Static crackled louder from the annex feed, a voice garbling midway through a grid coordinate. Sylvia froze mid-step, boot sole scraping grit on the hallway tile. Eleanor's grip tightened on the tablet, thumb swiping the screen brighter. "That's his outbound team. Too close for open air." She yanked the leash, pivoting them both. Doorway yawned behind, bolt still half-latched. Sylvia backed in first, chain rattling over the threshold. Eleanor kicked it shut, lock chunking home. Tablet propped on the weapons crate, convoy blips now stacking east like angry wasps. Sylvia unclipped her earpiece, wire snagging the collar ring before she stuffed it in her pocket. Mud flaked from her fatigues onto the cot blanket, brown smears mixing with the peroxide stain. Eleanor's bandage flexed as she dragged the folding chair over, legs screeching metal on concrete. She dropped into it, long legs stretching out, one boot nudging Sylvia's calf. Leash pooled between them, links cold against Sylvia's ankle. Screen glow caught the scar over Eleanor's brow, splitting it whiter. Sylvia's fingers drifted to her throat, nail picking at the collar's seam where sweat had softened the leather. The cut on her palm throbbed under its own hasty wrap, tracker glue still tacky. Outside, convoy engines probably growled past the east fence by now, tires chewing gravel. Twelve days to the gathering. Trackers blinking live, but one slip like that annex chatter and Greco's boys reroute everything. Eleanor tapped the tablet edge, blips steadying. "They bought the bait drop. Won't sniff the rigs till Palermo." Her voice scraped low, bandaged arm draped over the chair back. Sylvia paced the three steps to the far wall, chain limiting her orbit. Cot sagged under her weight when she sat, knees bumping the weapons crate. Eleanor's boot stayed planted on her calf, pressure steady like she forgot it there. Sylvia's thumb circled the collar buckle, metal warm from skin. Costs pile, Eleanor had said. The graze on her own forearm from the fence wire burned under the gauze Eleanor taped earlier, shallow but insistent. She watched Eleanor's free hand toy with the leash end, thumb stroking a link till it gleamed. Hideout air hung thick, diesel exhaust seeping under the door from the yard. Sylvia's fingers worked the buckle open, click loud in the quiet. Leather loosened, sliding free. She held it out, ring dangling from her fist. Not a question. Her throat felt bare, pulse visible under the skin. Eleanor straightened slow, boot sliding off. She took the collar, fingers brushing Sylvia's knuckles. Held it a beat, inspecting the inner lining, salt-stained and creased. Then she leaned forward, knees parting. Sylvia shifted onto the cot edge, legs between hers. Eleanor's hand cupped her jaw, thumb pressing the hinge. Their mouths met, lips parting careful. Sylvia tasted salt from the fence scrapes, copper faint under cedar soap. Eyes open, Eleanor's pupils dark pools in the tablet glow. Kiss deepened, tongues sliding deliberate, no rush. Sylvia's hand settled on Eleanor's thigh, muscle firm under fatigues. Eleanor's palm flattened over Sylvia's shirt, cupping one breast through cotton. Thumb circled the nipple till it peaked hard, fabric rasping. Sylvia's breath hitched against her mouth, but eyes stayed locked. Eleanor's other hand trailed down, unbuttoning Sylvia's fly with two flicks. Fingers dipped inside, parting her folds slow. Wetness slicked immediate, Eleanor's middle finger stroking up her slit, pressing the clit hood aside. Circles unhurried, pressure building like she mapped every ridge. Sylvia gripped Eleanor's thigh harder, nails denting cloth. Kiss broke for air, foreheads touching, stares holding. "Up." Eleanor tugged her shirt hem. Sylvia peeled it off, bra next. Breasts spilled free, heavy and marked from earlier fence scramble, faint red lines across one underside. Eleanor's mouth latched on the left nipple, teeth grazing the areola while her hand worked steady below. Two fingers now, sliding along Sylvia's entrance, dipping shallow then retreating. Sylvia arched, cot frame creaking. Tablet blipped forgotten beside them, static hushed. Eleanor stood, shedding her own shirt. Bandage stark white on her arm, bra unhooked quick. Breasts full, scar tugging the skin over one rib. She pushed Sylvia flat on the cot, knees straddling her hips. Leash chain draped across Sylvia's belly, cool weight. Missionary locked in, bodies aligned. Eleanor's fingers returned, two breaching deep this time. Sylvia's walls clenched around the intrusion, slick pulling them in knuckle-deep. Rhythm set slow, thrust and curl, thumb grinding her clit in sync. Sylvia's hips bucked up to meet it, cot springs groaning. Eyes never broke, Eleanor's scar catching light each downstroke. Sweat beaded Eleanor's temple, dripping onto Sylvia's collarbone. Sylvia's hands roamed her back, tracing the dip of spine, nails scraping damp skin. Fingers scissored inside, stretching, Eleanor's palm slapping wet against her mound. Sylvia's thighs quivered, spread wide. "More," she rasped, voice cracking. Eleanor added a third finger, stretch burning sweet, pace holding deliberate. Sylvia's orgasm built low, coiling tight. She came with a gasp, walls pulsing, soaking Eleanor's hand. Eyes squeezed shut a second, then reopened to Eleanor's stare. Eleanor withdrew fingers shiny, sucking them clean while holding eye contact. Sylvia sat up, pushing her onto her back. Cot narrow, legs tangled. She kissed down Eleanor's sternum, tongue flicking the scar over her rib. Fatigues shoved down, Eleanor's pussy exposed, dark curls matted wet. Sylvia hooked one leg over her shoulder, face dropping low. Clit swollen under her tongue first lap, salty-sharp. Eleanor groaned, hand fisting Sylvia's hair. Sylvia licked broad then pointed, sucking the nub between lips. Eyes up, locked on Eleanor's face, brow furrowed, scar twitching. Hips rolled up, grinding against her mouth. Sylvia's tongue plunged inside, fucking shallow, then back to the clit. Eleanor's thighs clamped her head, trembling. Climax hit her with a grunt, juices flooding Sylvia's chin. They twisted side-by-side on the cot, bodies slotted tight. Eleanor's arm banded Sylvia's waist, bandaged one. Mutual now, hands between legs. Sylvia's fingers found Eleanor's entrance again, two sliding home easy. Eleanor mirrored, stroking her g-spot with palm pressure. Clits thumbed in tandem, breaths syncing ragged. Cot rocked, chain links jangling across their calves. Builds matched this time, peaks crashing together. Sylvia shuddered first, then Eleanor, moans muffled against shoulders. Spent, they lay tangled, breaths evening. Eleanor's fingers traced Sylvia's bare throat, collar still in her other fist. "Choice," she said, voice rough. Buckle clicked open anew. Sylvia lifted her chin, leather settling warm. Ring clinked shut. Leash end threaded through, snapped secure. Tablet screen dimmed to saver, blips faint. Sylvia propped on elbow, watching Eleanor swipe it active. "Annex chatter died. His convoy split three ways. Trackers holding." Eleanor's thumb circled a blip. "Palermo drop tomorrow. We hit the weak flank."

		Sylvia nodded, fingers resuming their throat trace over the fresh-fastened collar. "No more blinds. We own his routes now." Eleanor's bandaged arm pulled her closer, chain slack between breasts. Static murmured low from the speaker, a new ping threading through. Eleanor's scar twitched. She sat up, grabbing the tablet. "Contact's live. Coordinates incoming." Sylvia rolled to her side of the cot, fatigues half-buttoned, listening to the voice distort mid-sentence.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 15

		

		The Communication Fracture

		

		

		The voice crackled through the tablet speaker, syllables mangling into a slurry of Italian clipped with Palermo slang. "...convoy forks at the old Enel substation. Weak flank's the A29 ramp, but Greco's got eyes on it now. You copy? Repeat: substation fork, A29."

		Eleanor leaned forward on the cot edge, elbow digging into the thin mattress still damp from their sweat. Her fingers hovered over the screen, thumb smudging the edge where Sylvia's earlier grip had left a faint print. Sylvia sat cross-legged beside her, fatigues tugged straight but the top two buttons strained over her chest. The leash draped loose between them, chain links cool against Eleanor's thigh where it brushed. "Yeah, copy that," Eleanor said into the mic, keeping her voice flat. "Substation fork. A29 ramp. Eyes confirmed?"

		Static hissed back. Sylvia's fingers drifted to her throat, circling the collar's edge slow, like she was testing if it still fit right after the buckle's fresh snap. Eleanor's scar itched under the chamber's single bulb, a pull like fresh scabbed skin. She scratched at it once, quick, then dropped her hand. Contact's reply garbled worse. "...no, wait. Change. He's doubling back through Bagheria. Secondary team inbound. You got the freq for the dump?"

		Sylvia shifted, knee bumping Eleanor's. The cot creaked under the move. Eleanor's pulse ticked uneven in her wrist, the one pressing the tablet case. Last night hung there, thick as the olive oil residue on the chamber's side table from the bread they'd split two days back. She could smell it now, mixed with Sylvia's skin, sharp and salt-edged. "Bagheria double-back," Eleanor repeated, eyes on the screen's blips. Three trackers pulsed red now, splitting erratic. "Freq?"

		Sylvia opened her mouth, then shut it. Her thumb pressed the collar ring, denting the skin beneath. The contact's voice pitched up, urgent through the distortion. "...freq 147.5. Drop at the--"

		"Got it," Sylvia cut in, too fast. "147.5. We confirm drop."

		Eleanor shot her a look. Sylvia's eyes flicked away, to the chamber wall where damp seeped in a finger-wide stain shaped like a crooked thumb. The voice pushed on, words tumbling. "...not the usual. Greco's pulling the ledger early. Syndicate meet's forward. You hearing this?"

		Eleanor's jaw worked side to side, teeth grinding the inside of her cheek until copper bloomed faint. She jabbed the mic. "Ledger early? Repeat that."

		But Sylvia leaned in closer, breath warm on Eleanor's neck. "Hold on the ledger," she murmured off-mic, voice low like they were still tangled. "That's our in. We pivot the Palermo hit."

		The contact's signal spiked, then flatlined. Screen froze on a partial map overlay, Bagheria route half-rendered. Silence dropped heavy, broken only by the speaker's tail-end pop. Eleanor tapped refresh. Nothing. "What the fuck was that pivot?"

		Sylvia straightened, leash chain sliding across the cot with a metallic scrape. "You heard him. Ledger's early. Means Greco's spooked. We adjust, hit Bagheria instead of A29."

		Eleanor's thumb circled the frozen blip, nail edge catching. The scar above her eye throbbed, a dull pulse syncing with the tablet's error beep. "Adjust? We just lost the freq details. And you jumped the mic like we run this loose."

		Sylvia's fingers stilled on her throat, pressing flat now. "Loose? You're the one repeating like a parrot. I filled the gap."

		The chamber air soured, stale with their earlier heat turning clammy. Eleanor set the tablet down hard, screen rocking. Outside, a distant wave crash filtered through the stone walls, muffled like it came from underwater. She stood, pacing the three steps to the rusted sink bolted opposite the cot. Water dribbled cold when she twisted the tap, splashing her palms. "Gap? That was our window on the secondary team. Now Greco's got breathing room because you second-guessed me mid-call."

		Sylvia uncurled her legs, boots scraping the grit-flecked floor. The leash end stayed pooled on the cot, but she didn't tug it. "Second-guessed? Look at the map. A29's burned if he's doubling back. Bagheria ledger's the play. You were stuck on the ramp."

		Eleanor dried her hands on her fatigues thigh, fabric sticking rough. Her brother's voice echoed wrong in her head, that last call before the warehouse drop, same static hesitation. She shook it off, turned square. "Stuck? I was confirming. You filled nothing. We missed the dump coords entirely."

		Sylvia's laugh came short, more exhale than sound. She rose too, chain dragging after her like spilled change. "Confirming. Right. Like last night didn't happen. Like we're back to you barking orders and me nodding."

		The words landed low, twisting Eleanor's gut like a bad limoncello burn. She stepped closer, close enough the leash ring brushed her hip. "Last night? This is the job, Sylvia. Not some extension of the cot."

		Sylvia's hand jerked from her throat, fingers splaying toward the tablet. "Job. Sure. Except you fastened this yourself." She tapped the collar, metal clinking her nail. "Choice, you said. Now it's back to professional."

		Heat crawled up Eleanor's neck, scar tightening. She snatched the leash end from the cot, coiled it loose in her fist. "It is professional. Was always gonna be. You think a fuck changes the stakes? Greco's convoy's live because we fumbled that call."

		Sylvia snatched the tablet first, swiping frantic. New pings loaded slow, blips merging into one fat cluster outside Bagheria. "Fumbled. You froze on the freq. I covered."

		"Froze?" Eleanor's voice pitched up, echoing off the low ceiling. She yanked the leash light, not enough to pull but enough chain rattled. "You talked over. Contact cuts, we lose the drop. That's ground."

		Sylvia held the screen out, map glaring. "Look. Cluster's Bagheria warehouse. Ledger drop confirmed partial. We still got trackers."

		Eleanor grabbed it, eyes scanning. Partial freq blinked invalid. No dump site. The syndicate meet timeline scrolled underneath, nudged forward three days. Less than a week now. Her mouth went dry, tongue sticking to the roof. "Partial. Great. Greco pulls the ledger early, syndicate moves up, and we're blind on half the inbound. Because you couldn't wait two seconds."

		Sylvia's chin lifted, collar shifting with the tilt. "Two seconds? You were looping. 'Ledger early, repeat.' Like you didn't trust the line."

		"Trust the line?" Eleanor thrust the tablet back, nearly clipping Sylvia's knuckles. "After the terrace bullshit? The hideout scrape? We don't loop, we lose. Like now."

		Sylvia took it, set it deliberate on the side table. Her fingers resumed the throat trace, slower, nail scraping leather. "Terrace. Hideout. Yeah. Where we actually talked. Now it's this."

		Eleanor's boot tapped the floor grit, a pebble skittering into the sink drain. The chamber shrank, walls pressing like the family vault after her brother's plot went south. She wanted to snap the leash taut, pull Sylvia flush, make her see the map's red cluster for what it was: their fuckup. "Talked. Confessed. Whatever. Doesn't rewrite the op. You think Antonio gives a shit about your wound or my scar? He's laughing while we play house."

		Sylvia's eyes narrowed, pupils dark in the bulb's yellow cast. "Play house. That's what you call it now? After you begged me to--"

		"Begged?" Eleanor cut her off, stepping in until their boots touched. Leash coiled tighter in her grip. "Don't flip that. I gave you choice. You took it. Now drop the pet act and own your half of this miss."

		The chain went slack as Sylvia twisted away, back to the cot. She sat heavy, knees bumping the frame. "Own it. Fine. You own freezing first. Scared to commit on the freq 'cause it might mean trusting me full."

		Eleanor's laugh scraped out, bitter as the sink's rust flecks. She paced again, two steps turn, leash paying out like fishing line. "Trust. From the girl who traces her throat every time shit gets real. Like the collar's gonna choke the truth out."

		Sylvia shot up, chain jerking taut mid-air. "Choke? Better than your scar tic every call. Like Luca's ghost is on the line with Greco."

		The name hit like a gut punch, Luca's betrayal flashing: warehouse smoke, scar fresh and bleeding. Eleanor's fist clenched the leash end till leather bit her palm. "Don't. You don't get to say that."

		Sylvia held ground, chest rising quick. "Why not? It's there. Every ping, you scratch it. We miss shit because you're half in the past."

		Past. The chamber spun hot, water drip from the sink syncing with Eleanor's pulse. She reeled Sylvia in slow, chain links clinking deliberate. Faces inches now, breath mingling. "Half in? You're the one pivoting wild. Bagheria blind lead because you can't follow."

		"Follow." Sylvia's whisper carried teeth. "Like a good pet. Forgot that part after the cot."

		Eleanor's free hand rose, hovered near Sylvia's jaw, then dropped. The scar burned. "Yeah. Forgot. Now remember. Or we both lose the ledger. Lose everything."

		Sylvia searched her face, fingers back to the collar, pressing hard enough skin blanched white. The tablet beeped insistent, new alert flashing: Greco convoy merged, route locked on Bagheria warehouse. No freq. No drop. "Everything," Sylvia echoed, voice flat. She turned, shoulder clipping Eleanor's as she faced the wall. Leash pulled straight between them, taut and cold. Eleanor held it, unwinding her fist slow. The chain links bit deeper. She let go. Sylvia didn't turn. The drip echoed louder, water pooling slick in the sink.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 16

		

		The Rift Argument

		

		

		Sylvia kept her back to the wall, the rough stone biting into her shoulder blades through the thin blouse. Her fingers dug into the leather collar, nails scraping the buckle until it warmed under her palm. The tablet's beep cut off mid-pulse, screen gone dark again, but the alert lingered in her head: Greco's convoy locked on that Bagheria warehouse, no freq, no drop point. She could smell the sink water now, metallic and stale, pooling wider across the porcelain lip. Eleanor shifted behind her. Fabric rustled, boot sole scraping the concrete floor. Sylvia's leash hung loose between them, end coiled at Eleanor's feet like a shed skin. "You gonna stand there all night?" Eleanor's voice scraped low, edged with that gravel she got when the scar itched. Sylvia whipped around. The chain whipped too, links rattling sharp. Eleanor's face filled her vision, close enough to count the faint lines fanning from those dark eyes. "Or what. You gonna reel me back in. Make me heel."

		Eleanor's jaw flexed, a muscle jumping under the skin. She snatched the leash end, yanked once, hard. Sylvia stumbled forward a step, collar jerking her neck. Heat flushed her cheeks, but she planted her feet. "Don't fucking play, Sylvia. We missed that transmission because you froze. Pivoted to some bullshit side channel."

		Sylvia laughed, short and ugly. She shoved both palms into Eleanor's chest, fingers splaying over the silk shirt. Eleanor rocked back, shoulders hitting the wall with a thud that shook dust from a high shelf. "Froze? You were the one scratching that goddamn eyebrow scar like it was Morse code for Luca. Every ping from your contact, you're half gone. Warehouse smoke in your head."

		Eleanor's free hand clamped Sylvia's wrist, twisted just enough to pinch the bone. But her eyes dropped, flicked to Sylvia's mouth. The leash pulled taut again, chain humming between them. "Luca had nothing on this. You think I don't see you fingering that collar like it's your lifeline. Every time the screens light up, you're choking on your own doubt."

		Sylvia lunged closer, shoving harder this time, her knee jamming between Eleanor's thighs. Their bodies collided chest to chest, heat seeping through clothes. Eleanor's breath hitched, hot against Sylvia's ear. The yank came next, leash hauling her in until lips crashed together. Teeth clacked first, then tongues, rough and scraping, tasting salt and the faint bite of Eleanor's earlier espresso. Sylvia bit Eleanor's lower lip, pulled back enough to growl. "Doubt. Yeah. Like you doubt every move I make."

		Eleanor's fingers tore at Sylvia's blouse buttons, popping two clean off. They pinged across the floor, one landing in the sink puddle with a wet plink. Cool air hit Sylvia's skin, nipples tightening instant. Eleanor shoved the fabric aside, palms cupping her breasts heavy, thumbs grinding over the peaks until Sylvia's knees buckled a fraction. "Shut up," Eleanor muttered, mouth on her neck now, sucking hard enough to bruise. She spun them, pinned Sylvia's back to the wall with her hips. One hand gripped both Sylvia's wrists overhead, leather leash wrapped around her own fist for leverage. The chain dangled cold against Sylvia's arm. Sylvia's pulse hammered in her throat, collar shifting with each swallow. She bucked her hips up, grinding against Eleanor's thigh. Fabric dragged rough between her legs, clit throbbing already. "Make me."

		Eleanor did. Her free hand shoved under Sylvia's skirt, bunching the hem to her waist. Fingers hooked her panties aside, plunged straight in. Two at once, thick and insistent, curling deep into wet heat. Sylvia's walls clenched around the intrusion, slick sounds filling the chamber loud over the drip. Eleanor pumped hard, thumb circling her clit in brutal loops, pressure building fast and mean. "Fuck," Sylvia gasped, head knocking back against stone. Her hips rolled to meet each thrust, chasing the burn. Eleanor's grip on her wrists tightened, chain links digging into her skin like teeth. "You want this," Eleanor said, voice muffled against her collarbone. Bite followed words, sharp on the leather edge. Fingers scissored inside her, stretching, knuckles grinding her entrance. Sweat beaded between Sylvia's breasts, trickling down as Eleanor sucked a nipple into her mouth, teeth grazing. Sylvia twisted her wrists, testing the hold. It gave just enough. She hooked a leg around Eleanor's waist, pulling her closer. The angle shifted Eleanor's fingers deeper, hitting that spot that made her vision spot white. "Your fault. Always your fucking fault we miss."

		Eleanor snarled, withdrew her hand sudden. Sylvia whined at the loss, empty and clenching air. But Eleanor shoved her down, knees hitting the gritty floor first. The chain pooled around them, cold metal kissing her thighs. "On all fours. Now."

		Sylvia glared up, breath ragged. Eleanor's skirt rode high, thighs flexing powerful. She dropped anyway, palms flat on concrete, ass up. The collar tugged as Eleanor knelt behind, leash in one hand, the other yanking her panties down to her knees. Fabric tangled there, restricting her spread. Eleanor's fingers returned, three this time, slamming home. Thrusts came punishing, hips snapping forward like she was fucking her with a strap. Sylvia's breasts swung with the rhythm, nipples scraping floor grit. Each drive shoved the collar forward, buckle clinking against her chin. Wet slaps echoed off the walls, mixing with her moans, low and broken. "Take it," Eleanor grunted, palm cracking her ass cheek once, sting blooming hot. She leaned over, weight pressing Sylvia down, free hand pinching a nipple twisty. Fingers curled relentless inside, thumb back on her clit, rubbing circles that frayed her edges. Sylvia's arms shook, elbows locking then buckling. She pushed back, meeting every plunge, chasing the coil tightening low. "Harder. You owe me."

		Eleanor laughed dark, breath on her neck. She added a fourth finger, stretch burning sweet, walls fluttering. The pace brutalized, slick dripping down Sylvia's thighs to the chain links below. But Sylvia twisted sudden, shoulder checking Eleanor's chest. Momentum sent Eleanor sprawling back onto the cot edge, legs splaying. Sylvia pounced, straddling her hips, leash whipping across Eleanor's face like a lash. She pinned Eleanor's shoulders with her knees, hands shoving that silk shirt up and bra down. Eleanor's breasts spilled free, full and heaving. "My turn," Sylvia said, grinding her soaked pussy down onto Eleanor's thigh. She reached between them, fingers finding Eleanor's clit swollen under soaked panties. No patience for fabric; she ripped the seam with a sharp tug, threads snapping. Two fingers circled the nub fast, pinching then stroking, Eleanor's hips jerking up involuntary. Eleanor bucked under her, hands grabbing Sylvia's wide hips, nails digging crescents. "Fuck you."

		Sylvia leaned down, collar dangling between their breasts, chain pooling on Eleanor's stomach. She thrust her own fingers inside Eleanor now, three deep, walls hot and gripping. The rhythm matched her grind, clit dragging wet trails on skin. Eleanor's moans punched out, thighs quivering under her weight. They rolled then, a tangle of limbs and chain. Sylvia ended on her back, Eleanor over her, but neither stopped. Hands fought for purchase, fingers plunging mutual now, aggressive and sloppy. Sylvia's free hand clawed Eleanor's back, raking under the shirt. Eleanor's teeth found her shoulder, grinding down as her pussy clenched around Sylvia's fingers, pulse after pulse. Climax hit them staggered. Sylvia first, walls spasming hard around Eleanor's thumb-pressed clit, juices soaking both hands. She arched off the floor, a keen ripping from her throat. Eleanor followed seconds later, grinding down savage, inner muscles milking Sylvia's fingers in waves that left her shaking. They collapsed side by side on the cold concrete, breaths heaving syncopated. Sylvia's thighs trembled, slick cooling sticky between them. The leash lay twisted across Eleanor's wrist, buckle caught in a chain loop. Eleanor pulled her hand free first, wiping it on her skirt. She sat up slow, collaring the chain end again but not tugging. Sylvia watched her rearrange clothes, fingers lingering on the scar a beat too long. "That fix anything?" Sylvia asked, voice hoarse. She tugged her skirt down, panties still twisted at her ankles. The sink drip resumed, plink plink into the widening puddle. Eleanor stood, boots scuffing. She dropped the leash end deliberate, let it coil at Sylvia's feet. "Fixed the itch. Not the miss."

		Sylvia snatched it up, knuckles white. The tablet screen flickered back on, that Bagheria alert pulsing red now, timestamp ticking forward. Convoy merged meant Greco's men offloading something hot, untraceable without the freq they'd botched. "You check it," Eleanor said, turning toward the door. Her hand paused on the latch, back rigid. Sylvia pushed to her feet, chain dragging behind. Legs wobbled once, then held. "No. We check it. Together."

		Eleanor glanced back, eyebrow arched, scar catching the dim bulb's glow. "Together got us the fracture. You trace your throat. I'll scratch mine. Separate tabs."

		She yanked the door open, night air rushing in thick with olive and salt. Sylvia stepped after, leash swinging loose in her fist, but Eleanor was already striding down the hall, shoulders squared against the shadows. The chamber door swung shut behind them with a click that echoed too final. Sylvia's fingers pressed the collar again, skin blanching under the pressure. The puddle in the sink gleamed under the left-on light, edge creeping toward the drain.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 17

		

		The Loyalty Oath

		

		

		Eleanor shoved through the heavy oak door at the end of the hall, the hinges groaning like old knees. Her boot sole caught a loose tile, skidded once. Behind her, Sylvia's steps dragged, the leash chain scraping stone with each pull. The war room waited past the threshold, fluorescents buzzing overhead, casting long shadows across the scarred oak table. Maps of Palermo sprawled there, red pins marking Greco's last known convoy routes, the Bagheria sector circled in fresh marker. That alert still blinked on the corner laptop, timestamp now mocking them at 02:47. She flicked the main switch. Light stabbed down, picking out dust motes swirling from the corridor draft. Eleanor dropped into the high-backed chair at table's head, leather creaking under her weight. The leash end stayed slack in her fist until Sylvia rounded the doorframe, collar glinting dull under the harsh glare. Eleanor let it go then, watched the chain slap the floorboards. Sylvia didn't stoop for it. She crossed to the opposite side, palms flat on the wood, nails digging crescents into the varnish. "Check the feed," Eleanor said. Her voice scraped out drier than the cork coasters stacked nearby. She yanked the laptop closer, the cord whipping across a stack of printouts. Those papers fluttered, one sliding free. Eleanor snatched it mid-fall, glanced at the header. Syndicate intercept log. Her thumb froze on the edge. Sylvia leaned in from her side, breath fogging the screen glass. "Already did. Convoy split. Half peeled off toward the docks. No freq, no trace."

		Eleanor grunted, eyes on that paper instead. Black ink, typed tight: Quarles, Sylvia. Entry vector: Naples harbor, flagged anomalous. Cross-ref: Rival plant signature, Bassano cell. Timestamp predated the kidnapping by three days. She flipped it face-down, slow. The scar over her eye itched, old pull from the night Luca stitched it after her brother's knife went wide. Grief knotted low in her gut, same twist every time doubt crept in. Family code first. Always verify the leak before you plug it. "You see this?" She slid the printout across, watched it skid to a stop under Sylvia's hand. Sylvia's fingers twitched once, then spread over the page. She traced the edge of her collar absent, nail catching leather. "What's Bassano?" Sylvia asked. Her voice pitched low, like she tested thin ice. "Greco's upstream. The ones who fed my brother poison about loyalty." Eleanor tapped the table once, hard enough the pins rattled. "This says you docked early. Before the grab. Flagged like bait."

