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This book is completely fictional.

There is a little praise, tiny bits of degradation, and some exhibition and voyeurism.

While not everyone has the same tastes, please go into this with an open mind and remember it’s fiction.

Also, remember THIS IS FICTION AND NOT A RESOURCE FOR EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES.

I am fully aware that some things might not work out the same in the real world and took creative liberty to fit the narration of the story.

If something you read has piqued your interest, please do your own research/talk to someone you trust who can guide you into whatever your interests are safely.

 

Content warning: While I wouldn’t classify this as a dark romance, there are minor dark elements, such as mental/emotional manipulation, the use of blackmail, off-page murder and assault, and one of the side characters dealing with some dark thoughts.



 

 

Let’s set the mood with the Allure playlist on Spotify.

 


 

 

 

To all the good girls embracing their journeys.

Don’t worry about the destination; just enjoy the ride.


 

 

How do you define your pleasure?

Is it in the touch of your lover’s hands?

Is it in the whispers of your lover’s lips

Against your sweat-slickened skin?

Is it in the anticipation

Of watching them touch themselves,

Imagining it’s you?

Or is it in the way

You crave more than one

To satisfy your hunger?



 

 

 

 

 

“you cannot burn away

what has always

been aflame.

—Nikita Gill, “Witch” from Wild Embers
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Syra sat in a large conference room with big windows that allowed an abundance of natural light to brighten the place. The sun warmed her too-cool skin. Her nerves were making her antsy, and she could barely sit still in her seat. She looked around the room, trying to give her mind something to focus on. She took in the deep mahogany furniture. It filled the space with a welcoming masculine energy that she tried to lean into to keep her grounded. The conference room smelled of pine and wood, reminding her of the outdoors, and it made her feel less trapped and further eased her anxiousness.

Just breathe.

You, Delilah, and Katrina planned for this.

This meeting is just a formality for Garrison Inc to say yes.

Syra mentally repeated her mantra over and over again, knowing the more she felt it, believed it, the better her chances were that her and her two friends would walk out of here owners to one of the empty buildings on Bleecker—well, not official owners yet. They were leasing the place out with the option to buy later down the line, but there was no question in Syra’s mind that she and her friends would own the building eventually. Once the remodeling was done and they opened the doors, Sirens Pleasure Club would be a success and a new staple in Lockwood.

Sirens would be the only pleasure club in the area, and it would be the only female-owned business in Lockwood to boot. Sirens would cater to everyone with certain kinks and to those looking to explore a sex life outside of their bedrooms and their partners safely. Syra watched her friend, Raven Wright, do it in Ivywood with Lush, and she believed she and her friends could have the same success here.

And hopefully this will help find your way back to yourself and back to your art.

Syra glanced down at her hands, wondering if her gifts would ever come back to her. She used to be a highly in demand and successful artist. Her paintings ranged from the abstract to erotic self-portraits, but she hadn’t been able to put anything on a canvas in what seemed like forever. Her hands couldn’t connect with her mind or with her heart. There was a blockage she couldn’t move past or figure out how to dissolve no matter what tricks of the trade she looked up for artistic blocks. Every time she stared at a blank canvas, frustration and sadness seeped into her bones and she felt like a fraud.

Had her art deserted her?

Had she only been allowed her fifteen minutes of fame? Was that time in her life a fluke?

Was it nothing more than a moment in time she would never get back?

You painted six months ago.

The thought made the back of her neck heat, remembering exactly what sparked the need to put something on paper in the first place—a multitude of orgasms from the last man she’d ever thought she’d see again.

Six months ago, Syra, Delilah, and Katrina had gone out to a club in celebration of Kat getting a new job. The energy had been so potent it teased Syra’s senses—whispering a chaos that demanded attention. She felt that same allure to peek behind the chaos she always had when she painted. It was the taunt to let the emotions and energy she felt inside of her take over and bleed out of her.

She thought that first hit was the little breadcrumb she needed to find her way back to her art, but what she found instead was a man she had never expected to see again.

Marco Cabrera.

The man had swept her off her feet six months ago. His gruff voice and demanding touch had brought her to so many climaxes she couldn’t keep count. She had expected nothing less from him; their history had shown how good they were together. They had spent three years together, and in those three years they had great sex, explorations, a lot of laughs, and a connection that still made her heart beat like a stampede.

Her hand flew to her heart, willing the damn thing to calm down. Even thinking about him had sent it into a tailspin. If she closed her eyes, she could practically still feel his touch against her skin, hear his whispered praise, and see the longing in his eyes that told her he wanted more than she’d been willing to give. They’d spent all their time together, wrapped up in each other until she left him for her ex, Joel Hernandez.

“You knew what this was, Marco. I never came to you asking for more when I knew I couldn’t give it to you.” Syra’s voice broke, hating that she was hurting them both. “I’m sorry, but you always knew there was someone else.”

She felt sick, watching him regard her like some stranger as the words spilled out of her mouth. She had seen the hurt fill his features, but he didn’t utter any words, put up a fight, or try to change her mind. He just watched her walk away, and the farther she got from him, the more she could feel his anger toward her deepen.

