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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      ADRIEN

      The last thing I expected on a random Tuesday was Alicia Morgan demanding an emergency meeting. I despise being summoned, but when the Scandal Queen clears her schedule, someone’s world is about to implode.

      The storm system hovering over the city lends a dark haze to the sky, rain pelting the glass. Fitting for a morning hampered by jet lag and a meeting my sister, Margot, insisted I take.

      “I vote we order in,” Tommy says, ankle crossed over his knee, arm draped across the Chesterfield sofa like he hasn’t a care in the world. He wouldn’t—Alicia didn’t demand his presence.

      I rub my eyes, debating whether to have more caffeine or an intravenous hydration drip. It’s Manhattan—there must be one nearby. Maybe if I hadn’t had that third scotch on the plane…

      “News says subways are flooding.”

      “Since when have you taken the subway?”

      “Fair. Still, I can’t walk into court with soaked trousers.”

      I press the desk phone. “Can you bring in menus? We’ll order lunch.”

      “Yes, sir. Right away.”

      Tommy leans back. “So Margot’s dictating your schedule. Aside from being a thorn in your side, how’s she doing?”

      “She’s well. Busy.”

      I hesitate. “She asked about you,” I add, though I shouldn’t.

      There’s a rap at the walnut door. “Come in.”

      A young woman, an administrative temp, enters, beige skirt suit, nervous hands shaking menus.

      “You can hand those to the judge,” I say.

      Tommy barely glances as he takes them.

      “Sir, your twelve o’clock is here. Ms. Alicia Morgan. Should I ask if she’d like to join you for lunch?”

      “No. We’ll be done before the food arrives.”

      The click of heels announces her before the door opens. To hell with the weather—she’s immaculate in ivory Givenchy and Prada heels, hair a dark wave, eyes a sharp blue that take in everything at once.

      “Alicia Morgan,” I say. She’s the founder and CEO of Morgan & Company, a crisis communications firm. From what I’ve heard, she’s the one everyone from celebrities to presidents go to when things go tits up.

      “Judge Brennan,” she greets Tommy, before adding with smooth authority, “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m short on time. This conversation needs to be private.”

      “I’m going,” he says, and slips out.

      I round my desk. Alicia commands the room, something I’ll allow, as from what I’ve heard, you want her on your side. “Can I get you⁠—”

      “No, thank you.” The words cut, but the smile that follows is practiced and bright. It softens the edge just enough to remind me she’s not all steel.

      She opens a pale leather briefcase and passes me a folder. “I need you to confirm whether these photographs were taken inside your club.”

      The Sanctuary. My chest tightens. Discretion is its foundation—no phones, no cameras. If this trust is breached, everything I’ve built crumbles.

      I flip through black-and-white prints. A man on a sofa. A woman straddling a blurred figure. Too intimate, too familiar. I study the headboard, the chains. Suite 7A.

      I close the folder and set it on the table between us. “Where did your client get these?”

      “He’s being blackmailed.”

      “Who knows?”

      “Right now? Just him. Let’s keep it that way.”

      When she reaches for the folder, my hand comes down over it, stopping her.

      “You must know I intend to find the source,” I say.

      “Unless you’re the extortionist.”

      I flinch. “I don’t need money, Ms. Morgan. My reputation—and my business—are inviolable.”

      “Your sister said you’d never risk this club’s reputation. That’s the only reason I’m here.”

      Of course Margot vouched for me. “What did you tell her?”

      “That if this isn’t handled, your business goes under. Simple as that.”

      No wonder Margot insisted.

      “I need everything you have.” My employees. Everyone is a suspect.

      “My client believes he’s not the only victim,” she says, sliding the folder out from under my hand and drawing it back toward her. “We’re meeting with an investigative team Friday. I want you there.”

      “That’s four days.”

      “There’s no demand yet. This was a preview.”

      Her client must be political. A divorce. Exposure. Influence at stake.

      “I’ll work with your team—on one condition. I take the lead on matters concerning the club.”

      Her eyes narrow. “This folder is one piece of a much bigger case.”

      “And I’ll root out the leak. If the leak isn’t the extortionist, the leak will lead you to the source. One team. My lead.”

      A pause. “I can live with that.” She stands. “If I can move the meeting up, I will. Assume your schedule is flexible.” The tone is clipped, but when her gaze meets mine, there’s a flicker of something else—resolve that feels personal. She’s fighting for her client, yes, but also for principle.

      “Send me everything—metadata, angles, locations.”

      “These files aren’t moving. You want the digital assets, you come to me. Tomorrow. Eight a.m.”