		Sylvia snatched the paper up, crumpled the corner scanning lines. "Bullshit. I came for the job posting. Estate manager gig. You think I'd swim into this shark pit on purpose?"

		Eleanor pushed back from the table, chair legs screeching. She paced to the wall map, Sicily's boot outlined in faded laminate. Her finger stabbed the Naples pin. "Code says isolate first. Verify second. Can't risk the objective on maybe."

		Sylvia's chair scraped back too. She rounded the table fast, chain dragging a silver wake. "Objective? That's Greco. Not me. We just fucked the fracture wider in that hole, and now you pull family oath crap?"

		Eleanor turned square, legs planted wide. The room smelled of stale espresso from the machine in the corner, grounds caked in the filter basket. "Oath's the only thing holding this pile together. Brother broke it. Cost him a bullet. I verify you, or I lose the trace on Greco before the gathering."

		Sylvia stopped an arm's length off, close enough Eleanor smelled salt on her skin from the chamber sink. Her hand lifted, hovered near the collar buckle, dropped. "Verify how? Lock me in a cell? That's betrayal, Eleanor. After everything."

		"Not betrayal." Eleanor's jaw corded, teeth grinding enamel. She stepped in, grabbed the leash slack, coiled it fist-tight. Sylvia's breath hitched, chest rising sharp. "Protection. Objective first. You sit this trace out till I clear it."

		Sylvia's laugh barked short, ugly. She yanked back on the chain, leather biting Eleanor's knuckles. "Protection? You yanked that door shut like I was trash. Now this. Planted. Like I'm the traitor."

		"You trace your throat when you lie." Eleanor tugged once, pulled Sylvia off balance a step. The words landed meaner than planned, brother's voice echoing in her skull, same accusation before the end. Sylvia froze, hand snapping to her neck. Skin blanched white under nails. "That's anxiety, you bitch. Not lies. From the grab. From you." She lunged then, palms slamming Eleanor's shoulders. Eleanor caught her wrists mid-push, twisted, shoved back. Sylvia hit the table edge, maps crinkling under hip. "Stop." Eleanor's grip bruised, thumbs pressing pulse points. Sylvia's eyes watered, but she bucked, knee jabbing Eleanor's thigh. Pain flared hot, muscle seizing. Eleanor released one wrist, backhanded the table for leverage. A pin clattered free, rolled under the chair. "You stop." Sylvia's free hand clawed Eleanor's collarbone, nails raking cotton. Fabric tore with a rip. "We check together. Or I walk."

		"Walk where?" Eleanor snarled, pinning both wrists now overhead against the map. Sicily crumpled behind Sylvia's skull, Palermo pin gouging her hairline. "Estates locked. You're collared. Mine to verify."

		"Yours?" Sylvia twisted, boot heel grinding Eleanor's instep. Eleanor hissed, weight shifting. Sylvia dropped low, shouldered her gut, drove her back three steps. They hit the espresso machine, plastic cracking, brown sludge spilling across the floor. Eleanor hooked an arm around Sylvia's waist, heaved. Sylvia grunted, legs kicking air. They slammed the far wall, framed syndicate charter rattling loose. Dust sifted down, coating Eleanor's tongue gritty. She locked Sylvia's arms crossed behind, breath hot on her ear. "Code says isolate the suspect. Family first."

		Sylvia stomped heel down, bone jarring up Eleanor's shin. "Family? Your brother's ghost pulling strings? I chose the collar. Chose you."

		Eleanor spun her, slammed shoulders to paneling. Sylvia's head snapped back, collar buckle clinking wood. "Choice ends when evidence drops. This says plant. I clear it, or Greco slips the gathering."

		Papers scattered from the impact, fluttering like spent shells. Sylvia's knee drove up, caught Eleanor's thigh inner. Fabric stretched, seam popping. Eleanor blocked higher, forearm barring. Sweat beaded her temples, salt sting in the scar crease. "Liar." Sylvia spat the word, chin jutting. "You want out. Fracture too deep."

		Eleanor's fist clenched on empty chain, leash pooled at their boots. She yanked it up, buckle cold in palm. "Out? This is in. Deeper than itch. But code doesn't bend."

		Sylvia sagged against the wall, chest heaving, blouse gap showing bra lace twisted askew. Her fingers flexed, empty. "Then unclip it. Isolate your pet."

		The room hummed, laptop fan whirring louder now. Alert blinked steady, Bagheria timestamp 03:12. Eleanor's thumb worked the buckle, metal tongue sliding free. Leather whispered open. She stared at the collar gap, skin bare and red-rimmed beneath. "Luca," she called to the door. No answer first beat. Then boots thudded hall-close. The underboss pushed in, Beretta bulge under jacket, eyes flicking maps to them. "Boss."

		"Take her to the east guest wing. Lock it down. No screens. No calls." Eleanor pressed the leash into his palm, watched Sylvia straighten, chin lifting. Luca nodded once, gripped Sylvia's elbow gentle but firm. Sylvia jerked once, testing. His fingers tightened. "This way."

		Sylvia held Eleanor's gaze, throat working swallow silent. "Clear your ghost, Donna. Then find me."

		Luca tugged, led her past. Door swung wide, night air gusting olive-thick again. Sylvia's boot scuffed threshold, chain dragging last over tiles. Click of latch sealed it. Eleanor stood alone, maps askew, espresso puddle spreading toward her boots. She snatched the laptop, dragged the intercept log front. Fingers hovered keys, screen glow carving her scar deep. The Bagheria alert pulsed, convoy ghosts slipping further.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 18

		

		The Independent Trace

		

		

		Luca's fingers dug into her elbow like he was steering a skittish mare through the hall. Marble chilled her boot soles, the kind slicked with yesterday's polish that caught at heels if you dragged. She didn't. Chin up, shoulders square, even as the empty spot at her throat itched bare. No leather band, no weight pulling skin taut. Just air, cool and mocking. "Guest wing's that way," she said, twisting once under his grip. His Beretta shifted under jacket wool, a black lump against his ribs. "Change of plan." His voice scraped low, Palermo accent thickening the vowels. "Hub's secure. Screens locked to your prints only. Boss don't want you idle."

		She snorted, let her free hand trail banister iron, cold flakes chipping under nail. "Her codes?"

		"Guest wing got none. This does." He shoved open a steel door, hinges whining on fresh oil. Inside, the communication hub squatted dim and humming. Three walls banked with Dell monitors, LEDs blinking green like stable vitals. Central console hulked under RGB keyboard glow, fiber cables snaking to a humming rack in the corner. Air smelled of ozone and stale Red Bull, a half-empty can sweating rings on the mouse pad. Luca thumbed the door lock behind them, bolt thunking home. "You trace. I post outside. Yell if Greco's ghost pings."

		She dropped into the operator chair, vinyl creaking under her hips. Screens woke at her thumb swipe, boot sequence grinding through Ubuntu logs. "What's the message from her?"

		"No message. Work." He lingered by the door, arms crossed, eyes on the main intercept feed flickering Bagheria convoy ghosts. Sylvia's fingers flexed on the desk edge, wood grain biting cuticles. She dragged the first window forward, terminal spitting code lines. Ping traces bounced off Palermo routers, timestamped 03:17. No leash to yank her back, no voice snapping commands. Just her, screens, and the hole where Eleanor's scar-shadow used to fall across the keyboard. She typed, commands blurring. Route 47 bisected a Zurich shell corp, funds funneling to a Naples account tagged Greco's cutout. Close. Halfway to the bastard's core ledger. Fingers skimmed keyboard, spacebar sticky from prior spills. Throat dry, she reached for the Red Bull, aluminum denting under grip. Chugged, fizz burning tongue. No collar to swallow against. Her right hand rose, traced the red-rimmed skin there, nail circling the pulse point until it jumped. Door buzzed. Luca pushed in, paper square in fist. "From the war room. Fresh intercept."

		She snatched it. Eleanor's scrawl slashed across: Convoy rerouted Bagheria-14. My ping bounced. Need your Zurich bounce. Alone's blind. Her thumb creased the edge. "She write this solo?"

		Luca nodded, jacket rustling. "Screens there glitched her codes. Said your trace fills it."

		Sylvia crumpled it, tossed toward trash bin. Missed, fluttered to carpet. "Tell her solo's her call. I'm filling mine."

		He eyed the screens, convoy ghosts now pink-tracked. "She's grinding maps blind. You grinding here blind. Greco smells split."

		"Out." She jabbed thumb at door. He held gaze two beats, then turned, boot scuffing out. Lock thunked. Alone now, proper. She yanked Zurich feed wider, scripts churning hashes. 03:42 blinked corner clock. Fingers flew, alt-tabbing buffers. A blip: final link, Maltese bank wire to Greco's Palermo safehouse vault. There. Proof chain near complete, one hop from syndicate exposure. Alert screamed red across top bar. Window popped: GATHERING LOCK IN 72HRS. GRECO SECURES VOTES. DEADLINE COLLAPSE IMMINENT. She slammed enter, trace accelerating. Fan whir climbed to jet whine. Fingers traced throat again, nail digging crescent into skin. Blood speck welled, copper sting sharp. Eleanor's code block loomed main screen: AUTH DENIED. DONNA-LEVEL REQ. Vault sealed. Her bounces tapped outer shell only. Needed inner breach, Eleanor's fingerprint hash chained to family vault. The one she'd whispered post-fuck in the hideout, breath hot on Sylvia's ear. Gone now. Rift price. Chairsprings groaned as she rocked back. Hub vast, screens mocking with half-victory glow. Red Bull empty, can crushed in fist. Luca's post outside silent, no boot shuffle. Greco's move landed clean, votes stacking while they split hairs. Door buzzed again. Luca first, then Eleanor strode in behind, scar catching LED white like fresh knife work. Laptop tucked under arm, maps rolled in fist. Air shifted salt-sweat from her skin, mixed with olive soap clinging. "Boss." Luca straightened, Beretta hand twitching. Eleanor ignored him, eyes on Sylvia's screens. "Zurich?"

		Sylvia spun chair slow, knees bumping desk leg. "Half. Your vault blocks endgame."

		Eleanor's jaw worked gum, wintergreen snap loud. "Show."

		Sylvia tabbed the trace, red denial pulsing. "Maltese wire confirms. But inner needs your hash. Donna-level."

		Luca shifted foot, jacket pocket phone buzzing ignored. "Told you split blinds."

		Eleanor dropped laptop on console, cord snaking to outlet. Her thigh brushed Sylvia's chair arm, heat through denim. "You trace here. Why hub?"

		"Luca's detour." Sylvia's hand lifted, hovered near throat, dropped to lap. "Guest wing's screens? Your order."

		Eleanor's finger stabbed denial block. "Codes mine. Share?"

		Sylvia leaned in, screens reflecting her eyes flat. "Isolation's yours. Work it solo."

		Tension coiled Luca's shoulders, he cleared throat gravel. "Greco's vote ping just dropped. 72 hours, he's king. Your ghosts crossed mine out there."

		Eleanor snatched her maps, unrolled across keyboard gap. Bagheria ink smudged thumb-wide. "My convoy trace died without your bounce. Showed nothing."

		Sylvia scanned it, Zurich overlay matching half her feed. "Mine dies without yours. Perfect circle."

		Luca's phone buzzed again, insistent. He yanked it, screen lighting face sallow. "Rossi. Yeah. Palermo safehouse lit up. Greco's pulling strings."

		Eleanor grabbed her laptop, snapped it shut. "Hub's yours. Locked." To Luca: "Outside." Her boot nudged Sylvia's chair wheel, rolling it inch from desk. Long leg flexed, calf muscle knotting under boot leather. Sylvia gripped armrests, vinyl slick palm-sweat. "Go grind blind, Donna."

		Eleanor paused door, back to them. "72 hours. Clear it, or we both burn." Lock buzzed open, her stride eating hall echo. Luca followed, door thunk sealing. Silence dropped heavy, only fans whirring now. Sylvia tabbed back to trace. Denial red steady. Fingers drummed spacebar, pointless. Throat trace again, nail reopening speck, blood warm trickle down collarbone. She shoved chair back, stood. Paced three steps to cable rack, yanked a loose HDMI testing. Plug snapped in blind. Nothing. Sat again. Zurich ghost hovered, half-link taunting. Eleanor's hash the key, unshared. Hub walls pressed in, ozone thick. Clock ticked 04:11. Gathering votes stacking, traitor grinning. Fingers hovered enter, no command fit. Red Bull ring dried sticky under wrist. She smeared it deliberate, glass smear across denial prompt. Luca's boot scraped outside. Buzz. He pushed in alone, eyes on her face. "She back to war room. Grinding solo again."

		Sylvia nodded once, screen glow carving throat shadow bare. "Good. Let her."

		He lingered, Beretta hand loose. "Need her codes?"

		Her laugh barked short. "Isolation's the point. Out."

		Door thunked. Empty again. Trace stalled. Final link glowed, unreachable. Lowest drop, vault mocking. Fingers curled keyboard edge, plastic creaking threat. Alert refreshed: 71H 58M. Greco's Palermo vault pinged active. She typed ping anyway. Bounced. Hard block. Nail dug throat deeper, skin parting fresh. Blood smeared keyboard F key sticky. No collar to catch it. No hand to wipe. Just empty hum, deadline clawing hours.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 19

		

		The Crisis Convergence

		

		

		Eleanor hunched over the war room table, the oak scarred from knife tips gouged years back by her father during some forgotten dispute. Fingers stabbed the laptop trackpad, pulling up grainy Palermo feeds from Luca's Palermo safehouse cams. Greco's men swarmed the vault like roaches, crates shifting under floodlights. She dragged a Red Bull closer, the can dented from her grip, aluminum creaking as she cracked it one-handed. The hiss cut the room's hum, monitors flickering blue across the walls stacked with dog-eared dossiers on syndicate families. 71 hours ticked down on the main screen, a custom countdown she'd coded herself after the Zurich glitch. Her boot tapped the pedestal under the table, heel thudding carpet fibers flat. The scar over her eyebrow itched from sweat beading there, salt stinging the old cut. She wiped it with her sleeve, leather cuff rasping skin. Another ping ripped through, urgent red banner flashing: "Greco Vault Active - Final Loadout Confirmed." She slammed enter, feed zooming on a face she recognized, one of Antonio's lieutenants barking orders into a Motorola brick. The annual gathering loomed, votes stacking his way unless she flipped the ledger clean. Door buzzed behind her. She didn't turn, just flicked a wall monitor to split-view the entry cam. Sylvia. Stride clipped short, like she'd run the halls from the hub. The girl's shirt hung loose at one shoulder, collarbone smudged with what looked like dried blood, dark flake against pale skin. No leash dangling, no collar glinting. Eleanor’s jaw flexed around a molars grind. She kept eyes on the screen, volume low on the Palermo chatter. Sylvia crossed the threshold without a word. Boots scuffed the runner rug, stopping dead at the table's far edge. The maps between them crinkled under her palms as she planted hands wide, Zurich trace printout slapped down center. Exhaustion carved hollows under her eyes, lashes clumped from what, tears or hub fluorescents? A fresh scratch wept pinprick blood at her throat, the one tic she couldn't kill when the walls closed in. Eleanor finally looked up. Sylvia's waist curved supple against the table's bevel, hips cocked like she held ground. But the tremble in her fingers betrayed it, nails picking at the printout's corner until paper tore feathered. "You followed," Eleanor said. Sylvia snorted, low and scraped. "Alert hit the hub too. Greco's not waiting on our drama."

		Eleanor leaned back, chair leather popping under her weight. Long legs stretched out, boot toe nudging a loose cable snaking across the floor. "Drama. That's what you call it."

		Sylvia's gaze dropped to the collarbone scratch, finger hovering but not touching. "Call the isolation what you want. Your codes were the lock. I pinged blind. Bounced."

		The printout between them showed the Zurich ghost link, half-traced red denial stamped across. Eleanor pulled it closer, scanned the bounced packet metadata. Her thumb smeared a blood fleck Sylvia must've left behind. "Luca fed you nothing?"

		"Out. Like you ordered." Sylvia shifted weight, hip bumping table leg. "You grinding solo here's any better? Feeds looping dead ends."

		Silence chewed the edges. Eleanor's calf knotted under boot leather, the flex pulling tendon taut. She dragged the laptop around, angle forcing Sylvia into peripheral. The screen glowed the loyalty papers from two nights back, the ones planting Sylvia as rival bait. Smudged fingerprints, forged timestamps. She'd burned copies in the war room incinerator grate after the rift, ashes still gritty under the table leg. New ping layered over Greco's feed. Syndicate wiretap dump, auto-forwarded from the hub. Eleanor tabbed it open, lines scrolling financials. Her pulse notched up at a Palermo routing number matching the vault crates. "This," she said, spinning the screen. "Greco's laundering through old Bassett shells. But look at the metadata embed."

		Sylvia leaned in, breath fogging the glass. Close enough Eleanor caught the Red Bull tang off her, mixed with hub ozone. "Watermark. Same as the plant on me."

		"Yeah." Eleanor's voice came flat. "Antonio's digital chop shop. Forged your intercept logs. The missed transmission? His backdoor rewrite."

		Sylvia straightened slow, throat trace starting, nail circling the scratch until fresh red welled. "You knew?"

		"Guessed after the first pass. Needed confirmation." Eleanor pushed back from the table, chair wheels grating carpet. Stood, long legs unfolding to tower the space. "Family code said isolate threats. You fit. Till you didn't."

		Sylvia's laugh scraped dry. "Fit perfect. Leash off, me locked out. Protecting what, exactly?"

		Eleanor crossed arms, scar catching the overhead track light. "The objective. Gathering's rigged if Greco walks. Votes bury us." She paused, boot sole grinding a grit speck. "And yeah. Me. Brother pulled the same ghost act. Left codes half-buried, rivals sniffing. Cost blood."

		Sylvia held the table edge, knuckles paling wood grain. "Neglect's my ghost. Years chasing hands that vanish. Yours clipped the leash like yesterday's trash."

		The words landed square. Eleanor's fingers twitched for the drawer handle behind her, the one with the spare collar coiled black velvet over steel ring. She yanked it open instead, pulled the loyalty papers' original folder. Flipped to the chain of custody log, timestamp glitch glaring under magnifier light. "See this? Greco's Palermo IP. He seeded it post-intercept. Third path was there. Us. Together."

		Sylvia eyed the folder, then her. Defenses hung ragged, exhaustion pulling strings loose. "Was. Past tense."

		"Not if we stitch it." Eleanor stepped around the table corner, closing half the gap. Sylvia didn't budge, hips pinned to edge. The air held their shared sweat, monitors whirring backdrop. "Codes first. Then vault trace."

		Sylvia's finger stilled on her throat, blood dotting nail bed. "What's the clip? Back to pet play heel?"

		Eleanor reached the drawer again, this time palming the collar. Velvet soft against callus, ring clinking cold. "Your hollow's showing. Hub walls did that." She held it out, not offering, just dangling between them. "Clip or walk. Objective burns either way."

		Sylvia stared at the steel ring, reflection warping her face miniature. Breath hitched once, audible over the fan drone. She snatched it, buckled it herself, clasp snapping throat skin taut. The leash followed from the same drawer, chain links pooling silver in Eleanor's fist. She clipped it deliberate, the lock clicking home like a chambered round. Tension uncoiled a notch in Eleanor's shoulders. Sylvia tested the give, chain whispering over table edge. "Pull tests later," Eleanor said. "Trace now."

		They dragged chairs flush, knees brushing under table. Eleanor tabbed her laptop hash panel, fingers flying custom script. "Feed me the Zurich packet raw." Sylvia slid the printout, then patched her hub drive via USB-C, the dongle clicking ports. Screen split: Palermo crates timestamped, Zurich link blooming green under dual decrypt. "Got the routing," Sylvia muttered, zooming a ledger line. "Greco's funneling syndicate dues to offshore. Proof stack for the hall."

		Eleanor's boot hooked Sylvia's ankle under table, calf pressing firm. Anchor, not command. Sylvia didn't pull away, thigh muscle yielding slight. "Votes flip on exposure. Luca seals the exits."

		Sylvia nodded, finger stabbing enter on a cross-ref. "72 hours shrinks. We sync or he grins through gathering."

		The leash pooled between laptops, chain glint catching key glow. Eleanor's scar itched less now, salt dried. She dragged the wiretap dump wider, lines parsing Antonio's lieutenant chatter. "This guy's mouthing off. Record it live."

		Sylvia tabbed audio capture, mic arm swinging over. They leaned in tandem, shoulders grazing, breaths syncing ragged. The vault feed crackled: "Donna's blind. Pet's chained elsewhere. Loadout clears by dawn."

		Eleanor's grip tightened on mouse, plastic casing flexing threat. Sylvia's hand brushed hers on the trackpad, nails chipped from hub keys. Neither yanked back. "Print the chain," Eleanor said. "Burn the plant originals."

		Sylvia hit queue, laser printer under table wheezing sheets. Hot ink smell filled the room, papers stacking crisp. She gathered them, folder clamped under arm. Leash tugged taut as she moved. Eleanor's legs stayed locked, holding her in orbit. "Stay."

		"Guarded," Sylvia said, but sank back, hip nestling table bevel. "Not fixed."

		"Not yet." Eleanor spun her chair flush, knees parting Sylvia's under table. Long leg flexed, boot nudging inner thigh fabric. "But here."

		Sylvia traced the collar ring once, chain slack now across laps. Monitors refreshed: 70H 42M. Greco's crate shadows shifted, men hauling black duffels stamped with Bassett crest knockoffs. Eleanor pulled the ledger folder close, matchbook from drawer. Struck flame on first plant page, edge curling black. Sylvia leaned, breath hot on her wrist as ash flaked table. "Third path," she said. Flame danced low, smoke curling up scar path. Eleanor shook it out, next page ready. Sylvia's fingers ghosted the leash coil, tug experimental light. They burned the stack sheet by sheet, embers popping grate. Printer spat fresh proofs: untainted chains linking Greco's every move. Laptops synced hashes, final vault ping greenlit. "Private study next," Eleanor said, boot withdrawing slow. Stood, leash end fisted loose. "Ledger full there."

		Sylvia rose, hips swaying chain whisper. Blood fleck dried on her collarbone, ignored now. "Together."

		Eleanor yanked door code, hall light spilling cold. Leash led, Sylvia's step matching stride for stride.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 20

		

		The Accountability Ledger

		

		

		Hallway tiles chilled Sylvia's bare feet through thin socks, each step echoing off stone walls hung with faded tapestries of grape harvests gone wrong, vines twisted like nooses. Eleanor's boot heels clicked ahead, leash chain dragging a faint scrape against her palm where Sylvia gripped the links midway. Door at hall's end loomed, oak slab scarred from old scuffles, brass handle cold under Eleanor's thumb as she twisted it open. Study air hit thick, leather chairs creaking under their own weight, desk lamp casting yellow pools over stacked ledgers and a half-empty bottle of Averna forgotten from last week. Eleanor flicked the latch behind them, deadbolt thunking home. She uncoiled the leash from her wrist, draped it over a chair arm, ring clinking porcelain ashtray. Sylvia's fingers twitched toward her throat, nails catching the collar's edge, leather warm from skin hours beneath. Not anxiety this time. Habit, sure, but the tremor skipped, steady now. "Sit," Eleanor said, nodding the desk chair. Her voice pulled low, like gravel under tires. Sylvia eased into the seat, hips settling vinyl cushion that stuck slight to her thighs. Eleanor dragged the second chair close, knees bumping under the desk, long legs folding until shins pressed Sylvia's calves. Ledger folder slapped wood between them, black cover stamped with family crest, gold thread frayed at spine. Eleanor cracked it open, pages fanning dry air, dates and debts in her own cramped script from months back. "Start with mine." Eleanor's scar twitched under lamp glow, left brow splitting white. She tapped the first entry, ink bold: Quarles Isolation, Day 1. Cost: Lead Fracture. Sylvia leaned, elbows on desk, chain pooling between wrists. "You protected the code. Family first, always. Saw me as the plant because..." She paused, thumb rubbing a ledger corner smooth. "Because Luca's intel lined up once. And your brother."

		Eleanor's knee nudged harder, calf muscle flexing against Sylvia's sock. "He sold routes to Greco's crew. Left me the scar when I cornered him in the garage. Blood on the wrench." She flipped pages, stopped at her own hand: Bassett Sacrifice, War Room Return. "Pulled you back today because alone meant dead. Both ways."

		Sylvia nodded slow, fingers sliding to leash end, coiling it tight around her fist until leather bit cuticles. "I protected what? Scraps. Traced that Zurich account solo, hit the wall without your codes. Hub screens blurred after three a.m., coffee cold in the mug." She glanced at the waste bin by Eleanor's feet, ash flakes from war room still smoldering faint. "Assumed you picked empire over collar. Ripped me raw."

		"Apology first." Eleanor gripped the ledger spine, knuckles paling. "Locked you down on paper trails that weren't yours. Should've burned them then, not waited for the vault ping."

		Sylvia tugged the leash light, ring scraping ashtray rim. "Mine too. Pushed the hub trace like I could prove clean without you. Nearly handed Greco the window." She reached for the folder's back flap, pulled the last printout: unburned duplicate of the plant evidence, Greco's forgery crisp on FedEx stock. "Earn it now."

		Eleanor struck a match from the book, flame spitting blue. Sylvia held the sheet steady, corner catching first, ink bubbling black under heat. They watched it curl together, Eleanor's free hand dropping to Sylvia's thigh, fingers splaying denim seam. Ash flaked onto the ledger, pages yellowing slight at edges. Last edge crumbled, Sylvia pinching it out between thumb and forefinger, sting sharp but welcome. "Done." Eleanor's palm slid higher, thumb circling inner seam fray. "Assumptions dead."

		Sylvia shifted, chair vinyl squeaking, knees parting under desk. Collar tugged taut as she leaned across, lips brushing Eleanor's jaw hinge. "Owner."

		Heat bloomed there, Eleanor's breath hitching on the inhale. She yanked the leash base, Sylvia's chair scooting half-inch closer, wood legs grinding carpet pile. "Pet." Fingers hooked collar ring, pulling until foreheads touched, noses bumping clumsy. Sylvia's hands found Eleanor's belt buckle, cold brass oval under palms, tugging loops free with a metallic jingle. Eleanor shoved the ledger aside, pages fluttering loose. Her mouth crashed Sylvia's, teeth nipping lower lip hard enough to copper-tang. Sylvia gasped into it, tongue flicking the bite, hands yanking belt leather through prongs. Buckle clattered desk edge. Eleanor's zipper rasped down, Sylvia's fingers diving in, cotton briefs damp under knuckles. She palmed the heat there, Eleanor's hips jerking forward, chair arms creaking as she spread wider. "Table." Eleanor's order ground out, leash fisted tight. Sylvia rose on the pull, ass bumping desk corner, papers scattering to floor. Eleanor stood fluid, boot kicking chair back, hands shoving Sylvia's shirt up over ribs. Bra clasp popped under quick fingers, straps sliding shoulders. Sylvia's breasts spilled free, nipples peaking air's chill, Eleanor's mouth latching right one, suction pulling groan from Sylvia's gut. She arched, fingers threading Eleanor's hair, tugging dark strands until scalp pulled. Eleanor's free hand worked Sylvia's fly, button straining before give, zipper teeth parting. Fingers plunged past waistband, past soaked cotton, two digits curling straight into slick walls. Sylvia bucked, clit grinding heel of Eleanor's palm, leash chain swinging cold across her sternum. "Fuck," Sylvia hissed, thighs clamping Eleanor's wrist. Wet sounds filled the study, slick slide obscene under fingers thrusting knuckle-deep. Eleanor's tongue circled nipple, teeth grazing areola edge, then switched sides, sucking harder. Sylvia's hips rolled desperate, chasing the curl inside her. Eleanor withdrew fingers sudden, gleaming strings snapping air. She spun Sylvia rough, belly slapping desk wood, cheek pressing ledger pages that stuck cheek skin. Leash draped Sylvia's back, ring hooked drawer pull to hold her prone. Eleanor's weight pinned her, hips grinding denim-over-denim, bulge of fist still wet smearing Sylvia's ass crack through fabric. "Down." Eleanor peeled Sylvia's jeans and briefs in one drag, ankles tangling socks until she kicked free. Cool air kissed Sylvia's cunt lips, swollen and dripping desk edge. Eleanor's boot nudged feet wider, stance forcing exposure. Fingers returned, three this time, stretching burn, thumb circling asshole rim without entering. Sylvia clawed desk varnish, nails gouging initials into wood. "Please." Voice cracked, hips shoving back onto the thrust. Eleanor's other hand yanked shirt over head, bra following, leaving Sylvia bare but collar, chain taut to drawer. Boot tip pressed Sylvia's inner ankle higher, leg lifting calf off floor. Eleanor's fingers pumped steady, squelch loud, wrist twisting on each withdraw. Sylvia's walls clenched, release building coil-tight in belly. "Gonna come."