Syra never expected to run into him again after she left him, but six months ago they stumbled into each other at the club. While a normal person would have avoided him—especially when she could still feel his anger and see it come to life behind his green eyes—she found herself in his orbit as if he pulled her in himself.

“You good?” Kat’s soft voice made her shift in her seat. “You look a little flushed.”

Syra brought her hand to her neck, almost wishing her nerves had come back to cool her overheated skin. Her mind and body were trapped in the night she spent with Marco. He was still a man who possessed and knew her body and mind better than she did some days.

One touch of Marco’s lips on her skin along with his well-placed whispers and heated gaze brought the fire he started inside of her to a raging inferno. There had also been the added audience of Marco’s neighbor. He sat on his living room couch one building over with his own cock in his hand watching the way Marco touched her, and it heightened the experience for her. She had liked watching his neighbor just as much as she liked feeling his eyes on her when Marco was touching her.

Syra waved a hand in front of her, trying to clear her thoughts of the images that were torturing her. Though she could feel her body opening up, her thong was wet and her pussy throbbed as if Marco was in the room with her, taunting her still.

“I’m fine. I think it’s the sun. It’s right on my back.” She chuckled weakly, hoping Kat would leave it alone. She willed her mind to stay in the present, but she was right back to that night and the morning after.

As soon as she got home, she spent the entire day drawing Marco from memories they shared in her past. She drew both of them on the blank canvas, trying to recreate the passion and fire that night had invoked in her. It was the first drawing she’d done since she stopped painting and stopped taking commissions for Raven and her friends.

Syra’s hands twitched at the memory of what felt like a rebirth. The creative block had finally disappeared and she was on to her next cycle of her artistic expression, but one well-timed argument from her ex-husband, Joel, and it shriveled up and died like it had never come back to life in the first place. If not for a canvas she kept rolled up and hidden in a box of things that were too painful for her to look at, she would have thought that painting had been a fever dream.

Syra didn’t like to place blame on anyone, but in the last six months she often wondered what her art would have looked like if not for her ex-husband killing pieces of her.

He’d be an ex-husband if he ever signs the damn divorce papers.

Syra’s fingers drummed against the table, trying to keep her focus. She wanted to be sharp for this meeting. Thinking about either ex wouldn’t do her any good.

“You want to switch places? Or I can go out and ask the receptionist for a bottle of water.” Kat pushed her seat back, but Syra stopped her with a shake of her head. Mr. Garrison and Mr. Jones would be here soon, and she didn’t want anything to stall the meeting.

“Don’t worry about it, Kat.” Syra’s gaze glanced at the clock. “They’re actually late.” Her voice cracked and she scrunched her face, annoyed that her nerves decided to come back at this very moment.

She was a mess. Her mind ping-ponging between one ex and the other and all the ways this meeting could possibly go wrong. She hoped the owners of Garrison Inc didn’t bring them here just to shut them down; an email would have sufficed for that.

“And you’re nervous,” Delilah commented. “They’re not late. We were early.”

Syra glanced at the clock on the wall, noticing the time. Delilah was right. They weren’t late, but wasn’t there some unwritten rule that said if you were on time you were already late?

“I’m not nervous,” Syra lied through her teeth, and when she saw Delilah’s eyes narrow, she knew her old friend didn’t believe her.

“I’m just anxious,” Syra amended. She felt her phone vibrating in her purse, and she flinched, already knowing who it was. She mentally cursed herself for not putting the thing on silent or shutting it off. It was bad enough she could feel the envelope she had in her purse with her name on it in Joel’s handwriting; she hadn’t opened it, unsure of what she’d find. He hadn’t stopped calling or texting her for the past month, and the messages he left weren’t kind.

The more she ignored him, the more aggressive his messages became, and it had gotten to the point she wondered if she needed to tell not only her lawyer but law enforcement as well. She didn’t think he’d outright hurt her. In fact, Syra assumed they were just his way of blowing off steam since he now understood that she wasn’t coming back this time.

“Is Joel still bothering you?” Delilah asked.

Syra shook her head only for Delilah to question her again. Katrina placed her hand over Syra’s nervous tapping. Her touch was gentle and meant to comfort, but Syra wanted none of it. This wasn’t the place to bring up exes who were supposed to be yesterday’s problems. They didn’t need to bring that negative energy into what should be a lucrative business deal.

“Let’s not focus on Joel right now. He’s a piece of paper away from being out of my life for good.” She hoped. “We have everything set up and ready for them?” Syra pulled her hand away from Katrina’s and grabbed hold of the folder in front of her. She tried to shift the conversation away from her ex and on to what was in front of her.

Delilah sucked her teeth before she responded. “Nice dodge, and yes, we have everything. They’ve seen everything. This is just a formality to go over any last-minute questions either of us has and for them to either say yes or no.”

As soon as Delilah finished her sentence, the door to the conference room opened and in came Evelyn Beck, the receptionist Syra met when she first came in. She had her tablet tucked under her arm and a bright smile on her face as she greeted them again.