      When the door shuts, I stay where I am, staring out at the storm-darkened skyline. Three years I’ve poured into The Sanctuary—every detail perfected, every indulgence crafted, every weakness anticipated. It was meant to be untouchable, a refuge of discretion. Now someone intends to twist it into leverage, into a weapon. They picked the wrong business to undermine—and definitely the wrong man to cross.

      I stand and walk to the windows, forehead nearly touching the cool glass. To some, the club offered exclusivity and connections. To others, the place offered velvet and shadows, elusive aromas, and silk against skin in darkened corners. I’d always understood what I was building: not just exclusivity, but permission. Permission to want—and act within the protective walls—without consequence.

      And someone corrupted it. Turned sanctuary into weapon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      ADRIEN

      Friday morning, Senator Crawford passes through security in the nondescript midtown Manhattan office tower minutes after I do. At the elevator bank, I watch him approach. No one in the lobby gives him a second look. For a man in the middle of a high-profile divorce, I’d have expected greater name recognition. Apparently, he’s less familiar to the public than a C-list celebrity.

      His gaze flickers with recognition. I scan the suits in the lobby again to confirm no one’s paying attention, then extend a hand. “Good to see you,” I say, deliberately omitting his title. No reason to draw ears.

      There are dozens of businesses in this office tower. Visiting Morgan Publicity doesn’t, in itself, mean anything. Still, I know how quickly rumors spread in Manhattan, and I prefer not to be the spark.

      “Adrien,” he says, shaking my hand with practiced warmth, holding my eye just long enough to project sincerity.

      I wonder—do they all take the same course in charm at whatever academy breeds senators?

      The elevator dings. We ride in silence with three others to the sixty-first floor.

      David Crawford’s problems are legend: an ugly divorce and a chief of staff recently convicted of selling secrets to the highest bidder. Conveniently, the man declared the senator had no knowledge, and the authorities agreed. Still, guilt by association stains. Public perception is rarely merciful.

      The photos make sense now—desire as liability. In his world, lust isn’t pleasure. It’s ammunition.

      No wonder he doesn’t want illicit photographs surfacing. What I don’t yet know is whether the blackmailers want money—or something more strategic.

      I’ve already checked: seven Sanctuary security employees were on duty when the videos were filmed. All seven were hired before my acquisition. Expansion took me abroad, and somewhere in my absence, someone let entrepreneurial instincts run feral. Whoever it is has now put everything at risk.

      The elevator empties floor by floor until only the two of us remain.

      “You don’t travel with security?” I ask.

      “Secret Service doesn’t cover senators unless there’s an active threat.”

      Meaning: to disclose the threat, he’d have to admit he’s being blackmailed. He’d rather not.

      A white oak door opens beside the reception desk. A sharp-eyed woman with glasses glances up as Alicia Morgan crosses the lobby to meet us.

      “You’re right on time,” Alicia says. “The others are already in the conference room.”

      Today she’s taupe from head to toe, her dark hair in an elegant chignon, gold catching light at her throat and wrists. Polished, poised—a walking seminar in optics.

      “David, before we go in,” she says, crisp and measured, “you are the client. If you don’t want to answer something, look to me. If you need a sidebar, take it. The KOAN team works for us.”

      “As a reminder,” I say, “they also work for me. I’m paying the bills.” David frowns, questions flickering across his face. “This can do as much damage to my business as yours.”

      “I’m not sure I agree with you there,” he replies, southern charm fraying around the edges.

      “If you want these investigators inside my club, this is the arrangement. My covering the bills also spares you the headache of explaining line items in your finances.”

      “No one tracks my personal finances,” he bites out.

      “Even so,” I say evenly, “you’re my client. Your privacy has been breached. When we meet this team, I intend to take charge.”

      Alicia’s scowl is quick and sharp.

      “Of the investigation into the club,” I add. “PR, narrative, countermeasures—that’s your arena. But how the breach happened? That’s mine.”

      David inclines his head, satisfied. I look to Alicia. “I’ve never heard of KOAN. If I don’t believe they’re capable, I’ll bring in someone who is.”

      “They put my former chief of staff behind bars,” David says. “They’re capable.”

      Interesting. The senator approves of the people who gutted his staff.

      “You didn’t bring anyone from your team?” Alicia asks, leading us down a carpeted hall.

      “No. I don’t know who I can trust.” Margot knows something occurred, because Alicia called her, but she doesn’t know specifics. Tommy knows I’m dealing with a leak, because he’s Tommy. Again, he doesn’t know specifics. Beyond that, silence. A senator’s career is at stake, but so is the future of what I’ve built.

      We stop at a pair of white-stained wooden doors. Alicia pauses, hand on the handle. “Are we good?”