		"Not yet." Eleanor pulled free again, Sylvia whining void. Belt whipped air, leather cracking her ass cheek once, sting blooming red. Sylvia jerked, cunt clenching empty. Eleanor dropped to knees behind, breath hot on thighs, hands spreading cheeks wide. Tongue flattened, lapping from taint to clit in broad strokes, nose bumping folds. Sylvia keened, toes curling carpet fibers. Eleanor's tongue speared her hole, fucking shallow, then sucked clit hood between lips, teeth grazing pearl. Fingers dug ass meat, bruising grip. Sylvia's thighs quivered, slick dripping Eleanor's chin. "Stand." Eleanor rose, voice rough. Unhooked leash, yanked Sylvia upright, spun her back to face. Pushed her down desk edge again, this time facing, legs splayed wide. Eleanor's pants pooled ankles, briefs shoved aside, cunt bared: dark curls matted wet, lips puffy parted. She gripped Sylvia's hair base, guiding mouth forward. Sylvia dove, tongue plunging folds, tasting salt and Averna faint on skin. Eleanor's clit throbbed under assault, hips bucking face. Sylvia sucked hard, two fingers sliding Eleanor's channel, curling g-spot ridge. Eleanor's free hand fisted leash, yanking Sylvia's head tighter, nose grinding pubic bone. "Harder." Eleanor ground out, thighs clamping ears. Sylvia added third finger, stretch pulling groan from both. Eleanor's walls fluttered, release close. She shoved Sylvia off sudden, mouth slick strings to desk. Climbed up, knees bracketing hips, leash wrapping Sylvia's wrists overhead to lamp chain. Eleanor ground cunts together, clit on clit, slick lips sliding friction. Sylvia bucked up, nipples dragging Eleanor's shirt cotton. Pace frantic, desk shuddering, lamp shade rattling. Eleanor's scar gleamed sweat, breath panting Sylvia's mouth. "Come." Command snapped, Eleanor's thumb mashing both clits in circle. Sylvia shattered first, cunt pulsing waves, soaking Eleanor's thighs. Eleanor followed, walls clamping Sylvia's still-inside fingers, juices smearing bellies. They slumped, breaths sawing, leash slack across sweat-damp skin. Eleanor unwound it slow, collar ring clicking free. Sylvia's fingers traced the scar path, light. "Plan." Eleanor slid off, pants tugged up, buckle clicking shut. She gathered proofs from floor, spread them desk. "Gathering in four days. Syndicate hall, full table."

		Sylvia sat up, jeans yanked on, zipper pinching pubic hair. She rubbed the spot, wincing. "Present chains here." Tapped Zurich link. "Vault audio during oaths. Luca plants the recorder under Greco's seat pre-meal."

		Eleanor nodded, circling entry in ledger: Final Convergence. "I call vote post-evidence. You stand pet-visible, leash out. No hiding."

		"Public." Sylvia's thumb pressed collar again, steady pressure. "Proof I'm yours. Buys trust."

		"Executes." Eleanor stacked sheets, folder clamped shut. "Objective locked."

		Sylvia rose, leash end offered. Eleanor clipped it, chain whisper soft. Door latch turned under her palm, hall light spilling cold again. Leash led forward, strides matched.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 21

		

		The Gathering Preparations

		

		

		Leash chain rattled soft against Sylvia's thigh as they turned the corner, marble cold under Eleanor's boots. Hall sconces threw long shadows, the kind that made door frames look like jaws. She tugged once, not hard, just enough to feel Sylvia lean in closer. Preparation chamber lay at the end, double doors cracked open, Luca's voice filtering out low and clipped on a phone call. Sylvia traced her thumb along the collar's edge, skin whitening under the pressure. Eleanor's scar itched from dried sweat, a fresh reminder of the desk's edge digging her spine earlier. Four days. Antonio Greco's vault codes sat heavy in her pocket, thumb drive warm like it held a pulse. Luca killed the call as they pushed through. "Donna." He nodded sharp, eyes flicking to the leash before settling on the folder under her arm. Preparation chamber smelled of fresh ink and machine oil, walls lined with screens flickering syndicate maps, Palermo ports highlighted red. Center table groaned under device stacks: recorders the size of cigarette packs, earpieces coiled like snakes, exit schematics pinned with brass tacks. Sylvia hung back half a step, leash pooling loose on the rug. Eleanor unclipped it deliberate, chain whisper coiling into her palm. "Vault audio plants under his seat. Pre-meal." She dropped the folder center table, pages splaying: Zurich transfers, falsified oaths, Greco's ally lists. Luca dragged a chair, sat heavy. His shirt collar rode up, showing a fresh bruise purple along the neckline. "Exit secured. Service tunnel from kitchen runs under the hall, pops out by the east garage. Two men waiting, vans idling. If vote sours." He tapped a blueprint corner, finger greasy from whatever he'd handled last. Sylvia slid onto a stool opposite, knees knocking the table leg. She pulled the Zurich chain diagram closer, nails picking at a staple. "Oaths hit at eight sharp. Recorder catches his whisper to the Florentine underling. That's the trigger."

		Eleanor paced table's long side, boot heels clicking tile. Pressure built in her chest like a spring wound too tight, every what-if stacking: Greco's counter, the table's split loyalties, Sylvia's public stand. She stopped behind her pet, hand dropping to that supple waist, thumb pressing the dip above her hipbone. Sylvia stiffened, then leaned back fraction, chair creaking. Luca cleared his throat, eyes on the map. "Timing's glass. Meal service blocks aisle access ten minutes. Plant goes in during wine pour, or you miss."

		"Miss nothing." Eleanor's voice came flat, fingers tightening on Sylvia's waist. Pet status buys the room's eyes off her hands. Leash out, collar gleam under chandeliers. Trust bought in flesh. Sylvia twisted half, looking up. Her fingers drummed the diagram edge, rhythm off like she counted beats wrong. "What if he smells it? Greco's got eyes in the kitchen staff."

		"Won't." Luca leaned forward, elbows thudding wood. "My cousin runs plates. He'll spike the Chianti with a lag. Greco's crew drinks first, slow pour buys you thirty seconds."

		Eleanor nodded once, pulling the thumb drive from pocket. Plugged it into the nearest laptop, screen blooming with waveforms: Greco's voice grainy, "Loyalty fractures post-vote. Bassett's pet cracks first." Sylvia's intake sharp beside her, hand freezing mid-drum. "That's the fabricated oath." Eleanor hit play again, volume low. Room filled with his rasp, chairs scraping faint in background. Sylvia shoved back from table sudden, stool legs screeching. Paced to the map wall, shoulders hunched, thumb back at her throat, circling the collar mark red from earlier pulls. Eleanor's gaze tracked her, that wide-hip sway pulling tight in her gut. Pressure crested: pet's doubt mirroring her own, the plan's hinge on one exposed stand. Luca stacked recorders, testing batteries with clicks. "Vans fueled. Pistols cleaned. You call abort, we pull both."

		"No abort." Eleanor crossed to Sylvia, leash refastened quick, clip snapping home. Tugged her back to table, bodies brushing side by side. Sylvia's breath hitched, waist yielding under palm again. "Pet stands. Evidence drops. Vote seals."

		Sylvia gripped the table edge, knuckles bone-white. "Public. Everyone sees the chain." Voice trailed, eyes on the blueprint's east garage mark. Luca busied with earpieces, twisting wires. Room hummed screens, air conditioner kicking on with a rattle. Eleanor's hand slid up Sylvia's spine, collar leather warm under fingers. "Yours to show." Leash wrapped once around her fist, pulling Sylvia's chin level. Their breaths synced ragged, Luca's chair scrape distant now. Sylvia nodded fraction, thumb pressing collar harder. "Proof. Buys the table."

		Pressure snapped in Eleanor like a wire, mouth crashing Sylvia's hard. Teeth nipped lower lip, tongue shoving deep, tasting salt and earlier slick. Sylvia gasped into it, hands fisting Eleanor's shirt front, pulling tight. Leash yanked taut between them, chain links biting palm. Luca coughed loud, chair shoved back. "I'll. Uh. Check vans." Door banged shut behind him, footsteps fading hall. Eleanor spun Sylvia against table edge, hips pinning, leash looped over a coat rack hook overhead. Sylvia's thighs parted instinct, knees bracketing one boot. Eleanor's free hand yanked her shirt hem up, palm flat on belly skin, dipping lower to jeans button. Popped it, zipper teeth rasping down. "Need this." Eleanor ground out against her neck, teeth grazing collar edge. Fingers plunged in, cupping mound through cotton, heat soaking immediate. Sylvia bucked, clit ridge hard under thumb press. "Donna." Sylvia's hands clawed her belt, buckle clinking free. Shoved pants down thighs, fist wrapping shaft, stroking base to tip rough. Precum slicked her grip, thumb circling slit. Eleanor groaned low, two fingers hooking Sylvia's panties aside, sliding knuckle-deep into wet channel. Walls clamped hot, juices dripping wrist. Sylvia's hips rolled, fucking the thrust, leash rattling rack above. "More." Sylvia panted, free hand shoving Eleanor's shirt up, nails raking ribs. Mouth latched nipple, teeth grazing areola, suck pulling chest tight. Eleanor added third finger, stretch burning sweet, thumb mashing clit hood back, circling nub direct. Sylvia's walls fluttered spasm, thighs quaking. She pumped harder, slick sounds filling chamber, screens flickering forgotten. Sylvia's fist tightened shaft, stroking frantic, other hand bracing table as she arched. "Gonna." Hips slammed fingers deeper, g-spot ridge swelling under curl. "Come." Eleanor bit collar leather, leash fist yanking Sylvia's head back, throat exposed. Thumb ground clit circles punishing, fingers scissoring wide. Sylvia shattered, cunt pulsing floods, soaking Eleanor's palm to elbow. Juices puddled stool seat, thighs slick trails. Her fist jerked Eleanor's cock twice more, tip weeping, before knees buckled. Eleanor pulled fingers free, slick strings snapping air. Spun her around, bent Sylvia chest-down on table, leash taut from rack. Pants shoved to ankles, ass cheeks spread wide, pink hole winking. Cockhead nudged folds, sliding up to tap clit once, twice. "Inside." Sylvia pushed back, hips circling beg. Eleanor thrust home, balls slapping ass, channel gripping velvet vice. Pace brutal immediate, table inching across tile with thuds. Leash held her pinned, cheek smushed on proofs scatter, Zurich diagram sticking gummed. Sylvia's hand snaked back, nails digging hip bone. "Harder. Fuck the doubt out."

		Eleanor gripped waist both hands, slamming deep, pubic bone grinding cervix. Sweat beaded scar track, dripping Sylvia's back. Cock throbbed vein bulge against walls, head battering end. Grunts punched air, Sylvia's cunt milking pulls, aftershocks rippling. Eleanor's balls drew tight, release coiling base. "Mine." Snapped hips final, burying root-deep, cum jetting hot ropes, filling overflow down thighs. They slumped table, breaths heaving, leash slack drip sweat. Eleanor's cock slipped free, spend stringing pucker to folds. She straightened slow, pants tugged up, buckle clicked shut. Sylvia pushed up, jeans yanked on crooked, zipper snagging pubic curl. She rubbed it absently, collar thumbed steady. "Plan holds."

		Eleanor unhooked leash, coiled it pocket. Gathered proofs, restacked neat. Door banged open, Luca striding back, eyes anywhere but table sheen. "Vans set." He dropped a duffel center, zip rasping. Inside: extra recorders, zip-ties coiled, earpiece cases. Eleanor nodded, folder tucked under arm. Sylvia at her side, leash clipped fresh, chain whisper. "Syndicate hall. Four days."

		Luca traced exit tunnel pencil, red line fresh. "Table oaths at eight. Recorder live by seven-forty. Vote called post."

		Sylvia leaned blueprint, finger on hall aisle. "Pet stands left flank. Leash visible. Draws eyes."

		Pressure eased fraction, plan locked solid now, bodies synced fresh. Eleanor's hand brushed Sylvia's low back, thumb dip press. Sylvia leaned in, hip bump light. Luca snapped blueprint rolled. "My plant signals with napkin fold. Chianti poured, aisle clear ten counts."

		Eleanor circled table once more, boot scuff tile. Every piece slotted: proofs, audio, exit, pet's stand. Greco's barriers mapped, fragile under weight. Sylvia tugged leash gentle, testing hold. "We execute."

		Door latch turned under Eleanor's palm, hall light spilling gold now, sunset slant through high windows. Leash led forward, strides locked, Luca's steps echo behind. Syndicate threshold waited, hall doors distant gleam.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 22

		

		The Syndicate Threshold

		

		

		Doors swung inward on oiled hinges, the syndicate hall's chill slapping Sylvia's face like a wet rag. Crystal chandeliers hung low over the long oak table, catching light from tall arched windows that framed the darkening Sicilian hills. Voices buzzed thick, forty syndicate members in tailored suits and silk dresses crammed shoulder to shoulder, cigar smoke curling toward vaulted ceilings. Eleanor tugged the leash once, chain links jangling soft against her palm. Sylvia's boots hit polished marble, each step echoing louder than the last. Luca peeled off left, vanishing into the crowd toward a side door marked with a faded Chianti bottle label. She scanned faces, collar tight under her jaw where sweat already prickled. Antonio Greco held court at the table's head, his pinky ring glinting as he gestured with a tumbler of amber liquor. Gray temples slicked back, eyes like chipped flint. He nodded to a woman in emerald velvet beside him, her fingers drumming the armrest of her chair. Unknown. The hidden ally, maybe. Sylvia's thumb grazed the leather band at her throat, nails picking at a loose stitch. Eleanor guided her to the left flank, ten paces from the table's edge. Leash coiled loose in her fist, visible chain draping Sylvia's hip. Heads turned, murmurs rippling out. A man with a gold pinky cuff pinched his cigar, ash flaking onto his lapel. Sylvia planted her feet, folder of proofs heavy in Eleanor's other hand. Seven-forty on the brass clock above the dais. Recorder live now, Luca's plant tucked under the tablecloth. "Seats," Greco called, voice cutting the din like a blade through silk. Chairs scraped, bodies settling. Eleanor stayed standing, leash taut. Sylvia mirrored her, wide hips squared, the denim still crooked from earlier in the chamber. Heat lingered between her thighs, a sticky reminder. Greco lifted his glass. "Oaths first. Empire holds." The room chorused back, words slurred on whiskey tongues. Sylvia's fingers flexed at her sides, itching for the papers. Eleanor's boot nudged her calf, signal clear. Wait. Oaths dragged, each capo droning loyalty to the Bassett line, hands on crested daggers passed down the table. Sylvia counted breaths, eight, nine, ten. A napkin folded sharp at the far end, Luca's man signaling clear aisle. Eleanor's free hand rose, palm out. "Donna Bassett," Greco said, leaning forward. "Your piece."

		She stepped up, leash pulling Sylvia half a pace. The chain caught on her belt loop, metal cool against her skin. Eleanor slapped the folder down, pages fanning open. Recordings clicked play from the hidden device, Greco's own voice tinny through speakers: bribes to port officials, shipments rerouted, her brother's name dropped casual like trash. Gasps punched the air. A woman crossed herself, rosary beads clicking. Greco's face stayed blank, but his knuckles whitened on the glass. "Fabrications," he said. "Planted by rivals. You know this game, Eleanor."

		She flipped to ledger photos, timestamps glaring. "Your stamps. Your routes. Syndicate funds bled dry."

		The emerald woman stood, voice slicing in. "Donna Bassett overreaches. My family's logs show clean hands." She tapped a tablet, pulling up manifests that matched Greco's diversions point for point. Hidden ally confirmed. Murmurs swelled, loyalties cracking. Sylvia's gut twisted. Plan cracking too. Attendees shifted, eyes darting between Eleanor and Greco. The vote loomed, deadline ticking. She chewed the inside of her cheek, copper taste blooming. Eleanor's jaw worked silent, folder pages curling under her grip. Greco smirked, leaning back. "Call the vote. Let the syndicate decide."

		No. Not yet. Sylvia's hand shot to the leash, fingers wrapping the chain mid-link. She yanked light, drawing Eleanor's glance. Then louder, boots forward, voice cutting the swell. "I'm her pet."

		Silence dropped hard, chandeliers tinkling faint. Every eye snapped to her. Leash dangled obvious now, collar shadowed under the lights. Sylvia straightened her shoulders, hips swaying deliberate as she closed the gap to the table. "Eleanor Bassett owns me. Collared. Leashed. Question her proofs, you question my testimony. I was there. Saw Greco's men plant the fakes. Heard the calls myself."

		Greco barked a laugh. "A pet? This is your evidence?" His ally snorted, tablet forgotten. Sylvia leaned in, palms flat on oak, voice steady. "Pet or not, I crawled through his warehouses. Smelled the crates. Your crates, Greco. Marked with your falcon sigil." She pointed to the photos, grease stains from her own hands still smudging the edges. Leash stretched taut behind her, Eleanor's presence a hot line at her back. The room stirred. A capo with a salt-and-pepper beard squinted at the images. "Falcon matches. My shipments hit the same ports."

		Another, younger, pulled out a phone. "Logs confirm. Greco's diversions."

		Greco surged up, chair toppling. "Lies! This bitch is Bassett's toy, nothing more."

		Sylvia met his eyes, unflinching. Her fingers traced the collar's edge, tremor hidden in the gesture. "Toy enough to risk my neck for truth. You?"

		Eleanor's hand landed on her shoulder, squeeze firm through denim. Leash slackened a fraction, chain pooling on the table. The emerald woman sat slow, fingers still on her tablet screen. "Recess the vote," someone called from the back. "Verify these."

		Greco's face purpled. "No recess. Vote now."

		Attendees rose halfway, voices overlapping. Sylvia's pulse thrummed in her ears, the hall's air thick with sweat and smoke. Eleanor's thumb pressed the nape of her neck, right over the collar clasp. Sacrifice bought time, but the tipping point balanced knife-edge. Greco's ally whispered urgent in his ear, eyes flicking to the doors. One capo stood fully, dagger drawn halfway. "Donna Bassett. Pet's word weighs. Show the full audio."

		Eleanor nodded sharp, thumbing the recorder. Greco's voice filled the hall again, clearer this time: "Bassett falls, syndicate's mine."

		Murmurs turned to shouts. Sylvia backed a step, leash coiling tight in Eleanor's fist. Greco slammed his tumbler down, glass shattering shards across the table. His hand dipped toward his jacket pocket. She froze, wide hips bumping the table edge. Eleanor's grip yanked her clear, body shielding half. The room held its breath, daggers glinting under lights, the syndicate teetering. Greco's fingers closed on nothing, ally grabbing his wrist. "Not here."

		Sylvia's nails dug into her palms, half-moons blooming red. Attendees pressed forward, chairs shoving back. Eleanor's breath hit her ear hot. "Hold."

		The salt-and-pepper capo raised his voice. "Evidence stands. Vote Greco out."

		Half the hall roared yes, the other half bellowed no. Fists hit table, crystal rattling. Sylvia's boots slipped on a glass shard, Eleanor's arm snaking her waist to steady. Leash bit skin where it twisted. Greco spun toward them, eyes feral. "You think this ends me?" Spit flew from his lips. His ally bolted for the side door, Luca's shadow blocking it. Sylvia twisted the chain around her fist, anchoring. The hall churned, bodies surging. One woman grabbed Greco's arm, nails raking. He shoved her off, stumbling into the table. Eleanor's folder scattered, pages fluttering like confetti. Sylvia lunged, snatching the key ledger photo before it hit the floor. "Here! Falcon crates. Dates match."

		The young capo with the phone nodded, holding it high. "Verified. Greco's done."

		Shouts peaked, a wave crashing. Greco backed toward the dais, jacket flapping open on an empty holster. His face twisted, scar under his eye pulling tight. Sylvia pressed against Eleanor's side, leash tangled between them. The room's breath hung collective, vote seconds from snap. One wrong word, one shove, and it spilled to blood. Greco pointed a shaking finger. "This pet whore lies for her mistress."

		Sylvia stepped forward again, voice cracking the chaos. "Prove it."

		Attendees froze, eyes on her collar, the leash glinting. Eleanor's hand clenched her hip, bruising grip. The salt-and-pepper capo banged his dagger hilt on wood. "Vote now. All in favor of exposure?"

		Hands rose slow, then fast. Count climbing. Greco's ally slumped against the wall, Luca's zip-ties clicking shut. The hall pulsed, air electric with decision. Sylvia's thumb rubbed the collar raw, waiting for the fall.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 23

		

		The Traitor's Exposure

		

		

		Hands shot up across the hall, knuckles white on chair arms, the count ripping through the din like bullets. "Twenty-seven," the salt-and-pepper capo barked, dagger scraping wood as he tallied. Greco's face drained gray, his scar twitching under the chandelier glare. Sylvia's thumb ground harder into the collar's edge, skin peeling pink. Eleanor's fingers dug into her hipbone, nails catching denim threads. "Twenty-eight." A woman in a fox-fur stole nodded sharp, her rings clinking. Greco lunged half a step, shoe sole squeaking on spilled Chianti. "Lies! All planted by her." He jabbed at Sylvia, spit flecking his chin. The young capo with the phone scrolled faster, screen glow carving his cheekbones. "Timestamps match the ledgers. Falcon crates unloaded Palermo docks, third Tuesday last month."

		Sylvia twisted the leash chain tighter around her knuckles, metal biting in. Voices layered over each other, Italian curses tangling with Sicilian drawls. Eleanor's pulse knocked her temples. She scanned the room, clocking the exit points, Luca's bulk still pinning Greco's ally by the oak paneling. One shift in the count, and knives came out. Greco's empty holster flapped like a flag of surrender. "Thirty-two against exposure," the capo continued, voice gravel over the rumble. "Favor?" Murmurs swelled. Sylvia stepped forward again, leash pulling taut between them. Eleanor's grip slipped a fraction, sweat slicking her palm. Sylvia cleared her throat, the sound slicing quiet for a beat. "He paid my passage here. Said it was clean work. Then the crates came, bodies inside some. I signed the manifests. Dates here." She thrust the snatched photo high, falcon emblem stark black against yellowed paper. Gasps punched the air. A man in pinstripes squinted, then nodded slow. Greco snarled, twisting toward the dais. "Pet bitch twists truth for her Donna's scraps." Laughter barked from the back, chairs scraping as bodies leaned in. Sylvia's chin lifted, collar glinting. "Call me pet. Call me whore. I signed them. You ordered them." Her voice held, steady over the swell. Eleanor's chest tightened. That public bite, the leash on display for every capo's stare, it carved deeper than any blade. The salt-and-pepper capo's eyes narrowed. "Testimony noted. Final count. All favor exposure?" Hands rocketed up, a forest of them, wives and underbosses joining late. "Forty-one yes. Greco exposed. Neutralized." The words landed flat, final. Hammer blow without the gavel. Chaos cracked open. Greco staggered back, bumping the dais edge, brass lamp wobbling. Two capos in wool overcoats grabbed his elbows, zip-ties rasping out. He bucked, elbow clipping one's jaw, blood spraying a white cuff. "Bassett! This ain't over!" His shout drowned in the roar, chairs toppling as men surged forward, some clapping shoulders, others yelling into phones. Luca hauled Greco's ally upright, frog-marching him past the crystal decanters. Glass crunched under boots. The fox-fur woman scooped a ledger page, folding it into her clutch with a wink Eleanor's way. Sylvia sagged against her side, leash coiling loose on the floorboards. Eleanor's arm hooked her waist, pulling close amid the press. Bodies jostled, cologne and cigar smoke thick. Greco thrashed as they dragged him center aisle, his jacket ripping at the seam. "Vote's rigged! Bassett blood bought it!" One capo backhanded him quiet, the slap echoing. Phones flashed, capturing the arrest, videos already pinging syndicate chats. Eleanor maneuvered them toward the hall's flank, Sylvia's boot nudging a dropped cigar stub. The salt-and-pepper capo caught her eye, nodding once before bellowing orders. "Clear the hall. Empire holds." Attendees funneled out side doors, murmurs buzzing like hornets. The young capo pocketed his phone, slapping Eleanor's shoulder. "Clean work, Donna. He rots in Ustica by dawn."

		Greco's curses faded under the mezzanine, guards hauling him down stone steps. The fox-fur woman paused by them, breath mint sharp. "Your pet's got spine. Keep her leashed tight." She sauntered off, stole trailing. Sylvia's fingers flexed on the chain, knuckles raw. The hall emptied in waves, crystal clinking as decanters got pocketed, chairs righted haphazard. Luca lingered by the exit, thumbs hooked in his belt, nodding approval before slipping out. Last stragglers banged doors shut, boots echoing into corridors. Silence dropped heavy, broken only by a settling ash tray rattle. Eleanor scanned the wreckage. Shards glittered under chandeliers, wine pooling dark by the dais. Ledgers lay scattered, edges curled. Sylvia stood straight now, leash draped over her forearm like a scarf. The collar sat snug, buckle catching light. Eleanor's thumb traced her own scar above the brow, skin puckered tight. Costs stacked visible: Sylvia's throat marked red from her thumb's rub, leash links dented from twists, that testimony hanging raw in the air for every ear. "You held," Eleanor said, voice low against the quiet. Sylvia's eyes flicked up, lashes clumped from some unshed thing. "Had to. Deadline snapped." Her fingers untwisted the chain slow, links chiming soft. Eleanor tugged the leash light, drawing her closer. Marble chilled through her soles. The hall smelled of spilled Barolo now, sour over leather polish. "They saw it all. Collar. Chain. Your words." Sylvia nodded, hip bumping Eleanor's. "Let them. Proved the crates. Proved him."