Syra tried to smile back, but her jaw hit the conference table as she stared at the two men who came in behind Evelyn.

“No way,” Syra mumbled under her breath.

She was afraid to blink, unsure if they were really standing in the entrance way of the conference room or if her brain had conjured them up from her lustful memory while she was sitting here. She couldn’t breathe and couldn’t get her mind to wrap around who she saw waltzing into the room like they owned the world.

They were dressed in sharp, dark gray suits tailored to fit their bodies—bodies Syra had seen and been intimately acquainted with. She tried to block out the images her mind was all too happy to put on repeat. They were from that one night months ago where she gave her body over to Marco Cabrera while his neighbor, Asli, watched from his home in the next building over.

Syra’s body flushed as the temperature in the room skyrocketed to an uncomfortable level. She squirmed in her seat trying and failing to get comfortable. Her mouth was dry, and she suddenly wished she hadn’t declined the offer of water because she needed it for no other reason than to cool her overheated skin.

Asli and Marco both took all the air out of the room, and she couldn’t breathe in anything that wasn’t them. Their eyes roamed over her body, peeling away the suit jacket she wore to expose her skin to their touch. The knowing smiles that teased their lips made her core throb, and she curled her hand around the arm of the chair to keep herself from shifting her hips.

Are you shitting me? Of all the places to run into them again.

She could hear her heartbeat in the otherwise quiet room, and she wanted the floor to open up and swallow her whole. Out of all the situations she thought she would find herself in, she hadn’t anticipated trying to close a deal with an ex who she recently fucked and the man who had a front row seat to said fucking.

“I think Asli wants to see you cum, Syra. His gaze keeps bouncing between where the dildo is disappearing inside of you and the back of your head where he can tell I’m fucking this sweet mouth of yours.”

“Good morning, Ms. Santiago, Ms. Lopez, and Ms.—” Marco’s voice was gruff and raspy like he’d just rolled out of bed.

Why hasn’t the floor opened to swallow me yet?

She tried to steady her breathing as she watched both her friends rise to shake Marco’s and Asli’s hands. She wanted to call her friends traitors, but she didn’t think they picked up on who they were meeting with yet.

Syra remained in her seat. She didn’t trust her legs to keep her standing, and she was still processing her shock and the spark of anger she now felt while she stared at them.

What were the chances Marco had known about this little business venture before they ran into each other six months ago? He had to have known she was in this with Katrina and Delilah, her name was on all the paperwork and plans. As common as her last name was, her first name was not. He had to have known who he’d be dealing with today.

Had that night six months ago been a chance meeting, or had he planned it all as some sort of revenge for leaving him?

And if it had been planned, what does that mean for you and Marco?

Once Syra’s heart stopped beating like a stampede, she tightened her grip on the arm of the chair as she stood. She plastered a polite smile on her face, “It’s Ms. Gutierrez, and you are?” She asked the question of Asli as she took his warm and big hand in hers.

“Mr. Jones, Asli Jones.” His smile was filled with a wicked promise as his gaze took her in from head to toe. Syra had to wonder if he was picturing her without the pantsuit because she sure as shit was imagining what that night would have turned into had Marco let Asli into his home instead of letting him watch from across the way.

Hold on to your anger, Syra, not your lust.

Asli’s hand lingered in hers a moment longer than was appropriate. He used his thumbs to caress the top of her hand and she couldn’t find her voice, nor could she pull away. Something about Marco and Asli standing shoulder to shoulder in front of her fucked with her and teased something inside of her that was eager to put their bodies on one of her canvases.

She’d drawn Marco plenty of times, but having Asli standing beside him made them look like gods among men. She could practically taste the raw power swirling in the air around them, and she wondered what colors she could blend around them once she got them on paper to make people feel what she was feeling now, standing too close to them—a canoe about to be sucked in by a tidal wave.

Syra pulled herself out of Asli’s hold and turned on Marco, aware that Katrina’s, Delilah’s, and Evelyn’s eyes were glued to them. “Marco Garrison?” she cocked her head to the side, trying not to picture the man she shared three years with. She knew his history and family and not once did the Garrison name come up. “When did you change the name?”

She could feel the surprise on Delilah’s and Kat’s faces. They didn’t know the person they’d been communicating with was someone from Syra’s past. From what she’d been told, Marco hadn’t been in on any of the meetings between Asli and her friends, which made Syra wonder if that was done on purpose.

Marco’s eyes darkened. “I doubt that’s the most important question here.” His tone was gruff, skirting along her spine, and she fought her body’s need to shiver in response. He gestured to the empty chairs since no one but Evelyn had sat down. “Sit, we have much to discuss.”

“That we do,” Syra mumbled under her breath as she took her seat, and she could have sworn she heard someone laugh.

“I’ve gone over your business plan and the notes my partner has shared with you.” Marco got right to the point, and Syra begrudgingly liked that. The faster this meeting was over, the faster she could get some answers to the questions she had.

