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Chapter 1: Last Call
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Scarlett traced the rim of her glass, condensation slick on her fingertips, as the thrum of the city’s heart pressed in from the other side of the hotel’s panoramic windows. The bar itself was a mosaic of softly blurred conversations and the clink of polished cutlery, all filtered through the mellow jazz that bled from the speakers overhead. She liked this place for its anonymity, the way the staff remembered her face (never her name), and how the other patrons respected the invisible fence she radiated around her corner seat.

She ordered her second gin and tonic, thanked the bartender with a smile that was polite but never coy, and let her gaze drift over the crowd. Her phone lay on the polished marble, screen dark. David had texted earlier to say he’d landed safely, a familiar string of emojis and travel-weary complaints. She stared at the unread message, feeling the same dull pressure she always did when she tried to summon excitement or longing for her husband. She loved him; he was good to her, gentle and devoutly attentive. But their marriage felt more like a well-maintained machine than a living thing, all the moving parts carefully oiled, every function performed on schedule.

It wasn’t always this way. When they first met passion was intense. Clothes thrown to the floor. Bodies hot and sweaty. Just the thought of that still made her blush.

She sipped until her lips tingled, letting the gin settle into her chest. She didn’t come here to have men try to pick her up. Of course, men approached. Some did it with practiced confidence, leaning one elbow toward her while pretending to scrutinize the cocktail menu. Others made a show of respecting her privacy, shooting sidelong glances as if to say, I know what it’s like to be alone in a crowd. There were the predatory types, too—whiskey-breathed, their gaze sticky—and the shy ones who lingered two barstools away, waiting for a cosmic cue that never came. She never took any of them up on their offers. 

Still, she couldn’t help taking stock: a quick mental tally of who would have been worth a reckless hour, who had the kind of hands that might have felt honest on her waist. She liked the attention, even as she dismissed it. There was a small, guilty thrill in being the object of intention, in the way desire reflected off her and pooled into the open air.

The suit-wearing men at the next table barely glanced her way, more interested in their own brittle laughter and tedious shop talk. Behind the bar, a lone Japanese businessman picked at a bowl of peanuts and scrolled his phone with clinical detachment. An older couple, both tanned and silver-haired, sat entwined in the lounge chairs by the window, their hands knotted together in the easy intimacy of decades. Scarlett envied that, in a low-key way, but she wondered idly if the woman ever felt the urge to stand up and walk out into the night, heels clicking across the marble, just to remind herself the world was still full of strangers.

A group of women in cheeky summer dresses filtered in from the terrace, laughing too loud, beautiful in that hard, glossy way of the city’s executive class. Scarlett watched their spectacle with a detached curiosity; she herself had always belonged to a different tribe, the sort of girl who’d been called willowy as an adolescent and “dangerous” in the feverish whispers of university boys. Even now, with her sharp features and firework hair, she stood out in most crowds, though she’d learned to carry her beauty with a certain disinterest. It was something she wore obligingly, never quite convinced it belonged to her.

That’s when she noticed them.

Jamal and Marcus. Two brothers in town from Melbourne for a fitness convention, both towering, powerfully built Black men with deep, smooth skin, chiseled features, and confident auras that commanded the room. Jamal, 32, had a warm, disarming smile and easy charm. Marcus, 30, was more intense, his dark eyes lingering with quiet hunger. They struck up conversation naturally—comments on the city, the expo, her accent. Drinks flowed. Laughter came easily. The flirting escalated with each round: compliments on her hair, the way her dress accentuated her figure, subtle brushes of hands on arms.

They’d arrived at the far end of the bar, moving with the unhurried self-assurance of people accustomed to being watched: two men, unmistakably brothers, the resemblance between them more sculptural than genetic—cheekbones, posture, even the sharp planes of their forearms in tailored shirts. They were both athletic, but in distinct registers. The older one, Jamal, was more open and deliberate, smiling easily at the bartender and at the room. While the other, Marcus, was intense, his gaze at once restless and focused, like he was perpetually scanning for a hidden pattern only he could decipher. 

She shouldn’t have watched, but she did, eyes flickering up from the rim of her glass, tracking the synchronized choreography of their unhurried movements. She had come to the bar alone, not in search of drama but of quiet—a space removed from the world’s demands and expectations. But there was something about the brothers that short-circuited her intentions, made her feel like a version of herself that had been dormant for years.

Their drinks arrived: whiskey for Jamal, straight, and a tonic for Marcus, who took it with a twist of lime and an afterthought of gin. They toasted without looking at each other, then divided their attention across the room. Jamal’s gaze landed on her and stayed there, a slow, deliberate study. Scarlett didn’t flinch, only arched an eyebrow, measuring curiosity against her ingrained caution. It was Marcus who spoke first—a question about the jazz playlist and whether she thought it was live or taped, delivered in a soft, even baritone that made it sound more philosophical than casual. She answered, just enough to be polite, but Jamal slid over a barstool and recalibrated the conversation’s orbit.

“Do you come here for the view or the gin?” he asked, tilting his glass at the skyline, then back at her.

“I come here because no one asks questions,” Scarlett replied, her mouth set in a half-smile that she hoped telegraphed both interest and warning.

Jamal laughed, a sound that made the silver-haired couple glance over, then return to their own private universe. “We’re in town for a fitness expo,” he said, “which is a fancy way of saying we’re here to drink, eat, and have an existential crisis about protein powder.” He gestured at Marcus, who nodded with mock solemnity before offering her a business card for their personal training brand (“Body Sovereignty,” the logo read, all geometric gold).

Somewhere in the exchange, another round arrived. This time Jamal insisted on ordering for her, an obscure Japanese gin that tasted like salted plum and forest air. Conversation moved in unpredictable leaps: travel, art, the absurdity of corporate life, whether or not the city’s rooftop bars all had an unspoken agreement to keep their lighting as dim as possible. The flirtation shifted from theoretical to kinetic. Marcus asked about her tattoo (the one on her left wrist, a threadlike infinity symbol she’d long since stopped explaining), and when she stretched to show it, both brothers leaned closer. There was a triangulation about the way they engaged her, as if they’d perfected the dance of mutual seduction and were inviting her to lead a step.

Scarlett was no stranger to being the focal point—she’d spent half her adult life fielding propositions, both subtle and spectacular—but there was something different here. No pickup lines, no invasive questions about her relationship status, no thinly veiled appraisals cloaked as compliments. Instead, Jamal and Marcus treated her like someone whose time was valuable, whose answers mattered. When they disagreed with her, they did so with the kind of respect that left room for her to reverse her position, or not. She sensed their curiosity was real, not just a means to an end.

After the third drink, everything went warm at the edges. The bartender, sensing either the late hour or the emerging chemistry, began to give them space, clearing glasses with a tactful flourish. Scarlett found herself laughing harder, talking louder, letting sentences drift into the overlapping banter of three people who’d known each other for years instead of minutes. She realized she was leaning in, breaking her own cardinal rule about proximity. She could smell the spiced wood of Jamal’s cologne, the crisp citrus of Marcus’s, and the scent of her own skin responding beneath the sleeve of her dress.

At one point, Marcus reached over to brush an errant strand of hair from Scarlett’s face—a gesture so gentle it startled her. She
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