		Greco's holster strap lay abandoned by the table leg, leather frayed. Eleanor toed it aside. Empire secured, barriers dust, but the weight pressed different now. Her brother's shadow lingered in Greco's snarls, that old grief sharpening under ribs. Sylvia's hand brushed her wrist, warm against cooling sweat. Attendees' echoes died fully, doors latched distant. The syndicate hall sprawled empty, chandeliers dimming automatic. Sylvia shifted weight, boot scraping glass. "What now?" Her voice scratched, testimony's toll. Eleanor coiled the leash around her fist, slack gone. "We walk." She nodded toward the far archway, stillness corridor beyond. Sylvia's waist curved under her palm, supple give. They stepped together, leash humming between thighs, shards crunching faint underfoot. The arch loomed, soft lights pooling ahead. Eleanor's free hand found Sylvia's nape, thumb pressing the collar's pulse point. Steady throb. Sylvia leaned in a fraction, breath syncing. Doors swung wide behind, final guard muttering out. Hall sealed empty. Sylvia's fingers laced Eleanor's belt loop, tugging playful. "Won't forget that backhand." Eleanor snorted, scar itching under fingertip. "Deserved two." Laughter bubbled low from Sylvia, easing the knot in Eleanor's gut. They crossed the threshold, corridor swallowing noise. Marble gleamed underfoot, walls lined tapestries heavy with dust motes. Leash swayed rhythmic. Sylvia's hip nudged again, warmth cutting chill. Eleanor's grip tightened nape, guiding. A loose thread snagged Eleanor's mind, Greco's final spit: "This ain't over." Ustica cells held worse. Still. Sylvia's thumb grazed her wrist bone now, mirroring old habits. Corridor stretched quiet, private quarters distant. Sylvia halted mid-stride, turning face to face. Leash draped their boots. "Costs?" she asked, eyes direct. Eleanor met it, thumb stroking buckle. "Visible. All." Sylvia nodded slow, fingers tracing Eleanor's scar line, light pressure. Skin tingled. They resumed, steps matched. Tapestry fringes brushed Eleanor's shoulder, silk worn. Sylvia's breath evened, hip steady against hers. Empire hummed beyond walls, stable. Eleanor's palm slid to Sylvia's lower back, fingers splaying wide hips. Supple yield. Leash pulled taut one beat, then loose. Corridor curved gentle, lights warming. Sylvia's pinky hooked Eleanor's seam, holding. "Together," she said, not question. Eleanor squeezed waist. "Together." Archway opened wider, quarters scent faint ahead, leather and wood. They pressed on, chain chiming soft.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 24

		

		The Stillness Corridor

		

		

		Sylvia's pinky stayed hooked in Eleanor's seam, the denim rough under her nail. Marble chilled her soles through thin socks, each step echoing faint off the tapestries. Dust swirled in the soft lights, catching like ash from a snuffed candle. Leash chimed again, low and steady, pulling her hip closer to Eleanor's thigh. She traced her throat with her free hand, nail scraping the collar's edge where it chafed from the hall's sweat. Skin there felt raw, salty. Eleanor slowed first, boot scraping a grout line. Her palm pressed wider on Sylvia's lower back, fingers digging into the dip above her ass. "That vote. Greco's eyes when they dragged him." Voice flat, like reading a menu. Sylvia nodded, thumb still on Eleanor's wrist bone, feeling the tendon jump. "Almost bought it with his ally bullshit. If I'd choked on those words..." She trailed off, picturing the syndicate faces turning, the leash yanking her forward like a noose. Her gut twisted, remembering the burn in her cheeks, every eye on the collar. Fingers pressed harder into her throat now, nail biting skin. "You didn't." Eleanor's thumb hooked the leash's slack, reeling it inch by inch until Sylvia's belly bumped her belt buckle. Heat seeped through wool skirt. "Bought us the gap. Cost you public, though."

		Sylvia swallowed spit, metallic from the hall's tension. "Yeah. Pet on display. Leash out for all those suits." She nudged her hip forward, grinding deliberate against Eleanor's thigh. "Felt like stripping in the town square back home. Folks whispering about the fat girl chasing scraps."

		Eleanor's scar twitched under the light, white line stark against her brow. She cupped Sylvia's jaw, tilting it up. Thumb smeared a smudge of hall grime across her cheekbone. "Scraps? You yanked his chain harder than I ever did." Fingers slid to the collar's buckle, unclasping it slow. Metal clicked open, cool air hitting sweat-damp skin. Leash end dangled free in her fist. Sylvia shivered, shoulders rolling back. No weight now, just ghost pressure. She grabbed Eleanor's belt loop tighter, yanked her off balance a step. "Neglect leaves marks, you know? Folks like me, we learn early. Dad's eyes sliding past at dinner, mom's sighs when I asked for seconds. Like I took up space they forgot to budget for." Voice cracked on "budget," stupid word popping up from some old grocery list memory. She hooked her fingers in Eleanor's waistband, tugging denim lower, exposing the V of hip bone. Eleanor exhaled through her nose, sharp. Dropped the collar to the floor with a clink. Her hand slid under Sylvia's blouse, palm flat on bare stomach, calluses scraping navel. "Brother pulled that too. Betrayed the whole line for a quick score. Left me holding the estate, grief chewing the corners." She pressed forward, pinning Sylvia to the tapestry wall. Silk bunched under her ass, threads snagging skirt hem. Eleanor's knee nudged her thighs apart, long leg muscle flexing against inner seam. Sylvia gasped, knees buckling a fraction. Fabric rasped her palms as she gripped Eleanor's ass through jeans, squeezing firm globes. "Grief sharpens you. Makes commands bite." She rocked her pussy against Eleanor's thigh, wool skirt hiking up, clit throbbing direct on denim ridge. Wetness soaked through already, slick trail marking the fabric. Eleanor's mouth crashed down, teeth nipping Sylvia's lower lip until copper bloomed. Tongue shoved in, tasting hall coffee and salt. She ground her thigh harder, boot planted wide. Fingers unbuttoned Sylvia's blouse one-handed, popping pearl disks to her navel. Bra shoved up, heavy tits spilling free, nipples peaking in the corridor chill. "Yours hits different. That tremble under the collar. Like you finally got fed."

		Sylvia moaned into her mouth, hips bucking sloppy. One hand dove between them, palming Eleanor's cunt through jeans, zipper teeth biting her palm. Heat pulsed there, seam darkening wet. "Fed. Yeah. Neglect starves slow." She fumbled Eleanor's fly open, shoving hand inside, past cotton briefs. Fingers found swollen lips, slick folds parting easy. Middle finger sank knuckle-deep into tight heat, walls clenching greedy. Eleanor bucked, growl vibrating Sylvia's teeth. They staggered sideways, Eleanor's back hitting opposite wall. Tapestry arm tangled in her hair, yanking strands free. Sylvia pumped her finger slow, thumb circling Eleanor's clit hood, swollen nub peeking out. Juices coated her knuckles, dripping warm down her wrist. Eleanor's free hand yanked Sylvia's skirt to her waist, panties wrenched aside. Rough fingers speared her pussy, two at once, stretching full. Sylvia yelped, thighs quaking, inner muscles fluttering around the invasion. "Close to losing this," Eleanor muttered, scissoring fingers deep, hitting that spongy spot that made Sylvia's vision spot. "Greco's play. Your throat bare in that hall." She curled her digits, grinding palm on Sylvia's clit, coarse skin dragging sparks. Sylvia whined, free hand clawing Eleanor's shoulder, nails digging through shirt. She added a second finger to Eleanor's cunt, thrusting tandem, feeling ridges pulse. "Almost lost you. That vote swinging his way." Hips slammed forward, pussy slurping wet around Eleanor's hand. Sweat trickled her cleavage, tits bouncing heavy with each jolt. Eleanor's thumb flicked her right nipple, pinching until it throbbed purple. Corridor lights hummed overhead, casting their shadows long, distorted like warped dolls. Marble bit Sylvia's heels as she toed off socks, bare skin slapping cold stone. Eleanor's boot kicked her legs wider, fingers pistoning faster, squelch echoing off walls. Sylvia's juices trailed down her thigh, pooling at Eleanor's wrist. She twisted her hand in Eleanor's pussy, palm slapping mound, clit grinding her heel. Eleanor broke the kiss, spit stringing their lips. Nosed Sylvia's jaw, teeth grazing collarbone bruise from earlier yank. "Choose it now. No almosts." Voice gravel, hips rolling into Sylvia's fist. Sylvia nodded frantic, forehead bumping Eleanor's scar. "Choose. You. This." She hooked her fingers inside, stroking that front wall until Eleanor spasmed, walls milking hard. Thigh between Sylvia's legs flexed rigid, denim soaked black. Orgasm hit Eleanor first, cunt gushing slick over Sylvia's hand, thighs clamping her wrist like a vise. She bit Sylvia's trapezius, muffled groan shaking both. Sylvia followed seconds later, pussy convulsing around Eleanor's fingers, clit pulsing under relentless palm. Cum squirted shallow, splattering Eleanor's jeans cuff, her own thighs. Knees nearly gave, held up by Eleanor's frame and the wall. They slumped together, breaths sawing ragged, foreheads pressed. Fingers stayed buried, twitching lazy aftershocks. Eleanor withdrew first, hand gleaming with Sylvia's cream. Brought fingers to Sylvia's mouth, shoving them past teeth. Sylvia sucked clean, tongue laving salt and tang, eyes watering from stretch. Eleanor mirrored, licking Sylvia's hand dry, swallowing her own spend with a hum. They straightened slow, skirts tugged down, blouses rebuttoned crooked. Leash stayed on the floor, forgotten. Sylvia laced fingers proper with Eleanor's, palm sweaty, lifeline crease slick. Traced her throat again, skin tender without the collar's bite. "Quarters," Eleanor said, nodding ahead. Archway glowed warmer now, leather scent stronger, mixed with their musk. Sylvia squeezed her hand, thumb rubbing scar edge absent. "Yeah." They stepped off together, boots and bare feet marking the marble wet streak behind. Chain glinted discarded, corridor swallowing their steps. Private door loomed, latch brass catching light. Eleanor's pinky hooked Sylvia's seam again, tugging light. Sylvia grinned, hip bumping thigh. Door handle chilled her palm as she reached.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 25

		

		The Resolved Gathering

		

		

		Sylvia’s palm flattened against the brass latch. Metal chilled her skin right through, but she twisted anyway. Hinge squeaked low under the pressure. Eleanor caught her wrist mid-turn. Skin still tacky between their knuckles from before. “Not yet.” She tugged back, gentle enough her nails didn’t dig crescents. Sylvia’s fingers uncurled slow. Handle sprang free with a click. “What.” Sylvia rubbed her own wrist, thumb circling the pulse point. Voice flat, not quite question. “Hall first.” Eleanor nodded back the way they’d come. Corridor stretched dim already, bootprints smudged faint on marble where knees had dragged. “Luca’s waiting. Needs to say it proper.” Leash glinted under the archway lamp, chain coiled like spilled milk. She stooped, scooped it one-handed. Leather loop heavy in fist, links rattling soft. Sylvia eyed the thing. Traced her throat again, nails scraping faint red line where buckle had chafed raw earlier. “Say what.” Not asking. Statement hung, expectant. Eleanor clipped the lead to Sylvia’s collar. Snap echoed off stone walls. Slack fed out two feet, then taut when she yanked light. Sylvia stepped forward automatic, bare soles slapping cool tile. “His piece. Empire’s piece. You’ll see.” She turned, boot heels cracking purposeful. Chain dragged a hairline scrape behind. They backtracked the stillness corridor. Lamps flickered warmer at this end, casting long their shadows merged at the hip. Sylvia’s skirt hem swung loose, denim patch darkening her thigh where slick had seeped. Eleanor’s jeans clung stiff at the cuff, salt crust flaking under denim threads. Air hung thick with olive oil from kitchen vents somewhere below, undercut by their own spent tang clinging to clothes. Sylvia shortened her steps to match. Chain jerked when Eleanor lengthened stride once, accident. “Sorry.” Sylvia’s free hand flexed at her side, fingers curling toward Eleanor’s belt loop like magnet. Didn’t quite touch. “Keep up.” Eleanor slowed fraction. Thumb rubbed the scar bisecting her brow, scab flaking under nail. Itch came from nowhere, right when thoughts snagged on Antonio’s face mid-fall, eyes gone wide like he’d swallowed glass. Gone now. Exiled permanent, papers signed before hall cleared. Syndicate vote sealed it, no appeals. Archway to syndicate hall loomed. Doors stood propped half-open, hinges groaning on breeze from cracked window high up. Inside, chandeliers dimmed to amber pools on oak tables. Chairs shoved crooked, papers rustled faint across empty floor. Echo of two hundred boots still rang in Eleanor’s ears, votes called sharp then fists on wood. Luca Rossi paced the dais. Suit jacket slung over chair back, shirt sleeves rolled to elbows. Cufflinks glinted gold when he turned, caught her eye first. Mid-forties, salt hair cropped military, jaw shadowed blue from twenty-hour day. He stopped, straightened shoulders. “Donna.” Nod dipped chin precise. Eyes flicked to Sylvia, chain, back up neutral. “Luca.” Eleanor unclipped the leash mid-stride. Let it dangle loose from her belt, chain whispering against wool skirt. Sylvia drifted to table edge, hip bumped polished edge. Fingers drummed wood grain, nails picking at varnish bubble. He pulled envelope from inner pocket. Wax seal cracked under thumb, red flake dusting lapel. “Official. Syndicate courier brought it ten minutes back.” Slid across table toward her. Paper crackled crisp, ink black and stamped. Eleanor snatched it. Thumb slit seam, unfolded single sheet. Words blurred second under hall’s low light, then sharpened. Permanent exile enacted. Antonio Greco and associates barred from Sicilian territories, assets seized per vote 28-4. Loyalty reaffirmed. Donna Bassett commended for decisive action. Effective immediate. Luca cleared throat. “They’re calling it cleanest purge in a decade. No blood on floors.” Paused, toed a scuff mark near podium. Black rubber streak from someone’s heel. “Your evidence held. Recordings especially. Man’s own voice, damning.”

		Sylvia leaned over shoulder, breath warm on Eleanor’s neck. Read silent, lips shaping words quiet. Finished, straightened. “Good.” One word. Fingers traced collar edge again, tugged buckle tighter against skin. Eleanor folded paper, tucked pocket inside jacket. Weight settled solid against ribs. “And you.” Stepped toward Luca. Long legs ate distance, boots thudding hollow. “Promotion’s in there too?”

		He nodded once. Slow blink, like processing. “Capo regime. North sector.” Hand rubbed nape, knuckles blanching white. “Didn’t expect it this fast. Thought probation first.”

		“Earned.” Eleanor clapped shoulder firm. Muscle bunched under palm, years of favors repaid in that grip. “You held the flank when his ally surfaced. Gave us the vote swing.”

		Luca snorted soft. Glanced at Sylvia, then floor. “Yeah, well. Her play with the testimony.” Jerked chin her way. “Pet or not, that was brass. Crowd ate it up.”

		Sylvia’s nails stilled on collar. Chewed inner cheek, salt bloom on tongue. Didn’t speak. Eleanor’s scar itched again. Thumb pressed harder, flake blood-specked under nail. Brother’s face flashed, same jaw set as Luca’s now, before the knife twist. Grief knotted gut low, but she swallowed it down. “We’ve all changed.” Voice gravel edged. “You most. No more second to traitors.”

		He met her eyes level. “Lost my brother to this life. Watched him chase power like it’d fill the hole.” Paused, breath hitching fraction. “You pulled me back. Her too.” Nodded Sylvia’s direction. “Collars and chains aside, you’re solid now. Both.”

		Sylvia shifted foot. Bare heel ground marble grit, tiny crunch under weight. “Thanks.” Quiet. Fingers hooked Eleanor’s belt loop this time, tugged light like question. Luca buttoned jacket. Cufflinks clicked shut. “Empire’s stable. No ripples expected. I’ll handle patrols tonight.” Stepped back from dais. “Get rest, Donna. You earned it.”

		Eleanor gripped his forearm brief. “Report dawn. Private quarters.”

		“Done.” He turned for side door, jacket flapping on stride. Hinge whined shut behind, latch snicked final. Hall fell quieter. Chandeliers ticked faint, glass pendants cooling. Breeze rattled papers loose on far table, one fluttered to floor like dying moth. Sylvia’s thumb rubbed Eleanor’s seam, denim thread popping under pressure. “Dawn report.” Mimicked low, teasing lilt. “Bossy even now.”

		Eleanor spun, caught her waist. Palms spanned wide hips, thumbs dimpling supple give. “Always.” Leash yanked slack taut again, chain rattling across boot toe. Sylvia stumbled forward half-step, breasts brushing placket buttons. Lips met messy, teeth clacking first then tongues. Salt lingered from earlier, mixed with hall’s polish wax underfoot. Eleanor’s hands slid lower, cupped ass cheeks full, squeezed until skirt bunched. Sylvia moaned into mouth, hips rocking forward insistent. Not here. Eleanor broke off, forehead bump Sylvia’s. “Quarters.” Voice thick. Chain wrapped fist once, pulled toward exit. Sylvia nodded, lips swollen red. “Yeah.” Followed close, bare feet padding silent now beside boot cracks. They crossed threshold reverse. Corridor lamps brighter here, washing skin yellow. Leash fed shorter, Sylvia’s shoulder brushing thigh constant. Halfway, Eleanor stopped. Unclipped again, chain pooling at Sylvia’s feet. “Pick it.” Nodded down. Sylvia knelt smooth. Links scooped double-handed, cool metal kissing palms. Rose, offered loop up. Eyes steady, no tremor. Eleanor threaded wrist through leather. Slack out two feet. Tugged once. Sylvia stepped exact. Private door reappeared. Brass latch gleamed same chill. But Sylvia hung back second. “He’s right.” Voice soft. “Changed.”

		Eleanor’s scar throbbed dull. “All of us.” Hand covered hers on handle. Twisted together. Door swung in. Hinge sigh welcomed. Bed loomed shadow straight ahead, linens rumpled from yesterday. Air thick with lavender sachets in drawer, undercut by leather polish. Sylvia kicked door shut behind. Boots off first, thudding corner. “Bed.” Pushed Eleanor back step by step, hands fisting shirt. Mattress dipped under weight. Eleanor sprawled, legs splayed wide. Sylvia climbed over, knees bracketing hips. Skirt hiked waist, no barrier. Pussy lips parted slick on boxer seam, heat soaking cotton instant. “Fuck.” Eleanor gripped thighs, thumbs stroking inner crease. Skin quivered under touch. Sylvia ground down slow, clit dragging fabric teeth. Unbuttoned blouse frantic. Sylvia’s breasts spilled free, nipples peaked dark. Eleanor latched mouth, sucked hard. Tongue flicked peak relentless, teeth grazing areola edge. Sylvia arched, gasp punched air. Hand dove between. Fingers parted folds soaked, two slid knuckle-deep easy. Walls clamped velvet hot, milking curl. Sylvia bucked, cream coating wrist. “More.” Sylvia’s hand yanked Eleanor’s fly. Zipper rasped, boxers shoved. Cock no, wait, cunt bare under. Fingers plunged reciprocal, g-spot hooked firm. They rutted messy. Hips snapped wet slaps, thighs slicking sweat. Sylvia’s free hand pinched own nipple twist, moan garbled. Eleanor’s scar pressed mattress, brow furrowed sting. Climax built grind. Sylvia first, cunt spasming vise. Squirt arced hot, splattering Eleanor’s navel pool. Walls fluttered after, greedy suck. Eleanor chased. Fingers crooked brutal, thumb mashed clit hood. Came grinding palm, gush mixing Sylvia’s on sheets. Thighs locked, quads knotted rope. Panted stacked. Fingers stayed lodged, twitching lazy. Sylvia collapsed chest to chest, nipple trapped arm crook. Eleanor stroked spine. Vertebrae bumps under palm. “Ours.”

		Sylvia hummed agreement. Nuzzled scar. “Yeah.”

		Leash draped bedpost casual, chain glint in lamp glow. Door to hall sealed shut. Dawn waited outside. Luca’s voice echoed mind faint. Stable. Sylvia’s breath evened slow. Eleanor stared ceiling crack, plaster hairline from quake last spring. Thumb resumed scar rub, scab gone soft now. Bed creaked shift. Sylvia rolled off, tugged sheets up knees. “Sleep.”

		Eleanor nodded dark. Arm slung waist pull close. Hip socket fit perfect. Syndicate hall doors would close permanent tomorrow. Empire hummed on. Sylvia’s fingers traced Eleanor’s throat this time. Nail dipped hollow. “Night.”

		“Night.” Door latch from hall clicked distant, guard shift change. Boots faded corridor. They drifted under weight shared. Chain swayed faint breeze vent. Morning light would filter east window first. Luca’s knock on schedule. But now, skin to skin sealed. Sylvia’s leg hooked thigh drape. Cunt lips brushed incidental, aftershocks twitch. Eleanor’s hand cupped breast possess. Nipple thumbed lazy circle. Hall empty echoed no more. Victory paper crackled pocket faint. Doors to past swung shut. Sylvia snored soft start. Eleanor smiled jaw ache. Syndicate stable. Them too. Pinky hooked seam again. Tugged light. Sylvia mumbled sleep-thick. “Bossy.”

		Always. Eleanor closed eyes. Scar cooled final. Dawn knock would come. Luca promoted. Empire hers. Sylvia’s. Ours. Sheets tangled feet. Leash chain settled still. Hall doors closed behind. Departed.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 26

		

		The Morning Routine

		

		

		Sunlight sliced through the east window slats, painting stripes across the tangled sheets. Sylvia's eyes cracked open to the knock, sharp and on time. Three raps, pause, two more. Luca. She shifted, Eleanor's arm heavy across her waist, fingers still curled loose around her hip bone. The leash chain hung limp from the bedpost, silver links cool in the warming air. Eleanor stirred, palm sliding up to cup her breast again, thumb flicking the nipple once before release. "Yeah," she called, voice gravel from sleep. Door creaked. Luca poked his head in, suit crisp, tie knotted military tight. His eyes flicked past them to the floor, then back. "Donna. Sylvia." Nodded at the collar buckled loose on the nightstand, leather edges scuffed from yesterday's grip. "Syndicate's locked down. Greco's on a boat to nowhere. Permanent."

		Sylvia sat up, sheet pooling at her waist. Her fingers went to her throat, tracing the faint red mark where the buckle had pressed last night. Skin warm there, pulse steady under her nail. "Good," Eleanor said. She swung her legs over the bed edge, feet hitting the Persian rug with a thud. Long legs flexed, quads bunching under pale skin. Stood naked, strode to the armoire without a glance back. "Coffee?"

		Luca lingered in the doorway, one hand on the frame. "Already brewing. Guards say the hall's clear. No loose ends." His gaze dropped to the leash again, then up. "Promotion papers signed. You need me here?"

		Sylvia watched Eleanor's scar catch the light as she pulled on black silk boxers, the white line bisecting her brow like a fresh razor cut. She peeled back the sheet herself, swung out of bed. Cool air hit her thighs, cunt lips sticky from the night. Padded to the bathroom door, paused. "Luca. The garden path. Weeds pushing the gravel again."

		He straightened. "I'll get the crew on it."

		Eleanor snorted from the armoire, shrugging into a linen shirt. Buttons half-done, exposing the dip between her collarbones. "No. Let it grow. Bees need it."

		Sylvia turned, bare feet silent on the heated tiles. "Bees sting the staff. And it looks sloppy from the terrace."

		Luca shifted weight, shoe scuffing the threshold. "I can handle both. Crew prunes selective."

		Eleanor's fingers stilled on a button. "Selective how? Half-assed?"

		Sylvia crossed her arms under her breasts, nipples peaking in the draft from the vent. "Not half-assed. Practical. Guests notice."

		"Guests." Eleanor tugged the shirt tails loose over her hips. "What guests? Empire's ours now."

		Luca cleared his throat. "I'll prune light. Bees stay." Backed out, door clicking shut behind him. Sylvia exhaled through her nose, nostrils flaring. Grabbed the robe from the chairback, emerald silk whispering over her skin as she belted it. The collar waited on the nightstand. She picked it up, leather supple in her palm, buckle glinting. Buckled it herself, chain leash clipping with a snap. Tug tested the fit. Snug, not choking. Eleanor watched from the armoire mirror, shirt open. "Luca's right. It'll settle."

		"Doesn't settle if we let it." Sylvia coiled the leash around her fist, loose loops. "Estate's not a wild patch. Staff trips on it carrying trays."

		Eleanor buttoned the last hole, tucked the shirt. Stepped close, hand on Sylvia's waist, fingers dipping under the robe hem to graze inner thigh. "You want it perfect. I want it alive." Thumb stroked up, parting her folds once, slick from residue. Pulled back. "Coffee first."

		Sylvia uncurled the leash, let it drape over her shoulder. Followed Eleanor to the kitchenette alcove, marble counters gleaming under pendant lights. Espresso machine hissed as Eleanor tamped grounds, the scent bitter and sharp. Sylvia leaned on the island, watching her long fingers work the lever. Pull, steam bloom, drip into porcelain demitasses. "Two sugars?" Eleanor asked. "One. You know." Sylvia's nail picked at a grout line in the marble, white fleck chipping loose. Eleanor slid the cup over, foam heart perfect in the middle. Her own black, steaming. Sipped, scar twitching as she set it down. "Luca's gone tomorrow. Full shift at the docks."

		"Good for him." Sylvia stirred her coffee, spoon clinking. "But the terrace chairs. Upholstery's fading. Sun's brutal."

		Eleanor leaned back against the sink, legs crossed at the ankles. "Leave it. Patina."

		"Patina's code for rot." Sylvia sipped, heat scalding her tongue. Set the cup down harder than needed. "We host next month. Syndicate expects polish."

		"No hosting." Eleanor's voice flattened. "Our space now."

		Sylvia traced her throat again, collar leather creaking faint. "Our space. With weeds and rags? Looks weak."

		Eleanor's hip bumped the counter edge. She reached for the leash end dangling between Sylvia's breasts, tugged light. Chain links chimed. "Weak's Greco's problem. Not ours."

		Sylvia stepped into the pull, robe gaping at the front. Nipples brushed the silk edge. "Estate says power. Clean lines. Managed."

		Eleanor wound the leash around her knuckles, drawing Sylvia flush. Breasts mashed soft, Eleanor's thigh slotting between hers. "Managed like a prison?"

		Sylvia's cunt lips parted on the muscle, slick nudge. She rocked once, breath catching on the pressure. "Like a home."

		Eleanor held her eyes, thumb stroking the chain. "Home's messy. Alive."

		They stood there, coffee cooling, until the machine beep ticked off. Sylvia nodded, small jerk. "Prune half. Chairs recover. Compromise."

		Eleanor's mouth quirked, released the leash. "Deal." Turned to the fridge, pulled prosciutto and figs. Sliced thin with a paring knife, blade whisper on the board. Sylvia watched the knife work, precise arcs. Picked up her cup again, sipped slower. The friction sat between them, not sharp anymore. Routine. She clipped the leash to Eleanor's belt loop casual, chain swaying as she grabbed plates. Set them clacking on the island. Fig half popped juice on her thumb. She licked it off, tart burst. They ate standing, shoulders brushing. Eleanor's knee nudged hers under the counter overhang, playful bump. Sylvia nudged back harder, plate rattling. Laughed low, fig skin sticking to her teeth. Luca's knock came again, softer. Door ajar already. "Donna. Final papers. Exile confirmed. No appeals."

		Eleanor wiped her mouth on a linen napkin, tossed it. "Bring 'em."

		He stepped in, folder crisp under arm. Handed it over, eyes on the leash chain glinting between them. "All set. Syndicate votes unanimous. You're clear."

		Sylvia took a slice of prosciutto, folded it small. Chewed slow, salt blooming. Eleanor flipped pages, scar furrowing as she read. "Good work, Luca. Docks suit you."

		He nodded, heel turning. "Owe you. Both." Door shut quiet. Folder slapped the counter. Eleanor drained her cup, rinsed it in the sink. Water rushed cold. "He's gone. Real."

		Sylvia nodded, finishing her last fig. Pitted it with her thumbnail, seed popping free. "Stable."

		Eleanor dried her hands on a towel, hung it precise over the bar. Turned, eyes on Sylvia's throat. Fingers unclipped the leash from her own belt, reattached it to the collar ring. Tug pulled Sylvia forward, mouths meeting brief. Tongue flick, coffee bitter shared. "Shower?" Eleanor asked, hand cupping Sylvia's ass through silk. Sylvia hummed, fingers hooking Eleanor's waistband. "Yeah."