“And while I think you ladies have great bones here, the idea of a pleasure house…pleasure club will generate money, especially in Lockwood, I have another idea in mind.” Syra’s stomach tightened.

She wanted this business to get off the ground, not only for her but for Delilah and Kat as well. They all saw what Raven did with Lush in Ivywood, and they wanted the same success here in Lockwood. Syra wanted something that was her own and would maybe spark her creativity again.

“I like the building you guys want to use,” Marco continued. “I initially didn’t have a need for it, and that was why we put it up for sale…well, for lease with the option to own. I like what you guys have planned but we, Garrison Inc, want in on what you’re building.”

Delilah sat up straighter as did Syra. She didn’t like what she was hearing, and she could feel something in her mind whispering to proceed with caution.

“What exactly do you mean by you want in? You’ve seen the business plan.” Delilah’s voice held a hint of annoyance. “I know you have a construction company as well. Are you putting your hat in the ring for companies we might want to use? Or do you not plan on renting us the building unless we go through your people for remodeling?”

Silence stretched between them. Syra wondered why this was coming up now and not before. Delilah, Kat, and Asli had several meetings, and from what Syra’s friends had told her, he had been eager to let them use the building. What had changed between then and now?

You did.

Marco’s gaze slid to Syra before he looked back at Delilah. “It’s nothing like that, Ms. Santiago. I like what I’m seeing, and I think Lockwood could benefit from a club of this nature.” Marco’s gaze went back to Syra as he continued to speak. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that while Lockwood isn’t as uptight as other states, there really aren’t any places here that cater to what you’re offering. People have to go out of town to experience what will be behind the walls of Sirens, and we want in. We want to partner with you ladies and build Sirens together.”
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The room fell silent, except for the sound of Evelyn’s typing. Marco kept his gaze on Syra, loving the light flush touching her skin and the way she hadn’t stopped fidgeting in her seat. She was nervous, but there was something else there. It lingered in the air around her. It was dark and delicious, reminding him of the last time he had her beneath him. It made his mouth water and his cock twitch behind his slacks, especially when her hand went to her hip. The same hip that had three little stars inked into her skin.

His stars.

She hadn’t told him she had gotten them for him when they ran into each other six months ago and she found her way into his bed. But Marco knew. He’d spent their relationship calling her his estrellita because her art had been as important to her as it was to him. She had been this constellation in his night sky he once used to find his way back home—back to her—but that was a different time. They were different people. He had no room in his heart left for her, not after the way she left him for Joel, the man Marco spent most of the years since Syra crushing in business.

Marco bit back a smile watching the way Syra’s eyes narrowed the more her gaze shifted between him and Asli. He could see the way her mind was spinning, trying to figure out if this was all one big setup. She wasn’t wrong in her assumption, it was—at least the part of them working on Sirens together. What happened between them six months ago hadn’t been a part of Marco’s plans. It happened by chance, though he couldn’t deny how that night between them impacted what filled the room now, and maybe it would impact how they moved forward with the Sirens deal.

His body coiled in anticipation, and he loved watching the rapid rise and fall of her chest and the way she nibbled her lush bottom lip between her teeth. The air in the conference room was thick with something close to arousal, and he didn’t particularly care that they had the extra added audience of Ms. Santiago, Ms. Lopez, and Evelyn. If he were a betting man, he would bet that the two women who sat beside Syra already knew who he was to her and some of the filthy details of their relationship.

Syra shifted in her seat again, her gaze now moving between her friends and Asli before she settled back on Marco. No one spoke yet to his proposition, and he couldn’t deny he was desperate to know what was running through Syra’s mind. Would she take the chance and agree to the new business plan or not?

He conjured up extremely inappropriate ways to coax out the thoughts hidden behind her starlight eyes, like peeling her out of her pantsuit and spreading her legs on the conference table while he tasted every inch of her skin.

He mentally cursed. He spent one night with her. One night after years apart, and just like that she had woven her way back under his skin, and he hated how eager he was to drown in her.

“I’m sorry, you want to do what?” Ms. Santiago snapped. She sat closest to Marco, and he could feel her shooting daggers at him and Asli. He kind of wished there was a little more space between them because out of everyone in this room, she looked like she was most likely to throw something or deck him for the sneaky underhanded shit he pulled.

Marco knew on some level he should feel bad for roping in and using Syra’s friends and business opportunity like this, but he didn’t have it in him to care. He wanted Syra under him any way he could get her so he could finally purge her from his system. He had been in her presence for less than an hour, and it had taken everything in him not to throw his own rules out the window and demand to know why she left him and how they could make it work this time.

He was pathetic and hated that his heart still bled for her. He needed the detox, but it had never come in her absence or in the women he had fucked after her. So he became somewhat celibate and used that time to regroup and replan. He knew this was the only way he could get her under his thumb for the detox to work this time. Maybe once he got enough of her, her effect on him would lessen.

Keep telling yourself that lie.