      Crawford and I nod. She pulls the door open.

      David enters first, then Alicia. I follow—and the room rises for the senator. Greetings, handshakes, the shuffle of chairs.

      A man in a dark suit with sharp eyes and a trimmed beard introduces himself as Hudson Stone, KOAN’s managing director. Beside him stands a tall man with a shaved head. But it’s the woman next to them who erases the air from the room.

      Blonde hair, sleek and straight, parted and tucked behind one ear. Eyes the blue of the Mediterranean⁠—

      The scent hits me first. Jasmine. Not perfume—something lighter, more intimate. Shampoo, maybe, or body oil. The same fragrance that clung to the yacht’s sheets; the same fragrance that I searched for in every hotel lobby and high-end boutique for months after. In Monaco casinos. Paris perfumeries. London art galleries. Always chasing a ghost.

      Sophie.

      Every concern about The Sanctuary vanishes under the weight of memory: Monaco, moonlight, the weekend I thought I stumbled on something authentic in a life built on carefully constructed facades.

      The intimacy Crawford hides in shame, I remember as something else entirely—desire that felt unmanufactured, uncorrupted. The difference between appetite and connection.

      Three years searching. Six months of investigators scouring Europe for an art consultant who didn’t exist. The search turned up nothing. No passport. No employment history. No digital footprint. Vapor.

      And yet here she is. In a conference room in Manhattan. Alive. Real.

      Her eyes widen—yes, she recognizes me. And I’m unexpected.

      She steps forward with professional composure, extending her hand. “Brie Anderson, KOAN Security.”

      The voice—controlled, cultured, achingly familiar—strikes like a blow. I take her hand, electricity sparking through contact.

      For an instant, we’re back on that yacht, her laugh carrying over the water, my certainty that I’d found something true in a life built on illusion. Her fingers tighten just slightly before she pulls away, mask intact. But I saw it—the widening of her eyes, the careful step back. She remembers.

      “Mr. d’Avricourt,” she says, and the sound of my formal name in her voice nearly undoes me.

      Heat crawls up my neck. Unprofessional. Unwelcome.

      I force my breathing to steady, force my hands to remain still when what they want is to reach for her—to confirm she’s real, solid, here. The desire that surges through me feels intrusive, almost violent in its intensity.

      I’ve spent three years learning to separate want from need, performance from authenticity. Built an international firm on understanding the mechanics of desire. And in three seconds, she’s reduced me to raw appetite.

      I clear my throat. “Ms. Anderson.”

      But she’s not Brie Anderson. She’s Sophie Dubois—the woman who disappeared without a trace, leaving me to wonder whether that perfect weekend had been real at all, or only another illusion—beautiful, fleeting, and gone.
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      BRIE

      Shock hits me with clinical clarity: throat tight, fingers trembling, vision narrowing. Training catalogs the symptoms, but nothing prepared me for this. I never thought I’d see him again, and now time itself feels fractured—slowed—while I stand outside myself, the lone observer.

      I study him the way one studies brushstrokes in a painting only ever seen in textbooks. Subtle silver threads his dark hair, his beard trims the angles of a jaw I once knew bare, his suit immaculate. He looks nothing like the carefree man in sun-bleached linen with wind in his hair and salt on his skin. And yet—it’s him. Those eyes. Once rimmed in gold, catching every glint of light. Today they’re darker, green edged with suspicion, a man accustomed to wariness.

      But beneath the wariness, I see heat. No, I feel it, pooling low in my belly, unwelcome and undeniable. I’ve spent my career learning to compartmentalize emotions, to treat my body as a tool. But some memories are too powerful to lock behind walls without cost. His jagged moans. The scrape of his five o’clock shadow against my inner thigh. The way he’d said my name in his sleep.

      “Brie?” My colleague’s slight touch on my arm snaps me out of the initial shock of running across Adrien d’Avricourt.

      I break free from Adrien’s locked stare and lean toward my colleague, seeking comfort in his steady presence while I gather myself.

      “You okay?”

      I inhale deeply, clearing the fog and quelling the trembles, and force the smile I’ve practiced in mirrors. “Yes, just…had a moment.”

      As the others take their seats, I can excuse myself now—retreat, regroup—or I can sit and learn why Adrien d’Avricourt is in the United States, or more importantly, why he’s in this meeting.

      Hudson provided a list of attendees and Adrien d’Avricourt was most definitely not on it.

      But the man hasn’t confronted me in front of the others, so stay. Learn.

      Adrien has chosen the seat across from me. Alicia Morgan, the woman who contacted us on behalf of the senator, has taken her rightful place at the head of the conference room table, with the senator on her right and Hudson on her left. Noah, my colleague, is between me and Hudson, and there’s a noticeable empty chair between the senator and Adrien on the other side of the conference room table.