		They moved to the bath en suite, leash chain dragging faint on tile. Steam filled the glass enclosure fast, water pounding from the rain head. Sylvia dropped the robe, stepped under first. Scald hit her shoulders, rivulets down her spine. Eleanor followed, leash looped over the shower bar hook. Soap lathered between them, Eleanor's palms slick on her wide hips, thumbs digging the dimples above her ass. Sylvia turned, soaped Eleanor's hourglass, fingers tracing the scar's path down to her pubis. Coarse hair sudsed under her nails. They rinsed slow, water sheeting off curves. Leash dripped, chain pattering the floor drain. Dressed after. Sylvia in a sundress, cotton light, no bra. Collar stayed, leash coiled in Eleanor's pocket. Eleanor in linen pants, shirt sleeves rolled to elbows. Forearms corded as she buckled a watch. Back in the main room, sunlight full now, dust motes swirling in beams. Sylvia sat on the chaise, legs tucked. Fingers traced her throat again, leather warm from skin heat. "Eleanor."

		Eleanor paused at the window, looking out at the gravel path. Weeds poked stubborn. Turned. "What."

		Sylvia patted the cushion beside. "Sit."

		She did, thigh heavy against Sylvia's. Leash uncoiled from her pocket, draped across both laps. "That," Sylvia said, nodding at the chain. "Feels right. But."

		Eleanor waited, thumb rubbing the buckle seam. "But before. Neglect. Years of it. Doors always half-open, promises vapor." Sylvia picked at a loose thread on the chaise seam, pulled it free. "This. Collar. Leash. It's solid. But can I keep it? Not fuck it up by needing too much?"

		Eleanor's fingers stilled. She took Sylvia's hand, thumb pressing the palm lines. "My brother. Betrayal gutted me. Made every order a wall." Voice low, even. "This. You. Makes me wonder if I hold too tight. Snap it someday."

		Sylvia nodded, nail scraping her own palm now, red half-moon left. "Same fear. Tight breaks."

		Eleanor squeezed her hand, bones grinding light. "We name it. Loosen when needed."

		"Yeah." Sylvia leaned, forehead to shoulder. Eleanor's shirt smelled of soap and prosciutto faint. "Loosen."

		They sat, leash chain pooling warm between thighs. Eleanor's arm slung her waist, fingers drumming her hip bone. Sylvia's breath synced slow. Window AC hummed, vent rattling a bent slat. "Luca pruned yet?" Sylvia asked after minutes. Eleanor chuckled chest rumble. "Probably. Bees'll bitch."

		Sylvia lifted her head, eyes on the path view. A crew truck rumbled distant, gravel crunch. "Terrace next?"

		Eleanor stood, tugging the leash up. Sylvia rose with it, dress hem swaying. "Walk."

		Chain chimed as they headed for the door, Eleanor's stride pulling her along. Hall boots echoed faint outside. Garden path waited, weeds half-tamed maybe. Sylvia's fingers flexed at her side, empty now. What next on the list?

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 27

		

		The Forgiveness Gesture

		

		

		Gravel crunched under Eleanor's boots first. Sylvia's sandals scraped lighter, the chain between them swinging loose now, links catching sun in dull flashes. The door clicked shut behind, heavy oak muffling the quarters' AC hum. Hallway shadows stretched long from east windows, marble cool against Eleanor's calf where her pant leg rode up. She kept the leash end looped around her wrist, thumb testing the weight. Sylvia's steps matched after two pulls, hips rolling under the sundress hem. Outside air hit thick with jasmine and diesel from the crew truck parked crooked by the fountain. Bees droned fat around the lavender border, one bumping Eleanor's knuckles before veering off. Path curved left past the citrus grove, lemons hanging fat and yellow, a few thumped to ground overnight. Eleanor nudged one with her toe, juice squirting sticky on leather. Sylvia's fingers twitched again, brushing her own thigh this time. Terrace opened ahead, stone tiles laid uneven from last quake. Bougainvillea climbed the balustrade in purple tangles, petals shedding like confetti on the rail. Sea breeze cut the heat, carrying salt and distant ferry horns from Palermo harbor. Benches sat in pairs, cushions faded blue, one with a rip where stuffing poked white. Eleanor scanned automatic. No tails, no vans on the cliff road below. Just Luca's crew half-visible through oleander, loppers snicking branches. Sylvia slowed at the path fork, eyes on the far end where a man knelt by the rosemary hedge. Squat guy, fifties maybe, sweatshirt sleeves pushed to elbows, dirt under nails black as engine grease. He straightened, wiping forehead on a rag tucked in his belt, shears dangling. Matteo. The name slotted in Eleanor's head quick. Low-level runner who'd fed Sylvia's location months back, drunk on grappa and a rival's cash. Indirect, yeah. But the tip snowballed her straight into the capture net. Eleanor had greenlit his demotion to grounds after, no blood. Mercy already. Sylvia halted, chain going taut. Her hand lifted to her throat, index finger dragging slow along the collar edge, nail catching leather. Eleanor watched the tremor start there, fine shake passing to her wrist. "Him," Sylvia said, voice flat, no question. Eleanor nodded once. Thumb quit fiddling the leash. "Matteo. Pruning detail since spring."

		Sylvia exhaled through her nose, sharp like a horse. Fingers dropped, curled into loose fists. She stepped forward, Eleanor matching stride for stride, leash slack but present. Matteo spotted them, rag frozen mid-wipe. His eyes flicked leash to collar to faces, shears clinking to stone. "Donna," he said, dipping chin. Voice gravel from cigarettes. "Pet." Nod to Sylvia, quicker. Sylvia stopped three feet off, gravel dust puffing around her sandals. Eleanor planted beside, legs braced wide, free hand loose at her side. Sun caught the scar over her brow, itching faint. Sylvia's sundress clung damp at the small of her back already. "You," Sylvia said. No preamble. Matteo blinked, rag twisting in his grip. "Me?" He glanced at Eleanor, mouth corners pulling down. "You sold my spot. That bar in Taormina, yeah? Grappa night. Rival cash." Sylvia's voice stayed even, words clipping clean. No yell, no spit. Just facts stacked. Matteo's knees buckled half-inch, rag dropping to dirt. "Pet, I. They pressed. Wife's clinic bills. I didn't mean the full drop."

		Eleanor stayed silent. Leash warm in her palm, Sylvia's pulse visible under skin where collar sat snug. Sylvia nodded, once. Finger back to throat, tracing now steady. "Know. Neglect's my baseline anyway. Half-open doors." She paused, eyes on his dirt-streaked shears. "Forgive you. Clean."

		Matteo gaped, mouth working no sound. Rag forgotten, hands out palms up. "Donna?" Plea edged in. Eleanor shrugged one shoulder. "Heard her."

		He scrambled the shears up, clutched like a cross. "Grazie. Dio." Backed two steps, nearly tripping rosemary sprigs. Turned, boots shuffling fast toward the crew truck, shoulders hunched small. Sylvia watched him go, chest rising slow. Chain shifted as she turned to Eleanor, hip cocked. "No value. He's bottom rung now."

		Eleanor let the leash drop full slack, chain pooling on tile between their feet. Sylvia's waist dipped supple when she breathed deep, dress fabric pulling tight. Thumb pressed her own belt buckle, leather creaking. Matteo's form blurred into oleander, truck door slamming distant. Bees kept droning, unchanged. "Growth," Eleanor said. Not question. Sylvia snorted soft, kicking a petal off her sandal. "Maybe. Felt solid saying it." Hand found the collar again, but flipped it this time, buckle cool under thumb. "Like dropping dead weight. Years of it."

		Eleanor stepped in, closing gap. Leash tangled loose around ankles now. Her palm settled Sylvia's hip, fingers splaying wide over curve. Heat soaked through cotton. "Witnessed." Scar itched again, breeze drying sweat. Sylvia's eyes held hers, no defiance left, just clear. They stood, gravel settling under soles. Ferry horn blew longer this time, two notes. Eleanor tugged leash experimental, light pull up Sylvia's calf. Sylvia didn't yield, just leaned in, forehead bumping Eleanor's collarbone. Soap and prosciutto still clung faint under jasmine. "Chose it," Sylvia muttered into her shirt. "Words out. Gone."

		Eleanor's fingers drummed the hip bone, nails blunt. Brother's face flashed unbidden, that last warehouse meet, knife twist in his grip. Betrayal's echo quieter now. This, Sylvia's quiet strength, etched sharper. No guns, no deadlines. Just terrace tile and chain links warming in sun. "Looser grip," Eleanor said. Pulled leash full, Sylvia straightening smooth. "Walk back?"

		Sylvia nodded, fingers uncurling to brush Eleanor's wrist. Chain chimed lift-off, links separating. They turned path-side, gravel fresh under boot again. Bougainvillea petals stuck to Sylvia's sandal sole, pink flecks. Halfway, Sylvia spoke sideways. "Matteo's wife. Clinic paid now?"

		Eleanor grunted. "Syndicate fund. Post-demotion."

		"Good." Sylvia's thumb scraped her own palm, red half-moons fading. "No loose ends."

		Path straightened to estate doors, citrus grove shading left. Truck engine growled start-up behind oleander, gravel spray faint. Eleanor kept stride even, leash end firm. Sylvia's hip brushed her thigh twice, deliberate. Inside hall, marble chilled boot soles. Doors shut sea out, jasmine cut sharp. Sylvia peeled left toward quarters, chain pulling Eleanor after. Her fingers flexed once more, but caught Eleanor's belt loop this time, tugging back. "Coffee?" Sylvia asked. Sundress hem swayed, courtyard light slanting gold through high windows. Eleanor nodded, thumb hooking leash tighter. "Espresso pot. Grounds fresh."

		Quarters door swung wide, AC blasting cool. Sylvia kicked sandals off first, toes curling on rug. Chain dragged tile, chime muffled. Eleanor followed, boots thudding. Leash pooled again by the chaise, buckle glint. Sylvia padded kitchenette, hips wide sway. Eleanor watched from doorframe, scar cooling. Matteo's rag in dirt stuck, words etching. Deeper hold, no drama's shove. Just this. Pot clinked stove, gas hissing blue. Sylvia poured two mugs, steam curling thick. Handed one over, fingers brushing knuckles. "Sit."

		Eleanor took it, china hot. Sank chaise edge, leash draped thigh. Sylvia dropped beside, legs tangling, mug to lips. Sip sounds, quiet. "Renewal next?" Sylvia said casual, eyes on window path. Weeds gone now, Matteo's work maybe. Eleanor sipped black bitter, nodded. Mug set tile, hand finding Sylvia's nape. Fingers traced collar seam slow. "Yeah."

		Sylvia leaned in, mug abandoned. Chain shifted lap to lap again. Fingers drummed Eleanor's knee now. Hall boots echoed distant, crew moving on. Terrace path waited empty outside, bougainvillea shedding steady.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 28

		

		The Collar Renewal

		

		

		Sylvia set her mug on the tile beside the chaise. Steam lingered in lazy coils from the porcelain. Her fingers stayed on Eleanor's knee, drumming a rhythm that matched the faint hum of the AC unit kicking on overhead. The chain dragged across fabric as she shifted closer, thigh pressing solid against Eleanor's. Eleanor’s hand stayed at her nape. Thumb pressed into the collar's seam, right where leather met skin. Sylvia tilted her head, exposing more throat. The trace of her own fingers itched there, old habit, but she kept them planted on that knee instead. "Take it off," Sylvia said. Voice even, like asking for a refill. She hooked two fingers under the buckle at her neck. Metal clicked loose. Leather loosened around her throat, sliding free in her palm. Warm from body heat, supple now after months. She held it out, flat on both hands. "Renew it."

		Eleanor's mug hit tile next. Both clinks echoed sharp in the quiet room. She took the collar, fingers brushing Sylvia's wrists. Held it up between them, buckle dangling. Light from the window caught the silver ring, glint sharp. "You sure?"

		Sylvia nodded. Picked at a loose thread on the chaise cushion. "Yeah. Chosen this time." Her hip nudged Eleanor's again, deliberate press. Eleanor leaned forward. Pressed lips to Sylvia's collarbone first. Slow suck, teeth grazing bone. Sylvia's breath hitched, shoulders rolling back. Eleanor's mouth trailed up, over shoulder strap of the sundress, nipping fabric aside. Dress slipped down one arm. Sylvia shrugged the other side free herself. Fabric pooled at her waist, cotton warm against skin. Cool air hit bare breasts. Nipples tightened. Eleanor's palms cupped them next. Thumbs circled slow, deliberate circles over peaks. Sylvia arched into it. Eleanor's mouth followed, tongue flat against one nipple. Lick broad, then suck steady. Sylvia's fingers dug into denim thigh. Other hand found Eleanor's hair, twisting strands. Eleanor switched sides. Same treatment. Palm squeezed the wet one now, rolling nipple between fingers. Sylvia's thighs clenched. Heat built low, steady drip between legs. She tugged Eleanor's shirt hem up. Cotton snagged on scar above brow, then peeled free. Tossed it to rug. Eleanor's bra followed, black lace hitting tile. Dress dragged down Sylvia's hips next. She lifted ass off chaise, helped it bunch at ankles. Kicked free with sundress. Naked now except panties, damp cotton clinging. Eleanor's hands hooked waistband. Slid them slow over thighs. Sylvia stepped out, chain trailing behind like an afterthought. Eleanor stood. Unbuckled belt, pants dropping. Briefs next. Both bare. Sylvia's gaze dropped to the dark patch between those long legs, trimmed neat. Her own pussy throbbed, slick gathering. "Sit back," Eleanor said. Voice low. Pushed Sylvia's shoulders gentle. Chaise creaked under shift. Sylvia's ass hit cushion, legs parting. Eleanor knelt between them. Hands on inner thighs, spreading wider. Thumbs traced folds first. Sylvia's clit pulsed under touch. Eleanor leaned in. Tongue tip flicked once, light. Sylvia jerked. Then flat stroke up entire slit, nose bumping clit. Slow now. Tongue delved inside, lapping walls. Sylvia's hips bucked. Eleanor's forearm pinned her down, weight firm. Pulled back to circle clit. Sucks gentle, building pressure. Sylvia's toes curled on rug edge. Fingers gripped armrests, knuckles white. Heat coiled tight, breath coming in short pants. Eleanor added fingers. Two slid in easy, curl hitting spot inside. Tongue stayed on clit, strokes matching thrust rhythm. Unhurried. Sylvia's thighs quivered. "Fuck, right there." Whisper scraped out. Eleanor hummed against her. Vibration shot straight up spine. Fingers crooked harder. Sylvia's walls clenched. Orgasm built gradual, no rush. Broke over her in rolls, pussy fluttering around knuckles. She gasped, back arching off chaise. Eleanor pulled fingers free. Sucked clean deliberate. Rose up. Kissed Sylvia deep, taste of herself sharp on tongue. "Your turn," Sylvia said. Pushed Eleanor back onto chaise. Swapped places. Eleanor sprawled, legs open. Sylvia straddled one thigh first. Pussy slid wet along muscle. Grind slow, clit dragging. Eleanor gripped hips. Guided motion. Sylvia leaned forward, hands on shoulders. Mouth found neck. Bites light along tendon. Worked down to breasts. Sucked one nipple hard, teeth grazing. Eleanor's breath stuttered. Shifted higher. Straddled waist now. Pussies aligned. Sylvia rocked forward. Clits bumped, slick folds sliding together. Eye contact held. Eleanor's green eyes steady, scar twitching faint. "Faster?" Sylvia asked. Hips circled experimental. Eleanor shook head. Hands squeezed ass cheeks. "This. Slow." Thumb dipped into crease, circled hole there light. Sylvia nodded. Kept pace deliberate. Grind forward, clit to clit. Back. Wet sounds filled room, skin slapping soft. Sweat beaded between breasts. Eleanor's abs flexed under her. Sylvia whispered, "Tilt left?" Eleanor did. Angle perfect now, pressure direct. Rhythm fluid, hips rolling like waves. Heat climbed again. Eleanor's breaths shortened. Fingers dug bruises into hips. Sylvia's clit throbbed against hers. "Close," Eleanor said. "Yeah." Sylvia ground harder. Climax hit first for her, pussy pulsing. Eleanor's followed seconds later, thighs clamping tight. Stayed locked like that. Breaths synced. Sylvia collapsed forward, forehead to shoulder. Sweat slicked skin between them. Eleanor reached blind for collar. Buckle clicked open. Sylvia lifted head. Tilted neck. Leather wrapped cool now against hot skin. Buckle fastened snug. Chain end tugged once, leash pooling on thigh again. "Nothing left," Sylvia said. Traced seam with fingertip. No tremble this time. Eleanor nodded. Arm banded waist. Pulled her closer. "Syndicate straight. Matteo's crew paid. Path clear." Fingers combed damp hair from Sylvia's face. Sylvia hummed agreement. Picked at Eleanor's belt loop again, empty now. Pants still puddled on tile. "Luca called earlier. Truck's tuned. No more gravel spray."

		"Good." Eleanor's thumb stroked collar D-ring. "Estate runs itself now."

		Sylvia sat up slow. Chain dragged across belly. Reached for mugs. Coffee cold, but sipped anyway. Bitter on tongue. Set hers down. Stood, naked legs steady. Padded to kitchenette. Grabbed dish towel from hook. Wiped between thighs, then tossed to Eleanor. Eleanor caught it. Wiped herself. Pulled pants up, belt buckled loose. Shirt next, tugged over head. Sylvia dressed too. Sundress smooth over hips. No panties, fabric clinging damp. Sandals waited by door. She slipped them on. Chain chime followed every step. "Espresso pot clean?" Sylvia asked. Rinsed mugs in sink, water rushing cold. Eleanor rose from chaise. Leash end in fist. "Yeah. Grounds in tin." Stepped behind, chest to back. Chin on shoulder. Watched suds swirl drain. Sylvia dried hands on towel. Turned in arms. Kissed scar bisecting brow. "Terrace path empty. Walk it?"

		Eleanor's grip tightened on leash. Nodded once. "Sun's low. Bougainvillea dropping."

		They moved to door together. Hall boots gone now, silence thick. Sylvia's fingers brushed Eleanor's again, knuckles hooking. Chain swayed between. Outside, gravel crunched fresh under sandals. Petals stuck to soles pink. Path curved toward terrace, citrus scent heavy in dusk air. Eleanor's stride matched hers, leash loose but present. Sylvia's thumb scraped palm once, half-moons gone smooth.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 29

		

		The Terrace Experiment

		

		

		Petals clung to Sylvia's sandals like confetti from some forgotten party. She kicked one loose, watched it flutter onto the gravel. The path opened up. Terrace spread wide under the last slant of sun, stone tiles warm from the day, bench tucked against the balustrade with cushions faded to the color of old lemons. Bougainvillea hung heavy over the rail, pink blooms shedding in the breeze. Air carried salt from the sea now, mixed with lemon trees lining the drop-off. Eleanor stopped first. Leash end looped loose in her fist. She tugged it once, light, like testing a guitar string. Sylvia turned into the pull. Chain links chimed soft. Their hips bumped. Sylvia's fingers hooked into Eleanor's belt loop again, yanked her forward. Mouths met, no pause. Eleanor's tongue pushed in first, coffee still on it, bitter and sharp. Sylvia sucked the tip, held it between teeth a second. Eleanor groaned low, hand cupping the back of her neck, thumb pressing the collar's edge. "Here?" Eleanor asked, pulling back just enough. Her scar caught the light, white line stark against skin. Sylvia nodded. Pushed her again, toward the bench. "Yeah. Now." Sundress hiked up her thighs as she straddled Eleanor's lap, knees digging into cushions that sagged under them. Fabric bunched at her waist. No panties meant slick skin met denim rough against her pussy. She ground down once, slow circle. Eleanor's hands gripped her ass, spread cheeks apart. Fingers brushed close, teased the wetness there. Leash draped over Eleanor's shoulder now, chain cool on Sylvia's chest. She leaned in, nipped the scar above Eleanor's eye. "Wanted this outside. Sun on us." Breath hitched when Eleanor pinched her nipple through the dress, twisted just enough to sting. "Dirty girl." Eleanor shifted under her, legs spreading wide on the bench. Buckle clinked open again. Zipper rasped down. Sylvia helped shove pants and boxers to knees. Eleanor's pussy bare, dark hair trimmed short, lips already swollen. Sylvia slid off, dropped to knees on the tile. Rough stone bit into skin, but she ignored it. Leash tugged slack in Eleanor's grip, chain pooling beside her thigh. She started with licks flat and broad, tongue dragging from asshole up to clit. Eleanor tasted salt-sweat and musk, thighs tensing around her ears. Sylvia's hands pushed them wider, thumbs holding lips apart. Clit peeked out, hard under the hood. She circled it, flicked quick, then sucked. Eleanor's hips bucked, fist tightening on the leash. Not pulling. Just holding. Sylvia hummed against her, vibration pulling a gasp. "Fuck, like that." Eleanor's free hand tangled in Sylvia's hair, not guiding. Just gripping. Tiles scraped Sylvia's knees raw now. She didn't care. Tongue plunged inside, fucked in and out, nose bumping clit each thrust. Eleanor dripped down her chin, wetness smearing. Sylvia lapped it up, greedy. Added two fingers, curled them against the front wall. Eleanor's walls clenched, hot and slick. "Close. Don't stop." Voice cracked. Legs shook. Sylvia sped up, mouth sealed over clit, sucking hard while fingers pumped. Eleanor's ass lifted off the bench, thighs clamping Sylvia's head. She came with a grunt, hips jerking, flooding Sylvia's mouth. Sylvia swallowed, kept licking through it, soft now, until Eleanor shoved her away gentle. "Up." Eleanor hauled her by the leash, chain rattling. Sylvia stood, knees throbbing. Dress yanked over her head in one pull, left naked except collar and sandals. Eleanor kicked pants off fully, stood too. Boots scuffed tile as she spun Sylvia toward the railing. Pushed her chest-down against it, cool iron bars on nipples. Bougainvillea petals stuck to her palms. Eleanor's body pressed full behind, breasts soft against back. One hand fisted the leash short, pulling Sylvia's head back. Other slid between thighs. Fingers found her clit first, rubbed circles firm. Sylvia spread legs wider, toes curling in sandals. "Please." Two fingers shoved in deep, no warning. Stretched her full. Thumb stayed on clit, pressing. Sylvia rocked back, fucking herself on the hand. Railing dug into her belly. Eleanor's arm banded her waist, held steady. Fingers crooked inside, hit that spot over and over. Wet sounds loud in the open air, slick slaps. Balance wobbled when Eleanor thrust harder, Sylvia's sandal caught a petal, slipped sideways. She yelped, grabbed the rail tighter. Eleanor laughed, breath hot on her neck. "Steady, pet." Adjusted grip, fingers still buried deep. Sylvia clenched around them, chasing it. Heat coiled low, thighs quivering. Eleanor's palm slapped her ass once, sharp. Pushed her over. Climax hit hard, pussy pulsing, juices running down Eleanor's wrist. She rode it out, grinding back until legs buckled. Eleanor pulled fingers free slow, smeared wetness across Sylvia's ass. Spun her around. Kissed her sloppy, tongues tangling with her own taste mixed in. "Your turn to lead."

		Sylvia grinned, shoved her back toward the bench. "Sit." Eleanor dropped, legs splayed. Sylvia climbed on facing her, knees on cushions again. Pussies met, slick and hot. She rocked forward, clit catching Eleanor's. Friction sparked immediate. Hands on shoulders for balance. Leash swung between breasts, chain cold on heated skin. Grind started good, hips circling together. Wetness smeared thighs, slippery sounds. Sylvia leaned in, sucked Eleanor's lower lip. Faster now, pressure building. Cushions shifted under Eleanor's ass, bench creaked. Sylvia's foot slipped off the edge, tile no cushion there. She tipped sideways, elbow hitting Eleanor's thigh. Both tumbled half-off, laughter bursting out. "Shit." Sylvia clutched the armrest, ass hanging over. Eleanor snorted, grabbed her waist. Pulled her back square. "Try again. Like this." Shifted legs, hooked one over Sylvia's hip. Better angle now. Clits nudged direct, swollen and sensitive. Sylvia ground down, hard rolls. Eleanor's nails dug into hips, urging. Laughter faded to pants. Sweat beaded between them, trickled down spines. Sylvia's clit throbbed, Eleanor's matching pulse for pulse. "Gonna come," Sylvia gasped. Eleanor nodded, chin bumping hers. Hips snapped together, messy and urgent. Climax ripped through both at once, thighs locked, pussies grinding slick. Sylvia bit Eleanor's shoulder, muffled cry. Eleanor shuddered under her, arms crushing tight. They slumped, breathing ragged. Sylvia's forehead rested on Eleanor's collarbone, chain tangled between. Petals stuck to sweat-damp skin everywhere. Salt air cooled the flush on their faces. Eleanor stroked her back, fingers tracing spine lazy. Leash end dangled from her fist still, loose. "Fun," Sylvia said. Lifted head, kissed the scar again. Tasted herself on Eleanor's mouth when lips met soft. Eleanor chuckled. "Awkward as hell on this bench." Tugged the leash playful once more, chain sliding across breasts. Sylvia shivered. "Worth it."

		Dusk deepened, lights flickering on in the estate windows below. Citrus scent sharpened with night chill. Sylvia slid off, grabbed the sundress from the rail. Shook petals free. Pulled it on, fabric sticking to damp skin. No use for panties out here. Eleanor dressed too, pants zipped crooked first try. She fixed it, smirking. "Espresso?" Sylvia asked, sandals scraping tile as she stood. Knees protested, red marks blooming. Eleanor nodded. Coiled the leash around her wrist. "Study. Luca texted. Wants a word on the books." Hand found Sylvia's, fingers lacing. Gravel crunched back down the path, petals scattering underfoot. Chain chimed with each step, steady rhythm. Sylvia squeezed her palm. Thumb scraped the new callus there from garden shears yesterday. "Tell him wait. Grounds first."

		Eleanor's laugh rumbled low. Pulled her closer mid-stride. "Bossy pet.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 30

		

		The Private Vow

		

		

		Luca's boots scraped the study threshold before Eleanor could knock. Door swung wide, hinges groaning like they always did after rain. He stood there, sleeves rolled to elbows, ink stains on his cuffs from the ledger. Smell of fresh espresso hit first, sharp and bitter over the leather polish. Cups steamed on the desk, two small ones beside his bigger mug. "Finally," he said. Nodded at Sylvia, eyes flicking to the leash coiled on Eleanor's wrist. "Books balanced. Syndicate cut wired. Coffee's hot."

		Sylvia squeezed Eleanor's hand once, thumb pressing into the new callus. Let go to cross to the desk. Picked up a cup, blew across the surface. Black, no sugar, the way she took it now. Eleanor followed, leash chain dragging light across the rug. Uncoiled it, let the end pool on the desk blotter. Luca leaned against the bookshelves, arms crossed. Titles crammed the spines: Machiavelli spines cracked, a dog-eared copy of The Godfather wedged between ledgers. Window behind let in the last dusk light, turning the room amber. Sylvia sipped, winced at the heat. Set it down, fingers tracing the collar's edge at her throat. Habit kicked in when words hung heavy. "Not just the books," Eleanor said. Sat in the high-backed chair, gestured Sylvia to the one beside. Legs brushed under the desk. "Witness needed."

		Luca's brow lifted. Pushed off the shelf, grabbed his mug. Drained half in one go. "Yeah? For what?"

		Sylvia shifted, sandal tapping the leg of her chair. Eleanor caught the tremor in her knee, quick press of thigh to still it. Leash end stayed put on the blotter, buckle glinting. "Us," Eleanor said. Flat. Reached for Sylvia's hand again, pulled it to her lap. Fingers laced tight. "Formal. Private vow."

		Luca grunted. Set his mug down with a clunk. Pulled the third chair over, wood legs screeching on the parquet. Sat heavy, elbows on knees. "Go on then. I'm here."