Marco ignored the telling voice in his head that sounded suspiciously like Asli and focused on the woman sitting across from him as well as the papers he had in his hands. The business venture was legit. He saw the plans the three women had laid out for him and Asli, and it was a great idea. Marco was curious to see how these women handled opening a pleasure club in a male-dominated industry, both in business and sex, especially in Lockwood. While there hadn’t really been a place for people to go, there were still those who rented out their homes—mini mansions—to host parties for those with different sexual appetites. It would be interesting to see how those people reacted to a place that was all-inclusive.

“Garrison Inc,” Marco started, but Syra’s abrupt laughter cut him off.

“We heard what you want to do.” Her gaze shot to Asli. “How long have you known who I am to him?” Her tone was harsh, and it made Marco’s cock throb.

Asli kept quiet as Syra pinned him with her glare. Asli had known the plan the minute Ms. Santiago emailed their receptionist about the building in question. As soon as all three names came across the paperwork, Marco had concocted an idea and Asli had been too intrigued to stop it.

Syra sat up straighter, her fingers tapping against the folder in front of her. “Do you plan on speaking, or are you always content to sit back and watch?” Syra snapped, and Marco couldn’t stop his smirk at her choice words.

Asli shrugged. “That all depends on the parties involved, Ms. Gutierrez. You seem like you have a lot to say, so I don’t mind sitting back and watching you command the room.” He winked. “Excuse me, I mean, I don’t mind listening to what you have to say.”

Tension filled the air, and the sick bastard that Marco was wished he could dismiss everyone except Syra. The need to make her body melt under his touch had him shifting in his seat, mirroring Syra’s movements. He resisted the urge to rearrange his hard on, knowing the second he put his hands under the table everyone would know what he was doing. He wouldn’t put it past Ms. Santiago to call him out on it and have them storm out of the meeting before Marco was done with Syra.

“Ms. Gutierrez,” Marco started, and when Syra’s eyes flashed to his, he felt the temperature in the room scorch his skin. She was all fire and venom as she stared daggers at him and Asli. He could taste her anger, and he wanted to see it fully unleashed on him. If this was his reaction to seeing her like this now, how the hell was he going to keep his sanity when they agreed to his business plan?

And they would agree to it, he didn’t doubt it.

“Mr. Garrison,” she all but growled the name. “To be frank, this new plan of yours defeats the purpose of what we’re trying to do. An all female-owned pleasure club can’t be all female-owned with you two—your company in on it, unless….”

“I wouldn’t finish that sentence, estrellita.” Marco cut her off, his smile growing wider. “Unless you need another demonstration, which I’d be all too happy to oblige.” He winked at her, causing her to scoff, and he hated to admit how much pleasure he was getting at riling her up.

“I understand what you ladies want to do, and I think we have the capital and connections to get Sirens up and running in a timely manner. We don’t have to put our name on the paperwork. This takes a lot of work, and as I can see from the business plan, you ladies thought of everything down to the smallest detail. All we want to do is be the money backers. We can use our own construction company to remodel and make sure you have top-of-the-line everything to make the grand opening perfect. You’ll still be the face of the club.” Marco sat back, waiting for them to take the bait he offered.

Marco might have been an asshole for setting this up to get to Syra, but he truly did believe these women could succeed with or without Garrison Inc backing them. There wasn’t anything that raised questions or concerns for him or Asli to make them cautious. He wanted in on this for three reasons, two of those reasons being the woman who sat across from him with anger in her eyes blanketed by desire, and the other reason was because Lockwood could use a safe space for people wanting to explore. The closest spot they had was two towns over, and the parties weren’t as frequent as they used to be.

The tension in the room built—a rubber band being pulled past the point of where it could be stretched to, and it was only a matter of time before it snapped. Marco couldn’t imagine them walking away from what he was proposing. Call it his arrogance, but this was a business opportunity that made sense—one even he would have jumped on were he in their shoes. Garrison Inc wasn’t just big because of its hand in Lockwood real estate; they had hands in almost everything else—construction, design, and networking with rich names who wouldn’t hesitate to pay a fee to play.

“Do we need to answer right now?” Ms. Lopez broke the silence, and Marco had to physically force his gaze away from Syra. “As you can imagine, we came to this meeting for either a yes or no on the building, not an amendment to our business plan. We’ll need time to see if this is something we all agree on.” Ms. Lopez’s gaze flicked to Syra before she looked back at Marco. “You do understand, right?”

Marco gritted his teeth, wanting to demand they give him an answer now, but this wasn’t his usual business meeting. While he could bulldoze his way through everyone to get what he wanted, he knew dealing with Syra and her friends required a certain finesse. “That’s fine. How about we reschedule for some time later this week?”

“That’s fair.” Ms. Lopez stood and everyone followed suit.

Marco grabbed the folders in front of him to cover his erection as he stood. “Evelyn will get you on the calendar for a follow up.” Marco nodded toward Evelyn who was already halfway out the door.

Marco and Asli shook Ms. Santiago’s and Ms. Lopez’s hands before they headed toward the door. Marco and Asli were left standing in front of Syra.