      Flashes of the yacht spark unbidden. His hands in my hair. The way I slipped out at dawn, expecting to never see him again. It’s been years since I unwittingly searched for him in crowds. And here he sits across a conference table like Monaco never happened.

      In the periphery of my conscience I hear them moving on from introductions and discussing the project overview. Yes, the senator has been blackmailed. Yes, there’s video and photographs. We haven’t been able to trace the package delivery.

      None of this is news to Adrien, either. He’s been briefed as well. But why is he here? Did I miss that relevant piece of information?

      “He received an additional threat via messenger yesterday,” Alicia says, handing us each our own copy of the message. She passes a folder to Hudson Stone, my boss. “The original is inside the envelope, should you wish to have it evaluated for fingerprints, but I expect we’re dealing with professionals and don’t believe you’ll find anything.”

      “Any more photographs?” Adrien asks after briefly reading the message.

      I study the note.

      Senator Crawford⁠—

      The Perimeter Defense Oversight Amendment will be reviewed Monday, January 19. Vote against it. If you vote for this amendment, we release the attached file to the Washington Post.

      In addition, wire $250,000 as our consulting fee. Instructions to follow.

      Thank you for your attention to this matter.

      

      “What was attached?” Adrien asks, and I can’t help but wonder why he’s taking charge. Is it his personality or is he vested?

      “A listing of Senator Crawford’s expenses, including membership dues, at The Sanctuary over the past eighteen months, plus additional photographs,” Alicia answers.

      The senator straightens, voice tightening with defiance. “My wife and I had an open marriage. Every encounter was consensual, all well above legal age. If this is the best they have, I could tell them to publish it.” He exhales. “But with an election looming, I’d rather avoid spectacle. And if they’re targeting me, they’re targeting others. This isn’t only my problem.”

      Adrien’s glance slices toward me before he addresses the room. “I’ve reviewed the other photographs and video. All were taken at The Sanctuary. Our policies forbid recording of any kind. Only an employee could have circumvented them. Privacy is paramount. To protect it, I’ll cover investigation expenses. You’ll have access to the New York property as needed, but for discretion, visits must occur when the club is closed—or under a cover story.”

      His gaze lingers on me as he says it, deliberate, pointed.

      “How many employees are based in New York?” Hudson asks, but what I want to know is what does Adrien d’Avricourt have to do with The Sanctuary? It’s a gentleman’s club and rumors have always swirled around the activities that go on in private chambers.

      “At any given time we have between seventy to eighty employees on payroll. Keep in mind we have an onsite restaurant, three bars, a cleaning crew, and a security team.”

      He owns the club. Of course he does. The man who showed me real kindness now runs the kind of place where powerful men pay for discretion.

      If I recall correctly, the club maintains locations around the world, including Shanghai, London, Paris, and San Francisco. But fashion and fragrance are the domains of the d’Avricourts. I suppose an illicit playground fits the brand image. What’s the business tag line I’ve seen in the occasional ad? Only the Lovely.

      When did he acquire it? After we met?

      He sounds calm. But I know what lies beneath calm. His clipped answers aren’t arrogance—they’re distress, reined in.

      “Can you get me an employee list? Names, address, and social media accounts,” Hudson asks.

      “Yes, I will. I hate to think it’s an employee, but I’ve racked my brain and don’t see how it could be anyone else.”

      “You mentioned security? Did you outsource any part of it? Technical aspects? Servers?”

      “I bought the club three years ago.”

      Ah, that’s why I was unaware of Adrien’s connection to The Sanctuary. It’s been nearly three and a half years since the weekend with Adrien.

      “The system was already set up.” He leans into his right arm, resting on the armrest of the chair, thoughtful. “Let’s hope this leak doesn’t date that far back.” He straightens and adds, “We do maintain video surveillance on site. It’s active, nothing is recorded. Or at least, nothing is supposed to be.” He casts an apologetic glance at the senator. “The surveillance is aimed at ensuring our guests’ safety. Ensuring that nothing gets out of hand, that no one brings someone in of questionable age.” Addressing the room, he continues, “We are a true gentleman’s club. Consent is required at all times and is only accepted from those legally able to provide consent. I assume you’d like to review our system. We’re closed on Monday and Tuesday. There’s no staff on site on Monday, so that would be the best day for you to visit. On Tuesday, staff come and go in preparation for the week. In-office staff works Tuesday to Saturday.”

      “Is your video surveillance online?” Hudson asks. “Could it be hacked?”