		Sylvia inhaled sharp, nose wrinkling at the steam still rising from her cup. Eleanor's thumb stroked her knuckles, back and forth, slow scrape over the ridge of bone. Room settled quiet except the tick of the brass clock on the mantel. Second hand jumped, steady. Eleanor turned to face her full. Sylvia's eyes held steady, wide hips settled deep in the chair cushion. Supple waist curved under the sundress, fabric creased from the terrace. "Sylvia Quarles," she started. Voice low, clear. No rush. "You came here collared. Captive. Mine by force first."

		Sylvia's fingers tightened in hers. Nail dug into Eleanor's palm, half-moon sting. "Now," Eleanor said. "Chosen. Bond beyond that. I vow to keep you. Protect this estate with you. Share the weight. Pet play stays. Leash, collar, all of it. Trust wrapped in leather. You yield, I lead. Equals under it."

		Sylvia's throat worked. Fingers traced up her own neck, hovered at the collar buckle. Dropped back to Eleanor's lap. "Eleanor Bassett," she said. Voice soft but even. "I vow the same. Collared by choice. Your pet. Partner. Responsibilities split. Gardens, ledgers, whatever comes. Pet play ours. Kneel when I want, pull the chain. No going back."

		Luca cleared his throat. Coffee sloshed in his mug as he shifted. "Heard. Witnessed. Solid."

		Eleanor nodded at him. Didn't let go of Sylvia's hand. "Means something, you here."

		He shrugged one shoulder. Scar on his knuckle caught the light, old knife fight. "Family business. Yours now too." Drained the mug. Stood. "Books done. Cut's clean. Call if numbers shift."

		"Not yet," Sylvia said. Quick. Knee stopped tapping. "Talk future first. Concrete."

		Luca paused, door half-pulled. Glanced between them. Sat back down. Chair groaned again. Eleanor leaned forward, elbows on the desk. Blotters had coffee rings, faint outlines from yesterday's meeting. Pulled a notepad closer, flipped to a fresh page. Pen cap chewed from last time she used it. "Estate first. Gardens expanded. That south plot, olive trees down there. We plant more. You handle the shears, I do the irrigation lines."

		Sylvia nodded. Cup finally cool enough. Took a real sip. "Yeah. And the terrace benches. Ones that don't tip when we..." Trailed off. Cheeks pinked, but eyes stayed on the notepad. "Sturdier wood. Teak maybe. Weatherproof."

		Luca snorted. Soft. "Priorities."

		Eleanor shot him a look. Pen scratched the page. "Ledgers split. You take household accounts, Sylvia. Groceries, staff wages. I handle syndicate wire transfers. Luca audits quarterly."

		"Works," he said. Nodded. "Keeps it tight."

		Sylvia leaned in, shoulder bumping Eleanor's. Dress rode up her thigh, hem catching on the chair arm. "Private quarters remodel. Bigger bed. Space for..." Finger tapped the leash end. Chain chimed once. "This. Floor cushions. No more knees on tile."

		Eleanor's pulse kicked at the base of her throat. Pictured it: Sylvia on silk pillows, leash stretched taut across the rug. Nodded. Jotted it down. "And the study. Lock on the door. No interruptions."

		Luca rolled his eyes. "Like I knock anyway."

		"You will," Eleanor said. Pen point dug in. "Vow includes privacy."

		He held up hands. Palms scarred from garage work years back. "Got it. Boss."

		Sylvia traced the leash buckle again. Metal warm from her touch. "Pet play schedule? Not every day. Mornings free for coffee. Evenings ours."

		Eleanor set the pen down. Cap snapped back on. "Tuesdays leash walks. Garden path only. Fridays, full kneel. Rest blends in."

		"Blends," Sylvia repeated. Smile tugged one corner of her mouth. "Like terrace today."

		Luca coughed into his fist. Stood again. "Details. Christ." Mug rinsed in the side sink, clink of ceramic on porcelain. Dried it on a towel hanging from the faucet. "Future set. I'm out."

		"Not done," Eleanor said. But lighter. Stood, chair pushing back. Pulled Sylvia up with her. Leash scooped into one hand, chain draping over her knuckles. "One more. Rings? No. Too public."

		Sylvia shook her head. Sundress smoothed down, but thighs still marked red from the bench. "Tattoos. Small. Here." Touched inner wrist. Pulse point. Eleanor's scar itched under her brow. Thumb brushed Sylvia's wrist. Skin soft, faint freckles from terrace sun. "Yeah. Matching. Leash knot."

		Luca had the door open now. Cool hall air slipped in, carrying garlic from the kitchen. "Sapphic shit. Cute." Grinned, teeth flashing. "Witnessed twice over. Door locks behind me."

		Sylvia laughed. Short burst. Hand on Eleanor's arm, fingers curling into the sleeve. Eleanor tugged the leash once. Light. Sylvia stepped closer, hip to hip. "Thanks, Luca."

		He nodded. Stepped out. Door clicked shut. Lock turned from the hall side, bolt sliding home. Room quieter now. Clock ticked louder. Espresso cooled in the cups. Sylvia's fingers stayed on Eleanor's arm, twisting the fabric. Leash hung loose between them, end brushing the desk edge. "Concrete enough?" Eleanor asked. Voice dropped. Pulled her in, foreheads touching. Breath mingled, coffee sharp. Sylvia nodded. Collar shifted with the motion. "Vowed. Ours."

		Eleanor kissed her. Slow press, lips parting just enough. Tongue flicked the seam, tasted the bitter drip. Sylvia sighed into it, hands sliding up to her neck. Pulled back. Chain wrapped twice around her fist. Tugged toward the desk. "Sit."

		Sylvia perched on the edge. Legs parted slight, dress hiking. Eleanor's hand on her thigh, palm flat. Heat seeped through cotton. "Plans tomorrow," Eleanor said. Thumb circled inward. "Olives first."

		Sylvia's breath hitched. Knee nudged her hip. "Yeah. Then this."

		Leash tightened. Desk lamp buzzed faint overhead. Papers rustled under Sylvia's palm. Eleanor's fingers crept higher. Luca's footsteps faded down the hall. Door stayed shut.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 31

		

		The Leash Echo

		

		

		Sylvia's thighs tensed under Eleanor's palm. Cotton bunched higher, air cool on the exposed skin. Fingers dug in, nails scraping faint lines. She spread her legs wider, heels scraping the desk leg. Wood groaned under her weight. Leash chain clinked, slack taken up as Eleanor stepped between her knees. "Olives can wait," Eleanor said. Voice gravel over the clock tick. Sylvia's hands gripped the desk edge. Papers crumpled. Ink smudged under her thumb. Eleanor's mouth crashed down, teeth nipping her lower lip. Tongue shoved in, coffee sour and hot. She sucked back, collar leather creaking against her throat. Eleanor's free hand yanked the sundress strap off her shoulder. Fabric pooled at her elbows. Breasts spilled free, nipples hard from the terrace chill still clinging. Eleanor broke the kiss. Spit string broke between their mouths. She wrapped the leash chain around her wrist three times. Pulled. Sylvia's head snapped forward, collar biting skin. "Hands behind your head."

		Sylvia obeyed. Elbows locked, chest thrust out. Eleanor's mouth latched onto one nipple. Sucked hard, teeth grazing the peak. Sylvia's hips bucked. Empty. She ground against nothing, clit throbbing under the cotton panel. Eleanor's fingers hooked the crotch. Fabric tore with a wet rip. Cool air hit slick folds. Sylvia gasped. Desk lamp flickered, casting shadows over the brass letter opener half-buried in papers. "Look at you." Eleanor's breath puffed against wet skin. Fingers parted her. Index traced the seam, slow from clit to entrance. Slid in knuckle-deep. Sylvia clenched. "Dripping already. My pet."

		She nodded. Couldn't speak. Leash yanked her chin up. Eleanor's thumb circled her clit. Steady pressure. Middle finger joined the first. Pumped lazy. Sylvia's wrists strained at her neck. Forearms ached. She rocked into the hand, desk edge digging her ass. More. She needed more. Eleanor's scar twitched in the low light. Thumb pressed harder. Fingers curled inside, stroking that spot. Sylvia's toes curled in her sandals. Breath stuttered. "Please."

		Eleanor laughed low. Pulled her fingers free. Shiny. She smeared the wetness across Sylvia's lips. Pushed two inside her mouth. Sylvia sucked. Salty tang. Her own taste sharp. Eleanor watched, eyes dark. Leash tugged. Fingers popped out. Replaced by Eleanor's mouth again. She licked her own fingers clean over Sylvia's tongue. "Turn." Eleanor spun her. Ass hit the desk blotter. Leash draped over shoulder. Pulled taut. Sylvia bent forward, elbows on wood. Cheek pressed to a cold metal stapler. Dress hiked to waist. Thighs quivered. Eleanor's hands spread her cheeks. Thumbs dug in. Exposed. Air kissed her asshole, pussy clenching. Slap landed. Right cheek. Sting bloomed. Sylvia yelped. Another on the left. Red welts from the bench still tender. Eleanor soothed with a palm. Then slapped again. Harder. Rhythm built. Sylvia pushed back. Dripped down her inner thigh. Leash pulled her head up. Neck arched. She panted. "Good girl." Eleanor's zipper rasped. Belt buckle clinked open. Sylvia craned her neck. Caught the glint of the strap-on harness. Black silicone thick, veined. Eleanor's pants shoved to knees. Long legs flexed. She slicked the dildo with Sylvia's wetness. Tip nudged her entrance. Sylvia braced. Pushed back. Head popped in. Stretch burned sweet. Eleanor gripped her hips. Sank deep in one thrust. Balls slapped her clit. Sylvia moaned. Filled. Leash yanked. She rose on toes. Eleanor fucked steady. Desk shook. Stapler slid. Papers fluttered to the rug. "Faster." Sylvia's voice cracked. Eleanor obliged. Hips snapped. Wet sounds filled the room. Sylvia's tits swung. Nipples grazed wood. Friction sparked. Leash wrapped her fist. Pulled Sylvia upright. Back arched against Eleanor's front. One arm banded her waist. Other hand dove between thighs. Fingers pinched clit. "Come." Command rough. Sylvia shattered. Walls clamped the dildo. Gush soaked Eleanor's knuckles. Legs buckled. Leash held her up. Waves pulled her under. Spots danced. Eleanor's thrusts didn't stop. Rode her through it. Overstimulated. Sylvia whined. Too much. Eleanor spun her again. Faced her. Hoisted one leg on the desk. Leash looped desk leg. Sylvia pinned. Dildo slammed back in. She hooked ankles behind Eleanor's ass. Heels dug into flexing glutes. Eleanor's pants chafed her calf. Sweat slicked skin where they slapped. Eyes locked. Eleanor's scar white under strain. Sylvia traced it with her thumb. Pulled her down. Kissed messy. Tongues slid. Eleanor's clit ground the harness base. Grunts escaped into Sylvia's mouth. Pace faltered. Hips stuttered. Sylvia clenched deliberate. Squeezed. Eleanor's eyes rolled back. She came with a groan. Buried deep. Shuddered. Forehead dropped to Sylvia's shoulder. Leash slackened. They breathed. Heavy. Clock ticked past noon. Espresso cups filmed with dust. Sylvia's fingers combed Eleanor's damp hair. Stray curl stuck to her neck. Salt skin. Eleanor eased out. Wet plop. Dildo bobbed. She unhooked the leash from the leg. Chain pooled on the desk. Sylvia slid down. Knees hit rug. Persian threads itched her skinned knees. She nuzzled Eleanor's thigh. Lapped the harness clean. Silicone bitter. Eleanor's fingers carded her hair. Gentle now. "Up." Eleanor hauled her. Kissed her forehead. Fixed the dress strap. Sundress stuck to sweat-damp skin. Sylvia's gaze drifted. Desk cluttered. Vow papers pinned under a glass ashtray. Fountain pen uncapped, ink dried. And there. Half-buried under a ledger. Leather handle. Faded brass clasp. The leash. Their first one. From the night Eleanor dragged her in kicking. Chain links dulled from disuse. She reached. Fingers closed on it. Pulled free. Dust motes swirled. Heavy. Worn edges soft. She traced the knot weave. Pulse jumped at her wrist. Matching tattoos tomorrow. Eleanor watched. Silent. "Remember?" Sylvia held it up. Chain dangled. Caught lamp light. Eleanor's thumb rubbed her scar. Nodded once. "Locked door. You spat in my face."

		Sylvia snorted. "Broke a vase. Porcelain shards everywhere."

		"Cut your foot." Eleanor knelt. Eyed her sole. Faint scar white. "Stubborn."

		Heat crept up Sylvia's neck. Collar suddenly tight. "Scared."

		Eleanor took the leash. Finger looped the handle. Tugged light. Sylvia leaned in. Noses brushed. Eleanor's mouth quirked. Corner only. Sylvia mirrored it. Smile spread. Shared. No words. First time over this thing. No fight. No chains rattling fear. Impossible then. Easy now. Eleanor draped the old leash over the new one. Twin handles. Chain tangled. Set them side by side on the desk. "Keep it."

		Sylvia nodded. Hand covered both. Leather warm from her palm. Vowed. Chosen. Door rattled faint. Hall voices. Kitchen staff hauling trays. Garlic lingered. Olives tomorrow. Tree after. Eleanor straightened her shirt. Buttons mismatched one row. Sylvia fixed it. Fingertip grazed the hollow throat. Eleanor's hand caught hers. Squeezed. Pulled toward the door. "Walk?" Eleanor asked. Sylvia glanced back. Leashes gleamed. Past coiled neat. "Yeah."

		Hand in hand. Knob turned. Hall light spilled in.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 32

		

		The Estate Walk

		

		

		Hall light spilled in. Sylvia's hand squeezed hers once. Firm. Then loose. They stepped into the corridor. Marble cool under bare feet. Sylvia's toes curled against it. Kitchen doors swung open ahead. Steam rolled out. Rosa barked orders at two boys hauling pots. Garlic hung thick. Burnt edges from last night's sauce. One boy spotted them. Froze mid-step. Pot clanged the wall. Rosa whipped around. Eyes narrowed. Then widened. Nodded sharp. "Donna." Voice pitched low for the boys. Sylvia's thumb brushed Eleanor's knuckles. Quick. Gone. Eleanor tugged her forward. Past the kitchen. Stairs down. Side door to the garden. Lock clicked under her palm. Hinge squeaked. Outside air hit. Citrus sharp. Dew slicked the gravel path. Morning sun slanted low through cypress branches. Shadows striped the ground. Sylvia inhaled deep. Chest rose. Fell slow. Eleanor watched her soles hit stone steps. Faint scar on the left heel. Porcelain from that first night. White line thin as thread. Path curved right. Lined with lemon trees. Fruits hung heavy. Some split from heat. Juice puddled underfoot. Sticky. Eleanor led. Sylvia's fingers laced tighter. "Olives today?" Sylvia asked. Voice light. Testing. "Yeah." Eleanor glanced back. Sylvia's sundress hem caught a branch. Snagged. She freed it without stopping. "Sapling's by the arbor. Spade too."

		Sylvia nodded. Traced her throat. Nail caught the collar's edge. Tugged once. Metal chime faint. Eleanor's gaze dropped there. Buckle gleamed. Polished yesterday. Her thumb itched to hook it. Pull. But hands stayed linked. Arbor ahead. Iron arch twisted with vines. Wrought leaves rusted at the tips. Sapling waited. Young olive. Pot cracked on one side. Roots poked through. Soil dark. Damp. Spade leaned against the stone wall. Blade nicked from last use. Handle wrapped in frayed twine. Eleanor dropped Sylvia's hand. Grabbed the spade. Blade bit gravel. She paced off ten feet from the path. Marked a circle with the toe. Sylvia knelt. Hands in the dirt. Scooped a handful. Let it sift through fingers. Grains stuck to her palms. Cool. Clumped. "Here?" Sylvia patted the spot. Flat voice. But eyes flicked up. Quick check. Eleanor nodded. Thrust the spade in. First cut clean. Soil parted. Worms wriggled free. Pink. Fat. She tossed the divot aside. Grass roots tangled in the clump. Sylvia dug next. Smaller bites. Knees sank into the earth. Dress hem dragged. Stained dark at the edges. Eleanor watched. Scarab beetle skittered from the hole. Wings buzzed. Landed on Sylvia's wrist. She flicked it off. Laughed short. "Estate's got bugs bigger than the guards."

		"Feed 'em to the chickens." Eleanor stabbed deeper. Edge hit a rock. Jarred her wrist. Pain sparked. She pried it free. Fist-sized. Gray. Veins of quartz. Rolled it downhill. Bounced twice. Lodged against a root. Sylvia leaned in. Hands cupped the hole's side. Packed loose dirt. "Luca said the east orchard needs thinning. Too many trunks crowding the light." She glanced up. Dirt smeared her cheek. Smudge black. "We do that next month?"

		Eleanor grunted. Spade scraped bottom. Hole knee-deep now. She straightened. Back ached. Wiped sweat from her brow. Stung her scar. Salt in the cut. "Yeah. You pick the trees. I cut."

		Sylvia snorted. "Bossy." But smile pulled her mouth. Dug faster. Rhythm set. They traded the spade. Eleanor's turn wider. Sylvia's shallower. Piles grew beside them. Humus smell rose. Wet leaves mixed in. Sapling next. Eleanor gripped the trunk. Thin. Flexible. Bark rough under her palm. Sylvia held the pot. Tipped it. Roots spilled. Matted white hairs. She broke the soil clod. Gentle fingers. No snaps. Eleanor lowered it in. Centered. Sylvia packed around the base. Fisted dirt. Tamped firm. Water can sat nearby. Rusty handle. She hauled it over. Sloshed half out on the path. Poured the rest. Slow stream. Soil darkened. Bubbling up around the trunk. They rocked back on heels. Sat there. Knees touching. Sylvia's dress rode up. Thighs dusted brown. Eleanor's slacks creased at the joints. Stains low. She plucked a blade of grass. Chewed the end. Bitter green. "Storms coming next week." Eleanor said. Spat the grass. "Stake it after."

		Sylvia nodded. Wiped her hands on her thighs. Streaks left. "I want the greenhouse expanded. Glass panels from Milan. That supplier Luca knows." Paused. Thumb circled the collar again. "Room for herbs inside. No more hauling pots in the rain."

		Eleanor eyed the sapling. Leaves quivered. Breeze off the sea. Salt edged it. "Order it. I'll clear the crew."

		Sylvia shifted closer. Shoulder bumped Eleanor's. Heat through the shirt. "Crew eats here now? Full meals?"

		"Every night." Eleanor hooked an arm around her waist. Pulled flush. Sylvia's hip curved against her side. Wide. Soft. "Table's big enough."

		Sylvia twisted. Faced her. Dirt under her nails. Crescent moons black. "And the playroom? Locks on the door. No knocks."

		Eleanor's hand slid up. Fingers splayed over her ribs. Pressed. "Done yesterday. Luca hung 'em."

		Sylvia leaned in. Nose brushed Eleanor's jaw. Breath warm. "Good." Kiss landed. Cheek first. Then corner of mouth. Lingered. Eleanor's free hand caught her chin. Tilted. Took the kiss proper. Tongue slid in. Sylvia tasted of study ink. Paper dust. Dirt faint underneath. Pulled back. Foreheads touched. Sylvia's eyes half-lidded. Lashes clumped with sweat. "Leash stays on the desk. Old one."

		"Both." Eleanor said. Thumb traced her lower lip. Wet shine there. "Use the new when we walk."

		Sylvia hummed. Nodded. Pulled away. Stood. Brushed her dress down. Dirt flaked off. Scattered. Eleanor rose slower. Legs cramped. Stretched them. Long muscles pulled taut. Path stretched back toward the house. Sun climbed. Heat building. Cypress rustled overhead. Bird call sharp. Thrush maybe. Nested last year. Sylvia took her hand again. Sticky palms. Grit ground between fingers. "Kitchen next? Olives won't pit themselves."

		Eleanor squeezed. Turned them that way. Sapling behind. Roots settling. "Yeah. Then the terrace."

		Sylvia's step hitched. Once. Thumb on throat again. Nail picked at the buckle. "Anniversary collar tonight?"

		Eleanor glanced down. Scar itched. She rubbed it. Rough pad over smooth skin. "Polished it this morning."

		Sylvia grinned. Pulled her faster. Gravel crunched. "Show me."

		House loomed. Windows caught the light. Blinds half-drawn. Smoke trailed from the chimney. Breakfast fire. Bacon maybe. Rosa's special. Eleanor let herself be led. Sylvia's hips swayed. Dress clung at the small of her back. Sweat patch dark. Hand tugged. Insistent. Door handle cool. Twisted easy. Inside the hall waited. Hall light spilled back out. Sylvia paused. Turned. Back to the path. Sapling small against the arbor. Leaves caught a gleam. "It'll fruit in three years."

		Eleanor nodded. Door swung shut. Clicked home. Sylvia spun back. Fingers hooked Eleanor's collar. Yanked down. Mouth crashed in. Hard. Teeth nipped. Eleanor groaned. Hands gripped hips. Wide span under her palms. Pinned her to the wall. Marble chilled Sylvia's shoulders. She arched anyway. Legs parted. Eleanor's thigh slotted in. Pressed up. Heat pooled. Sylvia ground down. Sundress bunched. No barrier. Wet seeped through Eleanor's slacks. Fabric darkened. Sylvia panted against her neck. "Upstairs. Now."

		Eleanor hauled her. Arm banded waist. Stairs two at a time. Sylvia's legs wrapped. Ankles locked. Heels dug her back. Private quarters door banged open. Bed unmade. Sheets twisted from dawn. Eleanor dumped her. Dress flew up. Exposed. Sylvia spread wide. Fingers already circling her clit. Slow loops. Eyes locked. "Collar first." Eleanor said. Grabbed the drawer. Leather gleamed. Anniversary one. Wider band. Silver studs. Buckle heavy. Sylvia stilled. Hand dropped. Nodded. Knelt on the mattress. Throat bared. Fingers traced it. Tremor there. Eleanor fastened it. Tight. Snug. Click echoed. Leash clipped on. Chain cool. She tugged. Sylvia crawled forward. Mouth open. Tongue out. Eager. Eleanor gripped her hair. Guided down. Sylvia licked. Flat stripe up her seam. Through the slacks. Wet spot grew. Eleanor unbuttoned. Shoved them down. Cock sprang free. Harness straps bit her hips. Sylvia took it. Deep. Throat worked. Gag wet. Pulled off. Spit trailed. Dove back. Hands braced Eleanor's thighs. Nails dug crescents. Eleanor thrust. Shallow. Controlled. Sylvia's nose buried. Pubic hair tickled. Choked sound bubbled up. Eyes watered. Stared up. Defiant spark. Faster. Hips snapped. Bed frame knocked the wall. Rhythm built. Sylvia hummed around it. Vibration pulled tight. Eleanor yanked the leash. Arch in Sylvia's back. Deeper. Climax hit. Shuddered through. Sylvia swallowed. Most. Some dribbled chin. Pulled free. Gasped. Coughed once. Eleanor hauled her up. Kissed her. Tasted herself. Bitter. Salt. Fingers plunged in. Sylvia soaked. Clenched hard. Three strokes. She bucked. Came with a whine. Soaked Eleanor's hand. Collapsed together. Leash tangled sheets. Sylvia panted. Traced the new collar. Studs cold. "Fits."

		Eleanor nodded. Arm draped her waist. Pulled close. Afternoon light slanted through shutters. Dust motes danced. "Olives can wait." Sylvia mumbled. Leg hooked over. Thigh pressed the harness. Still slick. Eleanor chuckled. Low. Hand cupped her ass. Squeezed. "Yeah."

		Door downstairs creaked. Luca's voice. Faint. Reporting something. Guards shifted outside. Sylvia lifted her head. Listened. "Syndicate call later?"

		"Tomorrow." Eleanor said. Thumb rubbed the buckle. Secure. Sylvia settled back. Eyes drifted shut. Breath evened. Eleanor stared at the ceiling. Plaster crack spidered one corner. Fixed it last month. Watched it mend. Sylvia's fingers twitched. Curled on her chest. Nail polish chipped. Red flecks. Phone buzzed on the nightstand. Screen lit. Luca's name. Eleanor reached. Swiped. "What."

		"East fence. Wire down. Fox maybe."

		"Fix it." She hung up. Tossed aside. Sylvia stirred. "Tree'll draw birds."

		"Good." Eleanor said. "Keeps the bugs down."

		Sylvia laughed. Soft. Burrowed closer. Sun dipped. Room shadowed. Leash gleamed dull now. Chain looped loose.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 33

		

		The Anniversary Collar

		

		

		Sylvia unhooked her leg from Eleanor's thigh. The harness strap pinched her skin where it had twisted during the last thrust. She rolled onto her back. Ceiling fan blades sliced the dimming air above, stirring the scent of olive branches from the open balcony doors. One year. The syndicate hall where Eleanor had first snapped the collar around her neck felt like another lifetime. Now the leather band rode snug against her pulse, studs pressing faint indents into her skin. Eleanor propped on an elbow. Her scar caught the last orange slant from the shutters. Fingers trailed down Sylvia's sternum, pausing at the buckle. "Dinner?"

		Sylvia's stomach growled on cue. She pressed a palm there. "Pasta. That sauce Luca makes with the anchovies."

		"Done." Eleanor swung her legs off the bed. Harness straps dangled loose between her thighs as she stood. She tugged the slacks up, zipped. Left the shirt unbuttoned. "Shower first."

		Water hissed from the en suite. Sylvia lingered, watching steam curl out. The leash chain pooled on the duvet, links tangled in a damp fold. She gathered it, coiled neat. Habit now. Her thumb rubbed a worn spot near the clasp, smooth from months of snaps and releases. Downstairs plates clinked. Luca's low mutter carried up, something about the east fence holding after the repair. She slid from the sheets. Bare feet slapped cool terracotta tiles. Bathroom door stood ajar. Eleanor under the spray, head tipped back. Soap suds tracked rivulets down her shoulders, pooling at the small of her back. Sylvia stepped in. Hot water needled her shoulders. She grabbed the sandalwood bar from the dish, lathered Eleanor's spine. Thumbs dug into knots beside her shoulder blades. Eleanor leaned into it. "Harder."

		Sylvia pressed. Muscle gave under her knuckles. "Fence okay?"

		"Fox didn't come back." Eleanor rinsed, turned. Water sheeted off her breasts. Nipples peaked from the shift in temperature. She took the bar, worked it across Sylvia's collarbone. Foam slipped between the studs. "Tomorrow's the call. Syndicate reps inbound."

		Sylvia nodded. Suds stung one eye. She blinked it clear. The annual gathering. First one since Antonio's body cooled in the quarry. No more knives at throats. Just handshakes and olive yields tallied on ledgers. Eleanor shut the water. Grabbed a towel from the rack, the thick Egyptian cotton one with frayed hem. She dried Sylvia rough, starting at her feet. Worked up calves, knees. Lingered between her thighs. Fingers parted folds, patted dry. Sylvia's breath hitched. Eleanor smirked. "Wet again."

		"Always." Sylvia snatched the towel. Draped it over her own shoulders. Steam fogged the mirror above the sinks. She wiped a streak clear. Her reflection stared back, collar gleaming wet-black. Dinner waited on the balcony table. Luca had set two places. Tagliatelle coiled in shallow bowls, anchovy sauce glossy with garlic flecks. Chianti breathed in balloon glasses. Candles guttered in glass chimneys, flames bending in the breeze off the groves. Sylvia forked a strand. Chewed slow. Salt burst first, then the fish's brine. Eleanor poured wine. Stem clinked the table edge. "One year since the hall."

		Sylvia swallowed. Traced the collar's edge with her pinky nail. Skin prickled under the touch. "You collared me right there. Everyone watching."

		"Thought you'd bolt." Eleanor twirled pasta on her fork. "Knees buckled instead."

		Heat climbed Sylvia's neck. She sipped Chianti. Tart edge cut the richness. "Choice now."

		Eleanor set her glass down. Reached across. Thumb hooked the chain's loose end. Tug light. Sylvia's chair scraped forward an inch. "Kneel."