“Ms. Gutierrez,” Marco’s voice dipped as he reached out for her hand and brought it to his lips. “It’s been a pleasure, as always.” He kissed her skin, wishing he was kissing other parts of her. He still had the taste of her on his tongue from that night six months ago; she had been his favorite flavor once. Her breath hitched slightly, and the sound brought him right back to that night—her cries of pleasure, a soundtrack in his mind that made his blood heat as he felt the phantom touches of her walls tightening around him as she climaxed.

Syra was dangerous for him, and yet he continued to ignore the caution whispered in his mind. He had zero problems diving head first into her, thinking this time would be different. There would be no repeats of past mistakes because this was just a purging to get rid of the hold Syra had on him.

And if you keep telling yourself that, maybe you’ll believe it.

“Did you know about this that night at the club?” Syra whispered as Marco dropped his hold on her.

“Is that the question you really want to ask, estrellita, especially when you already know the answer?” Marco watched as her eyes narrowed before she turned toward Asli.

Asli took her hand in his and repeated the motion Marco had made and kissed her skin. “It’s been a pleasure, as always, Ms. Gutierrez.” Asli’s voice was like silk, and Marco watched as it had the desired effect of Syra.

Her eyes widened and her lips slightly parted. Her gaze bounced between both of them, and Marco wondered what she’d do if he locked the door and pushed her back on the conference room table. The images of fucking her with Asli flashed in his mind, and it made him almost ask her to meet him back at his penthouse.

“Syra, you coming?” Ms. Santiago popped her head back into the room. Her gaze was still angry when she looked at Asli and Marco before she glanced back at Syra.

“Um, yea…yes.” Syra cleared her throat. She walked in between them to get to the door, but before she left, she glanced over her shoulder. “Maybe next time you should participate, Asli. You shouldn’t let Marco have all the fun.”

Marco chuckled, and Asli shook his head as they both watched her practically run from the conference room.

“She’s got a spark to her,” Asli murmured, “a little blaze that hides behind the bashful demeanor.” He glanced in Marco’s direction. “This should be interesting. You think they’re going to decline your offer?”

Marco shook his head. “Ms. Santiago might want to, but I think Syra won’t. I think she wants this, outside of working with us, of course.” He adjusted his cock, giving himself a little breathing room as he continued to think about the meeting.

Syra met him head on and had zero issues putting their dirty laundry out on display, and he found it rather refreshing. He thought he was going to be the one to ruffle her feathers, but she had managed to give as good as she got.

“You don’t think she’s going to run again?” Asli was already on his phone setting up meetings and getting things in order for the building the ladies wanted to use for Sirens.

Marco shook his head as they left the conference room. If his research was right on Syra, she was back in Lockwood for good. This was going to be her fresh start, and she may have all but run out of this conference room and his office in general, but he had a feeling she’d be back.

And if she wasn’t?

You can run, estrellita, but you won’t get far this time.
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“You still take me so good, estrellita.” Marco kissed Syra’s skin as he took her on her side. Her leg was hitched up over his hip so he could dive deeper into her. Her grip on his bed sheets tightened as another climax threatened to make her implode.

She lost count of how many times he’d wrung a climax out of her. Her voice had long since abandoned her from chanting his name over and over again and yet, she still couldn’t get enough of this, enough of him. It had been too long since they were last together, too long since someone had the ability to fuck her senseless and still hold her with care.

Syra was losing the battle to keep things distant between them—to keep this just about the sex, especially when he pulled her closer, wrapping her up in his arms. The slow strokes had been just as punishing as the fast ones, and each time his hips thrust, he dove deeper into her marrow and she feared she’d never truly be done with him.

How was she going to walk away from him again?

“I don’t think we should do it. I hate that I feel like we got played into even entertaining this business deal.” Delilah’s voice snapped Syra out of a memory from six months ago, one she used to keep her warm on the nights she missed Marco’s touch. It was an interesting twist of fate that she had not only found Marco again that night but found herself in his bed again.

While his neighbor, Asli, watched.

The thought left a sour taste in her mouth, and she put her chicken lo mein down on Delilah’s coffee table. She was trying and failing to find the energy she needed to stay mad at Marco about how the meeting played out and how their one night together went six months ago.

It had been clear Asli and Marco knew each other deeper than just being friendly neighbors. She made that connection when she ran into Asli on her way to the elevators after leaving Marco’s bed. She’d come to the conclusion that it was some game they played, but she hadn’t been mad then either.

She had been turned on by what happened, loving the way she could feel Asli’s eyes on her body while Marco touched her. It made her night with Marco ten times hotter knowing both men were hard because of her. But this? Ambushing her at a business meeting felt like a hit to the stomach. This was supposed to be her fresh start so she could find out who Syra Gutierrez was now after a failed marriage to Joel.

How could this be the fresh start she wanted when she was being roped back in to work with a man she had history with? A history that went farther back than six months ago and lasted longer than one night.

It seemed like a bad idea the moment Marco waltzed into the conference room. She could almost see how this would play out. They’d find their way back into a rhythm—back into old patterns—and while their romance had set her soul on fire, she had walked away from him to go back to Joel. How long before past hurts bleed into their present? There was no other way for this to go except up in flames.