      “No. It’s closed circuit.” His lips press together, and a casual observer might read him as angry, but I sense he’s distraught. “If you discover it’s someone outside of my business, I’ll be greatly relieved, but I don’t think that’s the case.” He fingers his copy of the threat that’s lying on the table. “And that $250,000. That’s paying someone, right? Isn’t that how this kind of extortion works?”

      “It is,” Hudson confirms. “That’s why we’ll be looking into your employees’ finances.”

      “I do pay them well,” he says. “The salary is commensurate with the high expectations we place, with the hope of diminishing the likelihood of anyone accepting a bribe.” With an exhale, he looks to the senator, the victim at the table. “Alicia allowed me to examine the materials in her office. There was no sound. Out of curiosity…”

      “There’s no audio in what I received.”

      “Interesting,” Adrien comments.

      “Why?” Alicia prompts.

      “Because. I would think the most valuable source of information, this day and age, derived in our club would be audio. First and foremost, especially in our restaurant and in the bars, it’s a social club. Deals are brokered. This effort.” His finger flicks at the copied threat. “It’s amateurish.”

      “You say that without knowing anything about the Perimeter Defense Oversight Amendment,” Senator Crawford says. “Do we have a plan?” He checks his watch. “My chief of staff is waiting outside for me and he’ll be full of questions.”

      “You haven’t brought your staff up to date?” Alicia asks.

      “No, not yet. I don’t know how much I want to involve them,” the senator answers.

      “Do you trust Marcus?” Alicia asks, referring to Marcus Webb, his newly appointed chief of staff, brought in after the previous one was indicted on charges of treason.

      He exhales. “I do. And as I told you Alicia, I plan to read him in, but I haven’t had the right moment.”

      “It will be helpful to have an additional point of contact,” she says with enough force that it’s clear this isn’t the first time the topic has arisen between them.

      The senator pushes up from the table. “This weekend. I’ll read him in.”

      As he’s backing away, Alicia adds, “And let me know your thoughts on our proposal.”

      He grimaces, gives her a quick nod, and says to the room, “Thank you. Thank you for your time in addressing this issue. You’re doing important work. This is bigger than me.”

      With that, he exits the room.

      “Proposal?” Hudson asks Alicia, voicing the question we all have.

      “Simple preparation should these materials wind up published.”

      “Right,” Hudson says.

      It’s decided that our team will visit The Sanctuary on Monday. We wrap up by discussing the logistics regarding our meeting next week. Adrien asks next to no questions about KOAN, which makes me suspect he was briefed beforehand.

      A knock on the door sounds, and the receptionist from earlier peeks in, saying to Alicia, “Your ten o’clock’s here. She’s in your office waiting.”

      “Thank you,” Alicia says, then to us, “Are we done here?”

      “I believe so,” Hudson answers. “Until Monday. Once we get the personnel files, we’ll dig in.”

      “Ms. Anderson,” Adrien says, addressing me, “Why don’t you accompany me back to my office? I’ll get you everything you need.”

      “An electronic file—” Hudson begins.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t email employee records.” Adrien’s smile is knife-thin. “Besides, I haven’t seen Ms. Anderson in years. Isn’t that right?”

      Noah hears it too—the jab. I keep my expression neutral. “It has been a while,” I say evenly. “I’ll go, Hudson. I’ll deliver everything to Quinn.”

      We exit as a group together, filling the space with small talk about weather, weekend plans, anything to mask the silence pressing between us. No mention of the case, no names. We know how to play the game.

      At the lobby doors, Hudson gives me a pointed look. “Brie, touch base later.”

      “Yes, sir.” Old habits, drilled into me by my father, snap out in the automatic reply.

      Outside, a black Mercedes idles. The driver holds the door open.

      “Shall we?” Adrien asks.

      Nausea coils low, but I climb in. The sensation low in my belly isn’t just dread. And that’s a problem. There’s no outrunning what I left behind in Monaco. And this time, I’m not the same woman who slipped away before dawn.
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      ADRIEN

      I wait until the divider clicks up, enclosing us in silence, before speaking. Alicia said KOAN employs former Special Forces and intelligence officers. My guess was correct—Sophie, or rather Brie Anderson, is former intelligence. That’s why I didn’t make a scene in the meeting. And why, after spending tens of thousands searching for her, I’ll have my answers in private.

      She sits composed, hands folded in her lap. No rings, nails cut short and square—the same as Monaco, when she told me it was for the piano. She played beautifully, and at least that detail wasn’t a lie. Her blue eyes flicker, uncertain, and for the first time I see not the woman who vanished, but the operative trained to disappear.