		Plate half-empty. Sylvia pushed back. Slid to the tiles. Balcony stones ground her knees. She looked up. Eleanor's legs stretched long under the tablecloth. "Here?"

		Luca's footsteps paused inside the door. He cleared his throat, retreated. Pots banged in the kitchen. Eleanor rose. Chain slipped from her fingers. She circled the table. Unbuckled her belt. Slacks pooled at her ankles. Stepped free. Harness waited underneath, cock jutting thick from the base. Sylvia's mouth watered. She crawled forward on palms and knees. Forehead brushed Eleanor's shin. "Good girl." Eleanor gathered the chain. Shortened it taut. Sylvia's head jerked level with the cock. Tip brushed her lips. Pre-cum beaded clear. She licked it off. Salty tang spread over her tongue. Eleanor gripped her hair at the nape. Guided forward. Sylvia opened wide. Strained her jaw. Head bobbed. Saliva slicked the shaft down to the harness rings. Gagging pressure built at her throat. She hollowed cheeks, sucked harder. Eleanor's hips rocked shallow. Balls tapped her chin. "Bed." Eleanor yanked the chain. Sylvia rocked back on heels. Scrambled up. Balcony doors banged open as they passed. She dropped the harness slick on the duvet. Crawled onto the mattress four-limbed. Ass high. Chain pulled her neck down. Face mashed into pillows. Eleanor knelt behind. Hands spread her thighs wide. Cool air kissed soaked folds. Fingers probed. Two slid in knuckle-deep. Sylvia clenched. Eleanor twisted. Thumb circled her clit hood. "Dripping."

		"Please." Sylvia's voice muffled in cotton. Hips bucked back. Cock nudged her entrance. Blunt pressure. Eleanor thrust. Buried half in one shove. Sylvia yelped. Stretch burned sweet. Walls gripped silicone ridges. Eleanor bottomed out. Balls slapped her ass. Rhythm started. Snap-snap into wet flesh. Chain yanked. Sylvia's back arched. Nipples dragged mattress. Friction sparked. She panted open-mouthed. Eleanor's free hand clamped her hip. Bruise sure to bloom. Pace quickened. Bed rattled. Headboard thumped the wall twice per stroke. Sylvia's fingers clawed sheets. Climax coiled low. Eleanor's grunts mixed with skin slaps. Sweat dripped from her brow onto Sylvia's spine. "Come."

		Command tipped her. Muscles spasmed. She ground back, chased the pulse. Fluids squelched around the thrusts. Eleanor kept pounding through it. Overstimulated nerves fired sharp. Sylvia whined. Collapsed elbows. Eleanor pulled out. Flipped her. Legs splayed. Cock plunged back in. Gravity shifted the angle. Hit that spot dead-on. Sylvia's heels dug Eleanor's ass. Urged deeper. Chain draped her throat like a noose. Loose now. Eleanor's biceps flexed. Sweat gleamed on her scar. Eyes pinned Sylvia's. Thrusts turned erratic. Harness base ground her own clit. She stiffened. Groaned low. Hips stuttered. Sylvia felt the quiver through the shaft. They stilled. Eleanor eased free. Cum-slick cock bobbed. Sylvia's thighs quivered. Pussy throbbed open. She cupped herself. Fingers came away glossy strands. Eleanor unclipped the chain. Let it fall. Fingers worked the collar buckle. Leather peeled from damp skin. She held it up. Studs winked in candlelight from the balcony. "Renew it."

		Sylvia sat up. Neck bare felt wrong. Air chilled the sweat ring. She nodded. Took the leather. Polished it on the sheet. Buffed the buckle with her thumb. Passed it back. Eleanor knelt on the bed. Sylvia tilted her chin. Leather circled cool. Buckle clicked shut. Chain reattached. Tug tested. Sylvia's head bobbed forward. "Better." Eleanor's palm cupped her jaw. Kiss landed soft on forehead. Then lips. Tongue flicked in once. Pulled back. "Estate plans."

		Sylvia settled cross-legged. Sheets bunched under her ass. "New irrigation lines. From the west spring."

		"Luca priced pumps. German ones. Quiet." Eleanor stretched out beside her. Arm pillowed her head. "Tree we planted. Roots hit the drip already."

		Sylvia leaned into her side. Shoulder bone dug her cheek. "Birds came. Finches. Red ones."

		"Keep the olives clean." Eleanor's fingers combed her hair. Tugged strands over the collar. "Extend the path. Bench at the fork."

		"Stone. Like the terrace." Sylvia yawned. Jaw cracked. Wine haze tugged her eyelids. Chain draped her lap, cool metal on bare thigh. Eleanor reached for the nightstand. Phone screen glowed. Texts stacked. Syndicate names. Arrival slots. She scrolled one thumb. "Reps want the hall tomorrow. Early."

		Sylvia hummed. Burrowed closer. Eleanor's nipple brushed her temple. Hard still. "We'll handle it."

		Fingers tightened in her hair. Pulled once. Gentle. "On your knees in the morning."

		Sylvia's cunt clenched empty. She pressed thighs together. "Yes."

		Eleanor switched off the lamp. Balcony candles flickered shadows across the wall. Fan whirred steady. Sylvia traced the buckle with one finger. Nail caught the edge. Skin underneath itched faint. She scratched. Settled. Morning broke with rooster crows from the coops. Sylvia woke first. Slid from bed quiet. Chain dragged the floor. She padded to the vanity. Drawer held oils. Picked the argan one, lemon-scented. Dabbed the collar's inner edge. Leather drank it up, darkened. Eleanor stirred. Sheet tented at her hips. "Pet."

		Sylvia turned. Dropped to knees. Crawled to the bed edge. Chin rested on mattress. Looked up. "Coffee?"

		"Later." Eleanor sat up. Cock half-hard already. Hand stroked it lazy. "Suck."

		Sylvia opened. Morning mouth bitter. Took it slow. Tongue flat under the head. Eleanor's hand fisted her hair. Guided deeper. Breakfast could wait. Luca knocked mid-throat. "Donna. Pump delivery. Sign?"

		Eleanor thrust once. Sylvia gagged soft. Eleanor called out. "Desk drawer. Combo seven-nine-two."

		Door clicked shut. Eleanor pulled free. Spit string connected lip to tip. She wiped it on Sylvia's cheek. "Up. Dress."

		Closet hung with silks and linens. Sylvia picked the black sheath. No underthings. Collar showed above the neckline. Chain tucked inside. Eleanor zipped her. Breath hot on nape. They descended stairs. Marble chilled Sylvia's soles. Kitchen smelled of espresso and burnt bread. Luca slid plates over. Croissants flaked. Jam jar open, fig preserves thick. "Path extension." Eleanor said around a bite. "Quotes by noon."

		Luca nodded. Jotting on a napkin. "Stone from Palermo. Buff."

		Sylvia licked jam from her thumb. Sticky sweet. "Bench wide. For two."

		Eleanor's knee nudged hers under the table. Pressed inner thigh. Sylvia shifted. Heat pooled quick. Syndicate reps arrived at ten. Suits crisp off the jet. Handshakes in the hall. Ledgers swapped. Olive yields up twelve percent. No knives flashed. Lunch stretched lazy. Prosciutto sliced thin, melon balls chilled. Wine again. Sylvia poured. Eleanor's hand on her low back. Thumb dipped the dress waistband. Afternoon waned. Reps departed. Dust trailed their tires down the drive. Sylvia cleared glasses. Chain swung free now. Caught a sunbeam. Gleamed. Eleanor watched from the terrace doors. "Path tomorrow."

		Sylvia stacked plates. Nodded. "Our rhythm."

		Eleanor stepped close. Hand cupped her ass through silk. Squeezed. "Crawl to the bedroom."

		Sylvia set the stack down. Dropped. Palms hit tile. Ass swayed as she went. Chain dragged a faint scrape. Door loomed ahead.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 34

		

		The Syndicate Return

		

		

		She pushed the bedroom door wide with her toe. Sylvia crawled ahead on the cool tile, chain scraping like a fingernail on slate. Eleanor's cock hung heavy between her legs, still slick from Sylvia's mouth earlier. She followed, shedding her shirt as she went. Linen hit the floor in a heap by the bedpost. Sylvia reached the rug first. Persian wool muffled her knees. She paused there, ass up, shoulders down. Collar gleamed under the skylight, buckle catching the late sun. Eleanor dropped beside her. Fingers hooked the chain's loose end. Tug. Sylvia arched deeper, thighs parting on instinct. "Stay." Eleanor circled slow. Bare feet silent on the weave. Sylvia's cunt lips swelled already, pink and damp. Eleanor knelt behind. Palms spread her cheeks wide. Thumb pressed the pucker, circled once. Sylvia whined low, forehead to the rug. Eleanor leaned in. Tongue flat against her slit. Licked up slow, from clit hood to asshole. Salt and musk filled her mouth. Sylvia bucked. Eleanor pinned her hips down. Sucked the clit between teeth. Nipped. Sylvia's fists balled the wool. Eleanor rose. Cock nudged her opening. Wet enough. She thrust in halfway. Sylvia gasped, pushed back for more. Eleanor gripped the chain like reins. Yanked her head up. Neck strained. She slammed home. Balls slapped ass. Rhythm built quick. Sylvia's walls clenched greedy around the shaft. Eleanor fucked harder. Sweat beaded her chest. Dripped onto Sylvia's back. Traced the spine groove. "Take it." Eleanor grunted. Hand cracked Sylvia's ass cheek. Red bloom instant. Sylvia moaned, cunt fluttering. Eleanor pulled the chain tighter. Sylvia's throat corded. She drove deep, grinding the base against her clit. Sylvia came first. Shudders milked her dry. Eleanor followed. Pulse after pulse. Filled her up. Pulled out slow. Cum leaked down Sylvia's thigh. White streak on tan skin. Eleanor unhooked the chain. Sylvia collapsed flat. Breath ragged. Eleanor patted her flank. "Good girl." Fetched a towel from the basin. Wiped them both. Rough terrycloth scraped sensitive skin. Sylvia sighed into it. Dinner came later. Luca left trays outside. Arancini crisp, stuffed with mozzarella that burst hot. Red wine from the Trapani cellars. They ate cross-legged on the bed. Sheets tangled from the fuck. Sylvia fed her a bite. Fingers lingered on Eleanor's lips. Eleanor bit the tip gentle. Sylvia laughed. Night fell heavy. Stars pricked the skylight. They slept tangled. Sylvia's hip bone dug Eleanor's ribs. Comfort like that. Morning brought the hum of engines. Low rumble up the drive. Eleanor checked her watch. Nine-fifteen. Annual syndicate call. She nudged Sylvia awake. "Up. Hall today."

		Sylvia stretched. Collar shifted on her throat. She traced the edge with one finger. Skin pale there. Eleanor watched. Pulled her close for a kiss. Tongue deep. Sylvia melted into it. They dressed deliberate. Eleanor in charcoal wool trousers, crisp shirt open at the collar. Strapped on the shoulder holster. Beretta cool metal against her side. Sylvia chose the emerald silk, high neck but slits up the thighs. Collar sat proud above the fabric. No leash today. Not public. But the chain stayed tucked, a secret weight. Stairs echoed their steps. Marble warmed now by the sun. Syndicate hall doors stood open. Guards nodded. Inside, the long oak table gleamed polished. Chairs pushed back from last use. Air smelled of lemon oil and cigar ash ghosted from months back. Reps filtered in. Vito from Messina first. Paunch straining his vest. Kissed Eleanor's cheeks. "Donna." Eye flicked to Sylvia. Lingered on the collar. He bowed shallow. "Signora Quarles."

		Sylvia inclined her head. "Vito." Voice steady. More arrived. Carmela Rizzo from Catania. Sharp bob, gold hoops swinging. Handshake firm with Eleanor. Then Sylvia. "Heard about the yields. Impressive."

		The room filled. Twelve total. Maps unrolled across the table. Estate borders inked red. Olive groves shaded green. Antonio Greco's old mark scratched out. Faded ink. Eleanor took the head chair. Sylvia beside her. Knee to knee under the table. Vito cleared his throat. "Shipment routes. Navy patrols off Palermo doubled."

		Eleanor nodded. Unrolled her own ledger. "Reroute via Ustica. Our man there, Marco. Fees split three ways." She tapped the cove marked. Sylvia leaned in. Traced the line with her nail. "Add the secondary dock. Handles overflow."

		Vito grunted approval. Carmela jotted notes. "Prices hold? No dips?"

		Sylvia fielded it. "Up two percent. Drought hit competitors harder." She slid a yield chart across. Numbers crisp, columns aligned. Eleanor watched her. Sylvia's fingers drummed the table edge once. Quick tic. Eleanor nudged her shin. Sylvia stilled. Turned the page for Carmela. Explained the projections. Voice even, eyes direct. Talk turned to security. "Trafficker busts last quarter." Paolo from Syracuse said. "Lost two loads."

		Eleanor leaned forward. "Your end sloppy. Told you last year." Scar on her brow itched in the dry air. She scratched it absently. "Tighten manifests. No more ghosts."

		Paolo flushed. Nodded fast. Sylvia poured water from the pitcher. Glass clinked on his coaster. "Protocol sheet from our docks. Copy for you." She handed it over. Typed clean, bullet points. He scanned it. Pocketed the page. Lunch broke natural. Trays wheeled in. Caponata sharp with eggplant. Swordfish grilled, skin crisp. Ficello wine poured deep red. Glasses chimed. Stories swapped. Vito on his grandson's first communion. Carmela's new yacht docked in Taormina. Sylvia laughed at the right beats. Hand rested light on Eleanor's wrist under the table. Eleanor covered it. Squeezed once. Afternoon dragged the real meat. "Expansion north." Carmela pushed. "Your groves abut ours."

		Eleanor met her gaze. "Joint venture. Fifty-fifty irrigation rights." Sylvia chimed in. "We handle pumps. You the fencing." Deal sketched quick. Initials scrawled on a napkin. No raised voices. No side eyes on Sylvia. Last time here, Greco's crew sneered. Called her outsider. Knife under the table once. Neutralized now. Rotting somewhere off the coast. Sun slanted low through the arched windows. Gold bars on the floor tiles. Final tallies read. Yields confirmed. Routes locked. Handshakes all around. Crisp suits filed out. Tires crunched gravel down the drive. Eleanor stood last. Sylvia beside her. Hand low on her back. "Smooth."

		"Yeah." Eleanor locked the ledgers in the sideboard. Key turned click. Sylvia's thumb dipped her waistband. Traced skin there. Doors swung shut. Marble hall empty. Echoed their steps. Eleanor's cock twitched. Sylvia's heat pressed close. They veered toward the garden terrace. Tools waited there. Leather kit from the study. Worn leash on the bench. Sylvia's fingers already itched for the awl.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 35

		

		The Leash Restoration

		

		

		Sylvia's fingers closed around the awl handle, the wood worn smooth from years in the kit. Sun baked the garden terrace stones underfoot, heat rising in waves that blurred the olive groves beyond the balustrade. She dropped to the bench, leather pouch spilling beeswax, needles, and sinew thread across the wrought-iron table. The worn leash lay coiled there like a shed skin, frayed at the clasp from too many tugs in the early days. Eleanor settled beside her, one long leg stretched out, boot sole scraping faint grit from the tile. "That syndicate bullshit dragged." She picked up the leather oil, unscrewed the tin. The scent punched out, sharp and animal. "Paolo's face when you slid him that protocol sheet. Priceless."

		Sylvia grinned, threading the awl. Her thumb pressed the point into the leather strap, punching a neat hole. First repair stitch. The needle dragged sinew through, pull tight. Back when Eleanor first buckled this around her neck, the leather bit fresh and unforgiving. Sylvia's hands shook then, not from fear exactly, but the raw drop into someone else's rules. Now the pull felt steady. She knotted the stitch, snipped excess with shears. "He pocketed it like contraband. Next year, no excuses."

		Eleanor chuckled low, rubbing oil into the frayed end with her thumb. Her fingers worked in circles, darkening the tan to deep chestnut. Scar above her eye caught the light, a thin white line against tanned skin. "Joint venture with Carmela seals the north groves. Pumps on our side, fencing theirs. Ficello flows both ways now." She glanced up. "You ate that swordfish clean. Not a flake left."

		"Grilled perfect." Sylvia's next hole punched clean, no slip. She traced the edge of her collar absentmindedly, leather warm from the sun. Thumb along the buckle. Not anxious tremor anymore, just habit. The terrace hummed quiet, cicadas drilling from the cypress hedge, a distant clink of glasses from the kitchen staff prepping dinner. Bougainvillea spilled purple over the pots, petals drifting lazy onto the bench. One stuck to the oil tin. Sylvia flicked it off. They worked side by side, tools clinking. Sylvia measured the replacement clip, metal cold against her palm. Snap it in place. Test tug. Solid. "Remember the first time you clipped this on?" She kept her eyes on the work, voice light. "Hallway after the gathering. I yanked back. Thought it'd choke me."

		Eleanor paused, rag paused mid-wipe on the handle. "You did. Froze like a stray." She leaned closer, shoulder bumping Sylvia's. Heat off her body cut the breeze. "Dropped to knees anyway. Dripping already."

		Sylvia's cheeks warmed, but she laughed. Short bark. "Liar. I stalled. Made you chase." She oiled the new stitching herself, fingers slick. The leather gleamed now, supple under her touch. Callback hit soft, no sting. That hallway reek, sweat and gun oil from the men. Eleanor's grip then iron on her throat. Now? Sylvia's free hand brushed Eleanor's knee. Casual. "Chased nothing." Eleanor set the rag down, picked up the leash. Uncoiled it full length, three feet of oiled braid. "Yanked you straight to the rug. Fucked you face down till you begged leash slack." Her voice dropped gravel. Boot nudged Sylvia's calf. Heat pooled low in Sylvia's belly. She shifted on the bench, thighs pressing. "Begged? Pushed back. You liked that part." Awl down. Done. She took the leash from Eleanor's hand, buckle end first. Clicked it to her collar ring smooth as breath. Tug test. Firm. Eleanor watched, eyes narrowing. "Wear it now."

		Sylvia stood, leash dangling between them. Afternoon sun slanted gold across the terrace, shadows stretching long from the stone urns. She dropped slow, knees to tile. Rough grit bit through her skirt hem. Leash pulled taut as she crawled forward one step. Eleanor's boot planted light on the slack, pinning it. "Good."

		Sylvia's pulse kicked in her throat. She nuzzled Eleanor's calf, lips brushing wool sock top. Salt taste. "Trip next week. Cefalu? Beach empty this season." Words muffled against skin. Planning slotted in easy, leash weight familiar pull. Eleanor wound the handle around her fist once. Shortened it. "Cefalu. Our villa there. No staff." She hauled Sylvia up by the collar ring, direct to her feet. Mouth crashed down, tongue shoving in hard. Sylvia gripped Eleanor's shirtfront, knuckles white on cotton. Kiss broke wet. "Pack light. Nothing but collar and this."

		"Yes." Sylvia's breath hitched. Leash wrapped Eleanor's wrist twice now. She backed toward the balustrade, pulling Eleanor with. Marble rail cool against her ass. Skirt hiked easy, no zipper fight. Eleanor's hand dove under, fingers shoving panties aside. Two plunged deep, curl hitting that spot. Sylvia bucked, nails digging Eleanor's biceps. "Fuck." Eleanor's free hand yanked Sylvia's top buttons. Bra shoved up. Mouth latched on nipple, teeth scrape. Suck hard. Sylvia's cunt clenched around the thrust, slick pull each withdraw. Leash dangled between, swinging with the rhythm. Eleanor's thumb circled clit, press firm. Sylvia's hips rolled desperate, chase the pressure. "More." Sylvia gasped it, head back against stone. Breeze cooled sweat trickling down her spine. Eleanor's fingers scissored wide, stretch burn sweet. Then out. Sylvia whined low. Eleanor spun her, facedown over the rail. Leash draped across Sylvia's back, handle in Eleanor's teeth. Skirt flipped full. Panties ripped down ankles. Zip rasped. Harness buckles clinked. Eleanor's cock pressed blunt at her entrance, tip nudge. No tease. Slam full hilt. Sylvia's cry echoed off the groves. Thrusts pounded steady, hips slap skin. Leash yanked back with each drive, arching Sylvia's neck. Collar dug in, just bite. Eleanor's hand gripped hip bone, nails crescent marks. "Tight. Take it." Cock dragged ridges inside, strap silicone thick vein. Sylvia's walls fluttered grip, juice slicking thighs. She pushed back, meet each shove. Tiles scuffed her palms braced wide. "Harder." Leash slackened a beat. Then snapped taut. Eleanor's palm cracked her ass cheek, sting bloom red. Thrust stuttered deep, grind. Wind picked up, bougainvillea petals swirling around their feet. Sylvia's knee slipped once, gravel pinch. Eleanor's arm banded her waist, haul steady. Cock pistoned faster, balls tap wet. Sylvia's clit throbbed neglected, but the pull, the yank, built coil anyway. Fingers slipped down, her own. Rub frantic circles. "Come." Eleanor's order grunted against Sylvia's ear. Teeth on lobe. Leash wrapped her fist full now, haul like reins. Sylvia shattered, cunt spasm milk the shaft. Walls clamp pulse. Eleanor drove through it, three brutal slams. Then still, buried deep. Groan rumbled her chest. They slumped, Sylvia's cheek on warm marble. Leash coiled loose on the rail. Eleanor's cock slipped free slow, wet trail down thigh. She tucked herself, zipped. Pulled Sylvia up gentle, skirt smoothed. "Fixed perfect." Eleanor unclipped the leash, coiled it proper. Tucked into her belt loop temporary. Sylvia straightened clothes, buttons fumbled once. Fingers lingered on collar. "Cefalu. Tuesday?"

		"Tuesday." Eleanor cupped her jaw, thumb trace lip. "Beach walk first. Leash under skirt."

		Sylvia nodded, thumb back to throat trace. Breeze carried lemon from the groves. Cicadas droned on. She gathered the tools, pouch zipped. One needle left on the table. She pocketed it. Eleanor slung an arm over her shoulders. They turned toward the hall doors, gravel faint under terrace edge. "Archives tomorrow. Seal Greco's shit for good."

		Sylvia leaned in. "Then Etna after Cefalu? Lava tubes."

		Eleanor squeezed. "Deal."

		A petal stuck to Sylvia's shoe. She kicked it free mid-step. Door creaked open ahead.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 36

		

		The Family Archive Review

		

		

		The door swung wide on silent hinges. Hall shadows stretched long under the cypresses outside the clerestory windows. Sylvia's arm brushed hers, warm from the terrace sun. Eleanor kept her stride even, leash pouch heavy against her hip. A servant nodded from the far end, mop bucket sloshing faint as they passed. Up the main stair, cedar polished to gloss. Sylvia's fingers grazed the banister, nails clicking soft. Her bedroom door clicked shut behind them. Sylvia peeled off her skirt first, hooks snagging once on the zipper tab. Eleanor watched her fold it over the chair arm, collar glinting under the lamp. Bed linens still rumpled from morning. Sylvia crawled in naked except that leather band, knee dipping the mattress edge. Eleanor stripped her own shirt, trousers kicked to the rug corner. Leash uncoiled from her belt, set on the nightstand beside the glass of limoncello, half-empty. She slid in after, hand cupping Sylvia's hip curve. Sylvia arched back, ass nestling her crotch. No words. Sleep pulled fast, Sylvia's breath evening out first, fingers curled loose on the pillow seam. Morning cracked the shutters yellow. Coffee tray waited outside, steam curling from the pot spout. Eleanor poured two mugs, black for her, splash of goat milk in Sylvia's. They ate cornetti from the bakery truck, flakes scattering on the tray cloth. Sylvia licked jam from her thumb, eyes on the window vines. "Study after this?" Eleanor nodded, crust crunching under her teeth. Leash clipped on, tucked under Sylvia's sundress hem. They dressed, pouch zipped fresh. Hall echoed emptier midday. Servants cleared lunch from the refectory sideboard, plates stacked clink. Private study door at the corridor end, brass handle cool. Eleanor turned it, hinges sighing. Dust motes swirled in the slant from desk lamp. Boxes waited stacked on the leather-topped desk, six of them, labels yellowed: Greco File 2018, Syndicate Ledgers Q3, Bassett Personal. Faded marker strokes from her father's hand. Sylvia hovered by the shelves, fingertip tracing a spine on Mafia di Sicilia: A History, Vol. II. Leash end dangled loose from Eleanor's fist. She tugged once, light. Sylvia turned, hips swaying as she closed the gap. Eleanor unclipped it, coiled on the desk blotter. "Sit." Sylvia perched on the wing chair, knees together, dress riding her thighs. Eleanor dragged the first box close, cardboard edges frayed. Lid lifted easy, papers spilling yellow reams, photos glossy corners curled. Top sheet: wire transfer receipt, Antonio Greco's signature looped under Eleanor's brother's name. Luca. That scrawl hit like gravel in her boot sole. She spread them flat. Bank statements next, numbers fat in Courier font. Sylvia leaned in, braid falling over one shoulder. "This the Cefalu drop?" Her nail tapped a ledger line, shipment weights off by kilos. Eleanor grunted, flipped to photos. Grainy shots, Luca's profile sharp against the Palermo warehouse wall, Greco two paces back, hand in jacket pocket. Scar on her eyebrow itched under the lamp heat. She scratched it once, skin flaking dry. Sylvia picked a photo, held it square. Her thumb rubbed the print edge, slow circles. "He looks younger here. Your brother." Eleanor snatched it back, slotted into folder tab. "Dead two years now." Sylvia's hand dropped to her lap, fingers twisting the dress hem thread. Eleanor yanked another stack, correspondence clipped rusty. Letters from Greco to Luca, coded phrases about "the villa shipment" and "Bassett cut reroute." Her jaw worked gum she chewed earlier, mint stale. Box two heavier, photos mostly. Estate aerials marked red pen circles around the garden terrace. That bougainvillea cluster. Sylvia's capture spot. She traced her throat, nail catching the collar buckle. Eleanor watched the tremor there, faint shake. "They planned the snatch right under the east wall." Sylvia nodded, voice low. "Me as bait for you." Eleanor slammed the photo down, edge cracking the desk glass spider fine. "Bait that stuck."

		They worked through it methodical. Sylvia sorted ledgers into piles, rubber bands snapping her wrists. Eleanor filed traitor docs, staples tugged crooked. Sweat beaded her temple by box three, air conditioner humming weak against the July press outside. Window AC unit dripped steady into the tin tray. A moth batted the shade, wings thump soft. Sylvia paused on a letter, Luca's handwriting jagged. "He mentions you here. 'Eleanor's soft spot for strays.'" She set it down careful, eyes on the grain in the oak desk. Eleanor's fist closed on the page corner, paper crinkling. Soft spot. That wound from Luca's knife twist still pulled when she bent wrong. Betrayal sealed in ink. She ripped it half, tossed both pieces in the shred bin by her foot. Pedal creaked. Sylvia's fingers went back to her throat, pressing the leather flat. "He was wrong." Eleanor met her eyes, held. "Strays don't last." Sylvia's mouth quirked one side. "This one did."