Syra knew the right thing to do was to call it off. They’d find somewhere else to build Sirens. They could make this work without the help of Garrison Inc, Marco, and whatever strings came attached with it.

“If we don’t do this…,” Kat spoke up, and Syra could hear in the tone of her friend’s voice that she was going to be the reasonable one. The one who helped that tiny voice in Syra’s head that said she should work with Garrison Inc and invite Marco back into her life.

“If we don’t use this building for Sirens, there isn’t any real estate out here that’s not owned by Garrison Inc,” Kat continued around her shrimp fried rice with spicy chicken, “I mean there is, but not only is it not suitable for what we want to do, it’s also owned by…,” she fell silent, and her gaze swung toward Syra.

The only other similar commercial real estate that they knew of in Lockwood was under Joel Hernandez’s name, Syra’s ex-husband—if he ever signed the damn divorce papers. The letter he left her burned a hole through her purse, and she had to silence her phone as soon as she sat on Delilah’s floor. But she could still see the phone light up from time to time with notifications from Joel, and it made her body tense. She didn’t understand what he could possibly still want from her, especially when he checked out of their relationship around the same time she did.

Why was he holding on so tightly now when he let her go so many times before?

“What do you want to do, Syra?” Delilah asked. “My vote is no, but it’s only because I feel like this was all a set up to get you back here and back to Marco.” Her tone was sharp. She was pissed enough for both her and Syra, and maybe that was why Syra couldn’t find it in her to hold on to her anger over the situation.

Or maybe you enjoy being chased, being wanted again by the very man who set your world on fire and showed you how to play in the flames.

Syra ignored the voice in her head, afraid of how true the words it spoke might be. She’d gone too long without feeling desire from Joel in their long relationship, and the recent night with Marco was a reminder of what could have been, what once was, and what it felt like to be utterly consumed by someone.

“I don’t know,” Syra started. “From a business standpoint, we could use the additional support. They have the money and the resources to help us build, but aside from the fact that I know Marco intimately, we dated for three years, and—”

“And Asli has watched you fuck Marco,” Kat added with a wide smile, easily lightening the mood.

Syra grabbed one of the throw pillows and chucked it at her head, her own smile teasing her lips as some of the tension fell from her body. “This is why I tell you nothing.”

They’d come back to Delilah’s after their meeting at Garrison Inc’s offices and decided to order Chinese food and talk about the pros and cons of going in on this deal with them. That lasted all of about five seconds before Syra was spilling her guts in detail about her past—about the man Marco had been to her before she left him for Joel.

Delilah had known of Marco as did Kat, but they’d only met him once or twice at her art shows and the meetings had been fleeting. There had been an array of introductions and faces that day, and Kat still couldn’t remember ever meeting him. They also hadn’t connected him to the man she’d gone home with six months ago until she told them who he was.

Syra couldn’t deny how this all looked—Marco using the guise of his business to get her back—but what would be his angle? Some petty revenge for walking out on him? That didn’t seem to be his style, and he didn’t seem enthusiastic about repeating their past—six months ago notwithstanding. If she took her emotions and what happened between her and Marco out of the equation, it made sense for them to sign the contract. Garrison Inc owned the majority of Lockwood, and they had enough connections to make the building of Sirens go smoothly and probably be able to get the word out about what type of club it was so their opening night wouldn’t be a total disaster.

She let out a breath as her early resolve to cut ties slowly started to slip away. “I think I do need to talk to them, well, Marco really, before I can decide. There’s a little too much history between us, and I don’t want that to get in the way of what we’re trying to build.” Syra stated, feeling that was the best course of action.

Kat nodded. “That makes sense, and for the record, my vote is for whatever makes you comfortable. Going into business with your ex, especially one you didn’t part with on great terms, can get dicey.” Her phone buzzed, and a small smile teased her face as she reached for it.

Syra looked at her friend with a little envy, missing the days where a message on her phone didn’t fill her with dread but made her smile instead.

“And on that note, I need to leave to get ready.” Kat stood and both Delilah and Syra followed, giving her a tight hug.

“Have fun for me.” Delilah called out as Kat left. “Ahh to be young,” Delilah murmured, grabbing the Chinese food containers.

Syra snorted. “We’re all the same age, you goof.”

“Yes, but Katrina is on her way to get her back blown out for the fourth night in a row while I’m over here collecting cobwebs in my vagina. Forgive me for being envious.” Delilah pouted, and Syra couldn’t contain her laughter.

“You went out like a week ago. What are you talking about cobwebs? Aren’t you seeing that couple you met from the party you went to last month?” Syra asked, helping Delilah clean up a bit.

When only silence greeted Syra, she paused and turned to look at her friend. Something dark passed behind her eyes that made Syra’s stomach drop. Her mind filtered with all sorts of worst-case scenarios before she could get her lips to move.

“What happened?” she asked in a rush as she stepped closer to Delilah, looking for something she might have missed before.