      I force myself to look away, but the damage is done. I’ve cataloged her—a habit from years of studying what people want versus what they’ll admit. The way her pulse jumps at her throat. The slight catch in her breathing when I moved closer to close the divider. The tension in her thighs beneath that pristine skirt, muscles coiled as if prepared for fight or flight.

      Or something else entirely.

      She wants me too. The awareness sears, unwelcome heat in professional cold. I’ve spent years learning to read desire—it’s currency in my world, the foundation of everything people crave. But this isn’t performance. This is the same pull I felt in Monaco, that visceral recognition of mutual hunger. Authentic. Rare. Elusive.

      “I owe you an explanation.”

      “We are in agreement.”

      She lowers her gaze and speaks quietly. “When I met you, I worked for the CIA.”

      As I suspected. “Was I your target?”

      “No.” Her eyes spear mine, steady and unflinching. “I can’t share details. But when we met, I was compromised. Someone was onto me. You were a man at a bar, nothing more. By engaging with you, I diverted their attention.”

      “Ah. So I was cover. The Bond woman to your story? A convenient weekend at the edge of a mission.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the Bond girl’s function.”

      Sharp, clever. She always was.

      “Your name?” I press. “It’s not Sophie.”

      “No. That was an alias.”

      “And Brie Anderson?”

      “My name.”

      “No longer using aliases?”

      “If the job requires it, I’ll use one.”

      “But not this one?”

      “It might before it’s over. We don’t know, right?” She cocks her head, those astute eyes studying me, her mind undoubtedly forming questions. “You bought a sex club?”

      “It’s an elite social club,” I correct, clipped. “I acquired the New York location three years ago. Expanded to four cities since. Restaurants, luxury travel, private events.”

      “That’s a unique spin on a sex club.”

      “Social club,” I repeat with pointed emphasis. “We offer private suites that cater to a variety of proclivities. On occasion we host special events that are tasteful,” I tilt my head. “And erotic. We plan exclusive, members-only weekend getaways for members. Let me clear up any confusion—we’re like another Harvard Club. Not all participate in all of our offerings. Many members have never attended a special event or weekend getaway—they use the club for business connections. For some, privacy is a priceless benefit.”

      “Did you and your father come to blows?”

      The personal question stills me. She remembers. Not just the sex—anyone could remember that. She remembers our conversations. The confession I’d made in the early morning hours, her head on my chest, fingers tracing idle patterns on my skin while I told her things I’d never said aloud. How my father used legacy as chains. How Margot deserved to take the reins more than I did. How I wanted to build something of my own, something that didn’t carry the weight of generations. Rare, that I share anything real. Rarer still that someone listens—truly listens—and remembers three years later. The rub is that I was fool enough to believe a stranger in my bed might stay.

      “Do you live here now?” she asks, seeming to accept that I won’t answer some questions and moving on to less personal ground.

      “I do. Almost three years. I travel, but New York is home.” I study her in turn. “And you?”

      Her lips almost curve—almost. “Eight years.”

      “Then we were bound to meet again.”

      “I doubt we frequent the same places.” Her finger taps a rhythm on the armrest—always the piano in her. “I appreciate you not making a scene,” she says.

      “That was chance. I was shocked.”

      “If I’d known you were there⁠—”

      “You wouldn’t have come?” My jaw tightens. “Unbelievable.”

      “Perhaps it’s best I don’t work this project. KOAN can reassign easily.”

      “Oh, I want you on the team. I need to trust—” I cut myself short. Trust her? Impossible. But I won’t let her vanish again, not without reason. “I want to know how much of Monaco was real.”

      Her eyes soften—for a breath—before cooling again. Pity flickers there. I don’t need her pity.

      What I need is to stop noticing the way her lips part when she’s about to speak. The elegant line of her neck. The rise and fall of her chest beneath that professional blouse. My body hasn’t forgotten Monaco, even if my mind knows better. Desire coils low, persistent, inappropriate. In my business, I routinely exercise control—when to indulge want, when to weaponize it, when to practice denial. She’s making me forget every lesson.

      “The leak is an employee,” I say, hardening, putting the focus where it should be for the moment. “I need the culprit exposed before members flee.”

      “Assuming it is an employee.”

      “How could it not be?” It’s infuriating. “We treat them well. Raises. Extra leave. Loyalty rewarded.”

      “Larger enterprises have been hacked.”

      “Preferable, I suppose.” I exhale, releasing some of the tension that’s built since she entered the meeting. “At least betrayal wouldn’t wear a familiar face.”

      She shifts. “Where are we going?”

      “Lunch.”

      “It’s not even ten.”

      “Call it brunch.”

      “Adrien—”

      My scowl ends the protest.

      “Alright. I can join you.”

      “We could go to my place. But I thought you’d prefer the club.”