		Box four: ledgers balanced wrong, Greco's falsified tallies. Sylvia cross-checked on her phone calculator, screen glow blue on her chin. "Over by twelve grand here. Wine shipments." Eleanor snorted, pencil scratching corrections in margin. The numbers blurred a beat, her thumb smudging lead. Luca's face from the photo stuck, that half-smile like he knew the blade before he swung. Grief sat heavy in her gut, lead weight. Sylvia's foot nudged her calf under the desk, sock toe curling. They broke once, water glasses from the carafe, condensation rings blooming on coasters. Sylvia drank slow, ice clink. Eleanor paced to the window, palm flat on glass cool. Terrace visible below, gravel raked fresh that morning. Petals gone now, wind scattered. She turned back. "Finish it." Sylvia nodded, braid swinging as she bent to box five. Photos again, candid estate shots. Servants blurred, but one clear: her father by the syndicate hall doors, arm around Luca. Both suits crisp, ties knotted fat. Sylvia slid it over. "Before." Eleanor's scar tugged when she frowned. Before the reroute, the drop gone bad, Luca's pockets lined with Greco cash. She folded it precise, creases sharp, into the permanent seal envelope. Wax stick heated over the lamp bulb, red drip sealing the flap. Thumb pressed the Bassett crest stamp down hard. Last box smallest, personal. Clippings from La Repubblica, headlines on the Greco takedown. Her own photo grainy, stride out the courthouse steps. Sylvia unfolded a letter, her own handwriting shaky on notebook paper. Plea to the magistrate, details of the terrace grab. "I kept this?" Eleanor took it, paper soft worn. Sylvia shrugged, fingers back to throat trace. "You asked."

		Eleanor read it silent, words blurring at the edges. That neglect in Sylvia's lines, years of empty rooms and ghosted calls bleeding through. Her own commands back then, sharp to cover the Luca hole ripping wider. She set it in the seal stack. "Burn pile later." Sylvia stacked the final folders, rubber bands tight. "Wounds make scars. Stronger skin."

		Desk cleared now, boxes collapsed flat, taped shut with silver duct rolls. Eleanor labeled them GRECOW, black marker fat strokes. Sylvia wiped dust from her palms on her dress thighs. Leash uncoiled again, clip snapping collar ring crisp. She dropped to hands and knees on the Persian rug, wool fibers prickling visible through her dress. Eleanor wound the leather twice around her fist. Tug west toward the safe, built-in wall unit. Dial spun 28-14-7, her birth date reversed. Door thunked open. Files slid in neat, six stacks. Door clanged shut, bolt throw double. Sylvia waited, ass up, shoulders steady. Eleanor knelt slow, unlocked the terrace callback photo from the inner drawer, glossy bent. Slid it beside the seals. Locked again. Rose, leash slack. Sylvia crawled to the desk front, chin on the edge, eyes up. "Future plans." Eleanor's voice cut the quiet. Sylvia's tongue wet her lip center. "Docks first. Security cams on the cranes." Eleanor nodded, hand cupping her jaw, thumb pressing the pulse spot. Steady throb. "Then Etna. Lava tubes black as pitch." Sylvia pushed into the palm. "Leash long for that drop."

		Desk lamp buzzed faint, moth still batting shade. Eleanor hauled her up by the collar front, leather creak. Sylvia's weight settled against her chest, hips wide. Kiss landed hard, teeth on lower lip tug. Papers rustled under her elbow shift. Outside, a truck horn blared from the service road, gravel spray faint. Sylvia pulled back an inch, breath hot. "Cefalu Tuesday still?" Eleanor's scar itched again. She scratched it raw. "Beach walk. Skirt leash." Sylvia's fingers slipped the pouch zipper, needle glinting inside. "Tide pools after."

		They straightened the blotter together, edges square. Final box taped last, marker cap snapped. Eleanor hefted it to the shelf gap, cardboard scrape. Sylvia dusted her hands, braid over shoulder. Leash tugged her close, heel to Eleanor's boot tip. Study door waited, brass handle catching lamp gleam. "Garage now?" Sylvia asked, thumb on throat buckle. Horn blared again, closer. Eleanor gripped the coil tight. "Deal.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 37

		

		The Joint Decision

		

		

		Eleanor yanked the leash once, sharp enough to snap Sylvia's heel into step. They hit the study door together, brass handle cold under her palm. Hallway tiles clicked under boot soles, fluorescent strips buzzing overhead like trapped hornets. Sylvia's braid swung heavy against her back, the collar's edge chafing just right where thumb met throat. She traced it anyway, nail catching the buckle's teeth. Garage smelled of diesel and tire rubber, the Mercedes G-Class hulking under sodium lights. Eleanor thumbed the fob, doors thunking up. Sylvia slid into passenger, leather seat sticking to her thighs through the thin dress. Leash pooled in her lap, warm from Eleanor's grip. Engine growled to life, exhaust puffing gray into the service road. That horn blared again, diesel truck idling at the gate, driver flicking a cigarette into gravel. "Docks straight," Eleanor said, shifting into gear. Tires crunched out, estate walls blurring past chain-link. Sylvia twisted the leash end around her finger, watching Eleanor's scar catch the dashboard glow. Left eyebrow split white, like quartz in granite. She wanted to lick it, taste the salt there. Gate arm lifted with a clank, truck lumbering ahead. They tailed it down the access ramp, salt air thickening, gulls screeching over cargo crates stamped Palermo Freight. Docks sprawled ahead, cranes groaning metal on metal, waves slapping concrete pilings below. Forklifts beeped reverse, pallets of olive oil drums stacked ten high under floodlights. Workers in hi-vis vests shouted over the din, one pausing to nod at Eleanor's SUV before waving them to the overseer's platform. Eleanor killed the engine, coil tight in fist. "Heel." Sylvia dropped out, knees hitting grit, dress hiking up. Leash tugged her forward, ass swaying as she crawled the ten feet to the platform stairs. No one stared, not anymore. Estate hands knew the drill, eyes on manifests instead. She climbed on all fours, concrete steps scraping palms raw. Eleanor's boot nudged her ribs up the last riser, then onto the grated metal overlook. Overseer platform overlooked the main crane line, monitors flickering grainy feeds from fixed cams. Two guys in polo shirts straightened at their approach, clipboards under arms. "Donna," the shorter one said, wiping sweat from his mustache. "Cranes four through seven, like you said."

		Sylvia rose to knees beside Eleanor, leash slack across the rail. Wind whipped her braid forward, diesel fumes mixing with sea rot. She scanned the screens, crane arms swinging pallets like pendulums. Grainy shadows hid half the operators' cabs. "Playback that last unload," Eleanor said, pointing at monitor three. Mustache guy tapped keys, footage rewinding jerky. A crate swung wide, barely missing a forklift. No angle caught the near-miss from below. "See?" Sylvia said, voice low under the crane whine. She leaned into Eleanor's leg, cheek on thigh muscle. "Blind spot under the boom. Cam there, high-res, motion trigger."

		Eleanor nodded, hand dropping to cup her skull, fingers threading braid base. "Agreed. Wireless mounts, solar backup. Link to the hall feeds."

		Shorter guy scribbled notes, brow furrowing. "Battery life's shit in this humidity, Donna. Wired's cleaner."

		Sylvia shifted, knees grinding grate. She nipped Eleanor's calf through pants, teeth grazing wool. Eleanor flexed, grip tightening hair roots. Playful sting shot down Sylvia's spine. "Solar panels slimline," Sylvia cut in, mouthing Eleanor's knee now, tongue flat. "Like the vineyard ones. Test two cranes first, four and five."

		Eleanor hauled her up by collar, casual, like lifting a briefcase. Sylvia straddled her boot, dress bunching at hips. Workers averted eyes, pretending to check cables. "Make it three," Eleanor said. "Rotate shifts for install tomorrow. Budget line seven."

		Mustache exchanged glances with his partner, then nodded. "On it. Specs from Turin warehouse?"

		"Pull the file," Eleanor said. Her free hand slid under Sylvia's dress, palm flat on inner thigh, thumb circling slow. Sylvia's breath hitched, clit pulsing against cotton. She ground down once, heel digging boot tongue. Guys shuffled off down the stairs, boots clanging. Docks hummed on, pallet jack whining distant, waves chucking foam against bollards. Eleanor spun her to face the rail, leash looped rail bar. "Details," she said, voice gravel over wind. Sylvia gripped rusted metal, ass out, dress flipped up. Eleanor's fingers hooked panty side, yanking down to knees. Cool air hit slick folds, Sylvia clenching empty. "Mounts at twenty feet," she said, words bumping as Eleanor spat on fingers, two sliding knuckle-deep. "Tilt adjustable, salt-proof casing."

		Eleanor crooked them, palm grinding clit hood. Sylvia bucked, rail biting palms. "Password sync?" Eleanor asked, thumb pressing perineum now, knuckles dragging out slow. "Biometrics," Sylvia gasped, pushing back. Pussy gripped the thrust, wet squelch loud over gull cries. "Your thumb, mine backup. Alerts to phones."

		Eleanor added a third finger, stretch burning sweet. She fucked steady, leash yanking Sylvia's neck back arch. "Vendor?"

		"Catania firm, the ones with the drone cams." Sylvia's thighs quivered, boot tip nudging spread wider. Eleanor's pinky circled asshole, not pushing, just rim tease. "Quote under ten K, install crew certified."

		"Good girl." Eleanor scissored deep, free hand pinching nipple through dress. Sylvia whined low, walls fluttering. Docks blurred, crane lights haloing Eleanor's jaw. She came hard, gush soaking Eleanor's wrist, knees buckling to grate. Eleanor pulled free, slick fingers smearing Sylvia's mouth. She sucked clean, tongue curling salt-tang. Leash unwound from rail. "Call it in."

		Sylvia fumbled phone from dress pocket, legs jelly. Mustache answered second ring. "Catania, now. Three cranes, specs email incoming. Rush it."

		She hung up, Eleanor already moving. They descended stairs ass-first, Sylvia crawling, cum-trail cooling thighs. Platform empty now, workers hauling nets below. Eleanor paused at SUV hood, leash clipped bumper hook. "Sign here." She slid a tablet over, stylus taped to edge. Sylvia scrawled approval, wrist shaky. New protocols glowed green: cam positions sketched crude, budgets tallied. Eleanor's boot toed her slick inner thigh, spreading residue on chrome bumper. "Seal it."

		Sylvia pressed thumb to screen, biometrics beep. File zipped to hall servers. Docks rhythm unbroken, forklift beeping load-up, radio crackling some Palermo station, accordions wheezing faint. Eleanor unclipped, yanked her upright. Panties hiked haphazard, dress smoothed crooked. They piled into the G-Class, engine coughing salt from pipes. Sylvia slumped seat, leash across lap again, thumb tracing throat buckle slick with spit. "Etna next week?" she asked, watching Eleanor's hands wheel-turn, scar flashing turn signal. "Long leash." Eleanor accelerated ramp up, estate lights pricking horizon. Truck horn faded behind, gravel spray in mirrors. Sylvia nodded, fingers slipping pouch zipper, needle glint inside. Cefalu Tuesday itched closer, tide pools waiting. She leaned headrest, docks shrinking small. Eleanor veered left at the fork, not garage. Observation alcove lights glowed ahead, window frames black against olive groves. "Vow spot first."

		Sylvia sat up, braid uncoiling shoulder. Leash tugged taut. "Now?"

		"Renew it." Eleanor parked gravel, killed lights. Door thunked open, night crickets rasping thick. Sylvia followed on knees to grass verge, estate grounds silver under moon. Alcove waited, curtains billowing faint.

		

	
		

		

		Chapter 38

		

		The Quiet Renewal

		

		

		Sylvia crawled ahead into the alcove, knees sinking into the wool rug that muffled estate footsteps for years. Eleanor followed, boots scraping stone threshold, leash coiled loose in her fist. Curtains settled behind them, linen panels heavy with sea salt from open casements. Moonlight pooled on the wide sill, turning the grounds below to mercury: olive rows rigid spines, distant dock lights winking like faulty wiring. She remembered this spot first time, Sylvia chained to the rail then, eyes feral over some imagined escape. Air tasted of jasmine now, not cordite. Eleanor tugged the leash once, light. Sylvia rose to her feet inside, braid swinging loose, dress hem caught on one knee, exposing the inner thigh still glossy from dock residue. Thumb to her own scar, Eleanor traced the bisect above her eye, skin itching under the pad. "Here," she said. Sylvia nodded, fingers drifting to her throat, circling the buckle absentmindedly, leather warmed from hours against skin. She stepped close, boot between Sylvia's bare feet, forcing stance wider. Leash draped over her own shoulder now, slack enough for movement. Window glass cool against Eleanor's knuckles as she braced one palm flat. Sylvia's breath hitched on the exhale, close enough to fog the pane. "Kneel." Sylvia dropped smooth, knees spreading on rug fibers, palms flat to thighs. Dress rode up, panties crooked from hasty hike at the SUV. Cum trail dried flaky on skin, catching lamplight from the sconce. Eleanor crouched, knees popping faint, eye level now. Sylvia's pupils blew wide, black in low light. "Spot's same." She hooked a finger under the collar, tugged forward. Sylvia leaned into it, throat bobbing swallow. "Yeah. Vow spot." Voice rough from dock shouts, Mustache's Catania call still echoing in Eleanor's head. She pressed forehead to Sylvia's, noses bumping clumsy. "Renew." Sylvia's fingers twitched on thighs, nails digging crescents. "Yours." Simple word, but it landed heavy, like the first time when fists clenched rails and threats hung between. Eleanor gripped her chin, thumb smearing lip gloss mixed with earlier salt. "All." Sylvia parted lips on cue, tongue flicking pad. "All."

		Eleanor stood slow, vertebrae cracking, leash pulling Sylvia up with her. She turned her to the window, back flush to front, one arm banding waist. Sylvia's head tipped back on her shoulder, braid tickling collarbone. Grounds stretched out, security cams new angles blinking red from protocol update, cranes shadow silhouettes on dock cranes waiting dawn load. No Palermo vans idling suspicious anymore, no brother's ghost in the treeline. "Ours now," Eleanor said into her ear, lips brushing lobe. Sylvia nodded, fingers tracing throat again, buckle clicks soft. Boot nudged ankle wider, thigh pressing between. Sylvia rocked once, friction pulling a whine. Eleanor's free hand slid down, bunching dress at hips, fingers dipping under elastic. Wet still, folds swollen from rail fuck, clit thumbed deliberate. "Say it." Sylvia gasped, hips bucking shallow. "Estate. Ours." Eleanor circled tighter, pressure building slick sounds in quiet. Curtains stirred breeze again, carrying gravel crunch of some late truck. She spun Sylvia face-out, perched ass on sill edge, legs draped over forearms. Leash looped neck now, improvised harness pulling shoulders back. Dress shoved to waist, panties yanked aside full. Sylvia's cunt exposed, lips parted shiny, dock leavings mixed fresh drip. Eleanor's mouth watered, knees hitting rug. She dragged tongue flat up center, salt and musk thick on the flat. Sylvia's hand fisted her hair, not pulling, just holding. "Donna." Muffled, thighs clamping ears. Eleanor sucked clit direct, teeth grazing hood, two fingers plunging knuckle deep. Curl hooked g-spot, palm grinding heel. Sylvia shuddered, heels drumming sill wood. "Years. Ahead." Eleanor mumbled against folds, words vibrating. Fingers scissored, stretching, third slipping crown in. Sylvia's free hand slapped glass, palm print fogging fast. "Yes. Fuck, yes."

		She worked her ruthless, tongue spearing hole around knuckles, nose buried pubic bone. Sylvia came sudden, walls clamping vise, squirt hitting chin. Eleanor drank it, swallowing greedy, until tremors eased. Pulled free slick, strings connecting lips to thigh. Stood wiping mouth on shoulder, scar itching fierce now. Sylvia slumped sill, chest heaving, leash taut from drape. Eleanor hauled her down gentle, knees to rug again. Sat cross-legged herself, Sylvia's head guided to lap. Fingers combed braid out, strands tangling watch bezel. "Vow holds." Sylvia nuzzled thigh fabric, lips brushing seam. "Holds." Grounds hummed below, frog chorus starting in irrigation ditch, dock forklift dying battery whine. She scanned horizon, thumb stroking Sylvia's temple bone. Etna loomed black pyramid, snow cap ghost white. Cefalu Tuesday, tide pools knee deep, needle pouch waiting clinic run. "Trip first. Long leash Etna." Sylvia hummed agreement, fingers slipping collar loose one notch, testing. "Then Cefalu. Protocols run smooth without us two days."

		Eleanor nodded, boot toe tapping rug edge. New cams caught perimeter clean, budgets green on tablet zip. No more archive ghosts, boxes dust-free in study. Brother's file burned months back, ash in garden soil under their tree sapling. She gripped leash coil tighter, leather creak loud in alcove hush. Sylvia shifted lap, cheek pressing zipper bulge, hot through wool. "Up." Eleanor rose, extending hand. Sylvia took it, wobbling stand, dress falling crooked. They faced window proper, shoulders touching, arms linked at elbows. Moon tracked slow over groves, silvering leaf edges. "Manage it clean." Sylvia leaned heavier, weight familiar. "Together."

		Eleanor's scar throbbed pulse with temple. She traced Sylvia's throat fingers, mimicking habit, buckle warm metal. Past peak here, rail dents filed smooth under paint. Threats dust now, syndicate lean post-purge. "Renewed." Sylvia turned chin up, lips parting invite. Eleanor kissed hard, tongue shoving claim, hands cupping ass cheeks spread. Broke for air, foreheads butting. Sylvia's eyes held steady, no defiance flicker left. Leash tugged playful once, bell on collar tinkling faint. "Years ready." Eleanor stepped back, coiling slack. Outside, crickets peaked swell then dropped. Dawn pricked east faint, olive trunks greying. Sylvia knelt voluntary, palms up thighs, gaze floor rug fringe. Eleanor clipped leash rail same spot, old hook solid. "Wait." Sylvia nodded braid sway. She paced to casement, cracking wider. Breeze rifled papers on side table, some estate ledger doodled margins. Thumbed page, ink dry on crane specs. Turned back, Sylvia patient statue. Boot toed inner thigh, spreading residue fresh. "Crawl out." Sylvia rocked forward, knees parting wider, ass lifting slow. Leash dragged gravel as they exited alcove, moon chasing shadows long. Estate path curved left, garden faint ahead. Sylvia matched pace knee-scuff, leash singing links. Eleanor paused verge, gravel biting boot sole. "Tree tomorrow." Sylvia glanced up, throat trace fingers quick. "Early."

		She yanked leash upright, Sylvia stumbling chest to chest. "Sleep first." Fingers hooked collar tug toward garage now visible, G-Class nose moonlit. Door thunked open again, engine turn key rasping salt pipes cough. Sylvia piled seat, leash lap drape. Eleanor wheeled fork right, path gravel spray faint. Lights swept olive trunks, tree sapling silhouette ahead. She killed beams early, stars punching through. Sylvia's hand found thigh squeeze, needle pouch zipper glint dashboard glow. Cefalu itch sharpened. Eleanor accelerated gentle, estate folding behind. Dawn edged horizon pink, garden path waiting first light. Leash tugged seatbelt click. "Renew holds," Sylvia said, thumb circling buckle. Eleanor gripped wheel knuckle white. "Holds forever." Truck hummed estate gate, tires biting asphalt out.
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		Epilogue

		

		

		Truck tires crunched over loose gravel as Eleanor swung the G-Class into the pull-off beside the garden path. The engine cut with a low rumble, leaving Sylvia's ears ringing faint from the salt-rusted pipes. Dawn smeared pink across the olive trunks, first light picking out dew beads on citrus leaves overhead. Sylvia unclipped her seatbelt, leash chain sliding cool across her lap. Eleanor's boot nudged the door latch from driver's side, then she circled the hood, long legs eating ground. "Come."

		Sylvia spilled out onto dirt patch, knees hitting packed earth before she caught balance. Leash yanked once, not hard, just enough pull her forward. She dropped to all fours natural now, palms sinking into cool grit. Estate sprawled quiet around them, only roosters hacking distant from coops past the villa. Path curved ahead, lined with agave spikes and low stone walls crumbling mossy at edges. Tree sapling poked from ground fifty yards on, their planting from months back, branches twiggy but rooted deep. Eleanor strode first, boot heels grinding stone. Sylvia matched, knees scuffing rhythm, chain links singing soft between them. Air hung heavy with night damp and lemon rind rot from fallen fruit. Sylvia's braid swung, collar bell tinkling on downbeat. She glanced side-eye at Eleanor's calf muscles flexing under boot leather, scar on eyebrow catching slant light like fresh razor nick. "You smell the salt stronger out here," Sylvia said, gravel biting one palm until skin stung pink. Eleanor glanced back, thumb hooked belt loop. "Cefalu dragged it in overnight. Wind shift."

		Sylvia nodded, tongue flicking cut on inner cheek from last night's kiss bruise. They'd parked the truck on that Cefalu headland till two a.m., waves gnashing rocks below, Eleanor's fingers buried in her hair while salt spray pelted hood. No rush home then, just hands and mouths until truck cab reeked of sweat and sea. Now thighs ached faint reminder, denim seam rubbing raw spot between. Path widened at lemon grove edge, branches clawing low enough Eleanor ducked once, swearing under breath. Sylvia crawled under easy, ass lifting automatic to clear barbs. Leash went taut over her crown, Eleanor's grip casual on handle. Estate workers wouldn't stir two hours yet, but kitchen lamps flickered yellow in villa east wing, someone prepping espresso grounds already. "Tree's holding," Sylvia said, nodding ahead where sapling stood, dirt mound settled flat around base. Eleanor grunted agreement, pace slowing. "Roots took. No lean."

		They reached it, Sylvia rising to knees unprompted. Tree trunk thin as her wrist, bark papery under fingertips she traced slow. Leaves furled tight against chill, one yellowed dropping lazy to root ball. Eleanor uncoiled leash slack, leather warm from palm heat, and looped it loose around Sylvia's waist once before clipping back to collar ring. Habit now, no words needed. Sylvia leaned into touch, hip bumping Eleanor's thigh solid. "Feels steady," Sylvia murmured, fingers lingering on bark gouge from planting spade. Eleanor's hand settled nape, thumb pressing collar edge till buckle bit skin. "Like us."

		Sylvia turned face up, lips brushing Eleanor's knuckles salt-crusted still. No kiss yet, just breath mingling damp. Estate stirred faint, gravel pop somewhere distant like estate pickup rolling slow from docks. She caught whiff of diesel faint on breeze. Past threats dust now, syndicate trimmed lean after purge, but docks still hummed crates of olive oil and engine parts daily. Yesterday's protocol tweak meant guards double-checked manifests quicker, her idea mostly, Eleanor's nod sealing it. "Walk more?" Sylvia asked, rocking back on heels to ease knee gravel digs. Eleanor tugged leash experimental, chain rattle sharp. "On fours."

		Sylvia dropped compliant, palms forward. Path looped past tree toward fountain square, water burble carrying on wind. She crawled steady, elbows scraping dirt ridges, Eleanor's boots pacing flank. Bell jingled counterpoint to boot gravel crunch. Sylvia's waistband rode low from leash drape, cool air kissing hip crease. Thoughts snagged on archive boxes sealed last month, traitor photos yellowed and filed permanent. Wounds scarred over, hers from old neglect neglect, Eleanor's from brother knife-turn. Strength now, not scab. Villa loomed right, marble steps sweeping wide to terrace. Pots overflowed basil and rosemary, leaves brushing Sylvia's shoulder as they passed. Kitchen door cracked, steam puffing out with clatter of copper pans. Old cook, Maria, leaned rail once, squint-eyed at them before ducking back in with snort. Sylvia's cheeks heated, but collar weighted sure around throat, fingers itching to trace it automatic. Didn't though. No tremor left. Eleanor halted abrupt at fountain lip, water sheet spilling constant over carved lion mouths. She planted boot on mossed stone rim, leather sole scraping lichen green. "Up."

		Sylvia rose shaky, leash pulling her chest-close. Fountain mist beaded Eleanor's scar line, eyebrow quirking. Sylvia's hand found belt buckle, thumb hooking denim loop. "Coffee first? Maria's grinding now."

		"After." Eleanor's palm cupped jaw firm, tilting chin. Thumb dragged lower lip till teeth grazed pad. "Kneel."

		Stone lip cold under knees, water spray flecking Sylvia's shirt collar wet. She parted thighs wide, palms flat on thighs like training nights early on. Leash pooled between boots. Eleanor's fingers combed braid crown, then gripped root-tight, scalp tug sparking down spine. Sylvia's nipples peaked under damp cotton, rubbing seam ache. No command yet, just stare holding her pinned. "Missed this last night," Sylvia said, voice catching on fountain gurgle. Cefalu had been truck seat scramble, clothes half-on, no leash play. Eleanor chuckled low, free hand palming breast full through shirt. "Clumsy without." Fingers pinched nipple roll slow, twist enough sting. Sylvia arched into it, gasp fogging air. Leash handle wrapped Eleanor's fist once, chain lifting collar taut. She leaned down, mouth sealing Sylvia's hard, tongue shoving past teeth claim-deep. Sylvia sucked back greedy, hands fisting Eleanor's shirt hem to yank closer. Broke gasping, foreheads bumping. Eleanor's eyes held steady, no grief flicker behind anymore. Sylvia's tongue darted, tasting espresso grind faint on her breath already. "More path?"

		Eleanor straightened, leash slack giving. "Crawl."

		Back to fours, Sylvia led now almost, ass swaying deliberate. Path veered left past rose trellis thorns hooked in overgrowth. Estate gate loomed distant, wrought iron scrolled with Bassett crest forged old. Truck sat parked crooked on pull-off, dew glazing windshield. Morning built, sun cresting olive row gold, workers' voices carrying now from loading docks, crate drag and shout Italian clipped. They paused trellis midpoint, Eleanor yanking Sylvia upright by collar front. Back hit lattice wood rough, thorns pricking shoulder blade. Leash wound Eleanor's wrist three loops short, pulling throat stretch. "Here."

		Sylvia's hands yanked Eleanor's belt open buckle clink, zipper rasp loud over birdsong ramp. Denim shoved thigh-low, Eleanor's cunt bare underneath, dark curls damp morning chill. Sylvia dropped to knees again, stone biting shin, mouth sealing heat direct. Tongue flat lapped clit hood slow, then circled nub suck firm. Eleanor's hips bucked once, fist in hair grinding deeper. "Fuck, yes."

		Sylvia worked hungry, lips suction pulse, one finger sliding cunt walls slick clench. Eleanor's thighs quivered power corded, boot scraping for brace. Breath hissed salt-sharp, free hand clawing trellis till thorn drew blood bead red. Sylvia chased it, two fingers crook-hitting spot swell, thumb circling clit relentless. Eleanor's growl built low, leash chain rattle her jerk. "Come," Sylvia mumbled against wet, vibration hum. Eleanor shattered tense, cunt flood hot on tongue, thighs clamp Sylvia's ears deaf-moment. She rode it out grinding, then yanked hair back expose throat. Spit trailed Sylvia's chin glossy. "Good pet."

		Leash unwound loose, Eleanor tucking herself casual, belt click shut. Sylvia rose wiping mouth backhand, knees gravel-torn pink. No shame curl now, just belly full heat. They resumed path, her crawling slack chain drag. Fountain receded behind, villa terrace filling with chairs scraped out, Maria's helper sweeping petals brick. "Tree needs water," Sylvia said, nodding back. Eleanor hummed. "Tonight."

		Path straightened to orchard fringe, apples hanging green bitter. Sylvia's palm throbbed raw patch, but she pressed on, bell tinkle estate chorus now. Workers waved distant, caps pulled low respectful. Eleanor veered them off-path sudden, boot trampling grass tuft to low wall overlook. Grounds rolled below, docks forklifts beeping reverse, crates stamped "Bassett Imports" stacking neat. "Look," Eleanor said, leash draped shoulder. Sylvia knelt beside, hip to thigh press. View held their world, threats purged clean, partnership locked. Her fingers traced collar edge absent, leather supple years-wear. "Ours."

		Eleanor's arm slung neck casual, scar brushing temple. "Forever."

		Wind picked up, citrus scent sharp, roosters shut up finally. Sylvia leaned heavier, Eleanor's weight anchor. Path waited empty ahead, but dock shout carried question Italian garble. Eleanor tensed faint. "What now?" Sylvia asked, thumb hooking leash chain link.
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