“It’s nothing,” Delilah waved her off. “Nothing bad happened between us. We’ve run our course and ended things amicably. I just have been feeling odd…a little off lately…and I guess watching Kat go out kind of amplified that feeling. I don’t know how to describe it really, but I promise you, I’m fine.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Syra opened her mouth, but Delilah shook her head. “I’m steady, Syra. And don’t try to change the subject so we have to talk about me. Where’s your head at, really, with all this? With Marco and Joel.”

Syra pressed her lips together, studying her friend. Delilah was one of the strongest people she knew, along with Raven, but Syra knew that even the strong couldn’t carry their burdens on their own forever. Though she wasn’t sure if she should push Delilah either. She said she was steady, but did that mean she could take on Syra’s problems? She didn’t want to weigh her down more. Syra’s problems with Joel and Marco weren’t going anywhere any time soon—especially not the problems with Joel, who refused to let their marriage legally end. If Delilah needed a friend, Syra didn’t want to be selfish, she could sort through her own crap another day.

“Don’t do that.” Delilah’s voice was sharp. “I asked where your head is at for a reason.” Delilah put the Chinese food containers back down on her coffee table and grabbed Syra, pulling her to sit on the couch.

“Talk to me,” she held onto Syra’s hands, giving them a tight squeeze and still Syra hesitated.

What could she say of the mess she created?

How she had left Joel and found Marco not once but twice?

“What’s there to talk about?” Syra started, looking down at their joined hands, wishing she hadn’t been so foolish. “You know this story. I fell in love with Joel when I was barely an adult. He was my world…at least, I thought he was. I left him twice, and the second time, I found a man who breathed life into me in a way I didn’t know could exist and that scared the shit out of me.” She chuckled weakly. “So much so that I left him and everything we could be to go back to a man I wasn’t in love with anymore…if I ever was.”

What Marco and she had should have only existed for one night when they first met years ago. She was a fresh-faced twenty-six-year-old wondering what life had to offer her. She wasn’t looking for anything other than a quick fuck, but he’d been this power source for her, brightening her night sky in explosive strikes like lightning. He had been her fuel—the reason she had been able to get out of her own way to put her dreams into reality, putting her art forward and curating an art show for herself. He helped her become a big name in the art world, and when he confessed his love for her, she panicked. She thought part of her heart still belonged to Joel who had given her the freedom to find herself, and she felt like she owed it to him and what they shared to try again.

“Now that I’m older and wiser,” Syra continued, “I could see that Joel and I had run our course. It went on too long and him letting me go that second time, I should have stayed gone and not come back to marry him. We were never the same when I came back, and it was a mistake to ignore what I was feeling. I knew we were over, but the nostalgia was there. The safety he represented seemed like such a sure thing, and I was a fool to give it up. He’d been with me the longest, you know? How could I turn my back on him in favor of the unknown with someone new?”

For the first time Syra was willing to admit to the parts she played in the shit show that her life turned out to be. Running from Marco’s love when he’d been nothing but patient and understanding had been a mistake. Especially when she thought about all the time she and Joel wasted going through the motions of a relationship that had died out long before they had taken their breaks.

Syra knew now the only real reason she had practically run back to Joel was because he had been familiar and what she knew was safe. They’d been together since she was nineteen and had known each other for a lot longer. She knew what to expect and what she was getting with him. She may have left him to find herself and some excitement, but he had been what she always knew. All he had to do was call her and remind her that the unknown she had with Marco and her art could fail. Joel was a guarantee—a sure thing. She wished she had been brave enough to step into the unknown back then; her life would be drastically different now.

“It seems like everything is coming to a head, and I’m constantly finding myself questioning, what if? You know?” Syra whispered as she glanced at her phone. She wondered how long it would take for Joel to sign the divorce papers and if working with Marco would rekindle the flame she snuffed out between them.

When they were together six months ago, it had felt like no time had passed between them, yet she had felt something different had shifted between them as well. They were older now—a lot older, with life lessons making them wiser.

Could she work alongside him and keep this business only?

Could he?

Every time they were in each other’s orbit, they collided in a violent crash of limbs until they were buried so far underneath each other’s surfaces there wasn’t any place they could go to escape. In all the years Syra had been physically away from Marco, she still felt him in the beat of her heart and heard his voice lingering in her mind.

“You want advice or just need me to listen?” Delilah asked.

Syra pulled her gaze back toward her dear friend, smiling despite the heaviness that weighed on her. She loved that Delilah always asked what she needed. Most people would have offered up unsolicited advice that would have meant nothing to her. “From you? I’ll always take your advice, D.”

“Correction, you’ll always hear what I have to say. You won’t always actually listen to it.” Delilah chuckled. “I remember how happy you were with Marco, even though I didn’t make the connection that it was him, every time we talked, you were smiling and just happy. I remember how different you were when you went back to Joel. And I’m not saying for you to jump back in bed or a relationship with Marco,” Delilah hurried on when Syra tried to interrupt her, “all I’m saying is, go talk to him. Find out where you two stand in regards to each other and this business venture. Just take all of this one day at a time. You don’t need to figure everything out right this second, and remember to be
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