      Her eyes widen. What has she heard? Rumors, perhaps. Gossip. The photos alone. Let her wonder.

      “We should set boundaries,” she says, her voice now all business. “This is professional. Whatever happened between us⁠—”

      “Was real,” I cut in. “For me.”

      Her tapping stops. For a moment, vulnerability shadows her face. Then the mask settles, immaculate. “We need to focus on the case. Protecting your business, yes?”

      “Of course.” I lean back, studying her. Lovely doesn’t begin to cover it. She’s radiant. And I remember every detail of her body, every sound she made. Sex I can buy. What I had with her, I can’t replicate.

      The sedan’s interior feels too small suddenly. Her scent—that damned jasmine—fills the space between us like a third presence. I want to touch her. Not professionally. Not as the man who owns a club built on managed carnality. I want to touch her the way I did before, when we were just two people absconding reality for a weekend, when her laugh was unguarded and my fingers knew the geography of her skin.

      The partition feels thin. The driver mere feet away. The leather seat creaks as I shift, trying to create distance that doesn’t exist in this enclosed space. Every breath I take tastes like her.

      She stares out the window, as if anywhere else would be preferable.

      “In your CIA training,” I ask, “did they teach you how to forget an unforgettable weekend? One that changed everything?”

      The car stops at The Sanctuary. She reaches for the handle.

      “They taught me how to compartmentalize,” she says.

      “And how is that working for you, Brie Anderson?”

      She looks back, just once, eyes ocean-deep, the woman who played piano under moonlight breaking through the operative’s mask.

      “It never fails me.”

      But her hand trembles on the door handle. Just slightly. Just enough for me to see the lie. The driver opens her door. Cold air rushes in, breaking the spell of memory. She steps out onto the sidewalk with practiced grace, every inch the professional who knows how to disappear. This time, I won’t let her.
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      BRIE

      The nondescript entrance in the Meatpacking District isn’t what I expect from a seven-figure initiation fee. Black plaque, black brick, black door—understated lure by design. Adrien keys a code; the door glides. The doorman’s in black-on-black, the kind of muscle that doesn’t advertise.

      “And her phone?” he asks.

      “She’s with me,” Adrien says, and the rule evaporates.

      Policy overridden in three words.

      Inside, marble and gold wash the room in luxury. Windowless, clockless—this place pretends it’s always midnight, and everyone looks better by design. Corners hold smoked domes and pin-lens glass. Mostly hidden—just visible enough to remind you that you’re seen.

      Exits: three. Choke points: two. Blind zones: none apparent.

      The motion door sighs open to an intimate bar dressed in velvet and bathed in low light.

      “This is the restaurant?”

      “This is one of the bars. It offers a casual dining experience or a place to venture for dessert and after-dinner drinks. The New York club has four bars and lounges, one restaurant with a Michelin star chef, a spa, and suites.”

      “Suites,” I repeat when he lists the offerings, hearing the part he doesn’t say: curated boundaries and privacy. “How did you get into this business?”

      In Monaco, he’d taken me away on his yacht after a vicious fight with his father, who insisted he needed to be the one to take over the family business. Adrien had countered that his sister was more suited, and deserving, and I’d admired his progressive stance. That weekend had been a big fashion event, important for their business, and he absconded on the family’s yacht to allow his sister to prove to their father she could handle it all. I’d stumbled on him at the bar after he’d downed a shot, licking his wounds from his father’s verbal lashing.

      Three weeks later the company announced Margot d’Avricourt would succeed her father as CEO, so I assumed his plan succeeded. The article made no mention of Adrien, but it had been a 150-word announcement buried pages deep in The London Times that only those with stock in d’Avricourt Luxe might have registered.

      “I studied the fundamentals.” His chin lifts, arms to his side, defensive? No, prideful. “Lifestyle made the most sense for an Avricourt Luxe brand extension. We sell clothes, handbags, jewelry, and fragrance in the high-end, luxury market. The high-value segment—clients who spend over fifty thousand a year, have more they could spend, but it’s not just about claiming a larger share of their expenditures. It’s about understanding this customer in a way we can’t from market studies.”

      Fantasy sells. Reality invoices later. “Aren’t these customers your friends and family?”

      “A small sample size never provides the insight one needs.”

      “And a sex club is⁠—”

      “Where’d you get the idea that The Sanctuary is a sex club?” Tension threads his response, likely because we’ve been over this, but I can’t shake my perception. “We’re an exclusive social community, an unforgettable spa, and a travel experience with private events around the world. Desire is profitable. Intimacy isn’t. We offer discreet, safe locations for a variety of activities, all in compliance with regional laws. If you’re envisioning strippers and lap dances, that’s not us.”

      “Unless it happens in a private suite? Or event?”

      “Precisely.”

      “So you’re telling me that The Sanctuary is market research?”

      His lips curve into a composed smile, no, into a conceited smirk. “The businesses complement each other.”

      I recall the models that attended the event in Monaco, the women outnumbering the men by three to one easily. It had been chance that I’d caught his eye as I moved through the party, uninvited, hoping I evaded the Russian intelligence officer tracking me. “The models—are they paid to attend?”

      The thin smile drops with a tsk. “They’re contracted for events; consent is explicit and monitored. We don’t employ sex workers in jurisdictions where it’s illegal, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Explicit consent is good. Power imbalance is better for predators. File under: watch.

      “Our members may bring guests, but those guests are not contracted with our organization. And the models, yes, that’s an area where the brand extension makes sense. As you know, the world of modeling is highly competitive. Few succeed and even fewer make enough to live off. The number of models who jump at the chance to attend events with wealthy, available individuals is great. What happens at our events is always consensual and we keep a watchful eye to ensure the safety of all attendees.”

      “I’m certain women are safe in your hands.”

      “Open your mind, Brie.” I raise a pointed eyebrow, and his lips quirk. “Male models attend too. We’re equal opportunity in our hedonism.”

      “Models,” I repeat. “Only the lovely,” I say, reciting the fragrance ad I once saw in an airport lounge in Paris.

      “Words to live by,” he says as a back door behind the bar opens, and a young woman dressed in a cleavage revealing black halter top enters with a crate of glasses in her arms. She glances our way but busies herself unloading the crate.

      “The bar opens in thirty minutes,” Adrien says. “Shall I show you the restaurant? We have quite the business breakfast scene. It’s a relief for many to meet without public scrutiny and questions.”

      “Ah, so not as many models in attendance at breakfast?”

      “Would it be out of line to mention that you’re making my hand twitch?”

      Another door opens from the back right, alleviating the need to answer his question, a small grace, given the implication heated my skin and the memory flash of his palm on my ass with me on my knees sent heat spiraling low in my body.

      “There you are.” The man addressing Adrien is dressed in the same all-black uniform as the man at the door, so I assume he’s an employee. “How’d your meeting go?” He doesn’t look at Adrien when he asks; he watches me.

      The man is slightly shorter than me, thinning dark hair, with an outmoded thin mustache reminiscent of Clark Gable, but for all I know, the dated style is trending.

      “It went well. I believe I’ll be satisfied with the renovation.” I cut my gaze to Adrien, and he adds for my benefit, “I’m renovating a bathroom in my penthouse. Eddie Thorne, this is an old friend of mine, Brie Anderson. I’m showing her around.”

      Recalculation clicks behind his eyes. “Ah. If you need membership services Tiffany will arrive⁠—”

      “She’s with me,” Adrien says, cutting him off as if he doesn’t want Eddie to finish whatever welcome pitch he might be about to give. “Eddie is the managing director of the New York and Miami locations. He’s been with The Sanctuary since its founding and is instrumental in ensuring it runs smoothly and every guest is cared for.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I say, wondering how unusual it is for Adrien to bring a woman with him to the club. If he does this all the time, then we won’t pique any employee’s interest. If it’s a rare occurrence, or if he typically selects from the latest models, then that could explain Eddie’s interest in me.

      “Ah, the specials changed on the menu for this weekend. Do you have a minute to review? We also needed to make some adaptations to Saturday’s event.”

      “Certainly,” Adrien answers and Eddie hesitates, pointedly looking at me.

      “Go ahead. I’ll be fine waiting here.”

      Eddie looks at the bartender who is now taking plastic wrap off of cherries and fruit slices. “Serene, please give Ms. Anderson anything she wants, anything at all.”

      Adrien hesitates, and I reassure him. “I’ll be fine.”

      The two men exit through the same dark backdoor Eddie entered from, and I take a seat at the bar.

      In a bright, upbeat voice, Serene asks, “What can I get you?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      She proceeds with her work, her movements quick, while I check my phone.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Noah Bennett

      

      
        You good?

      

      

      

      

      

      
      I don’t type a reply. I don’t type anything inside a building I haven’t swept. Even if Adrien thinks the system is closed loop, signals bleed. He should be in transit anyway, as we’re off this weekend.

      Noah’s inquisitive, because he’s perceptive, and he read my reactions in the meeting earlier today. When I call him, I’ll explain. But how will I explain what I’m doing here now? I can’t turn on the lights and examine the security system. It won’t be believable to any employee that Adrien is giving an unfettered tour of the premises to his lady friend.
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