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Luxe Crimes

Chapter 1 – The Invitation
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The first thing Alex noticed wasn’t the chandelier.

Everyone else did—the cascade of crystal spilling light like frozen rain across the ballroom ceiling, the kind of thing people instinctively tilted their heads to admire. But Alex had learned early that the obvious wasn’t where power lived.

Power was quieter.

It stood near the edges.

It watched.

He adjusted the cuff of his borrowed jacket, trying not to look like someone who didn’t belong. The fabric sat well enough on his shoulders, but the lie of it pressed against his skin. Everything about tonight felt rented—his clothes, his confidence, even his invitation.

Especially his invitation.

“Relax,” Mateo had told him earlier. “Half the people here are faking it.”

Alex doubted that. The people drifting across the marble floor moved like they’d been born into rooms like this—slow, deliberate, untouched by urgency. Wealth had a rhythm, and he was still learning how to mimic it.

He picked up a glass of champagne from a passing tray, more for something to hold than to drink. The bubbles climbed steadily to the surface, patient, controlled. He wondered if anything in this room had ever been rushed.

The answer came quickly.

No.

Except him.

He scanned the room again—not for art, not for donors, not even for opportunity.

For her.

He didn’t know her name yet. Not officially. But he had seen her the moment he walked in, the way you notice a shadow that doesn’t behave like the others.

She stood near the far end of the gallery hall, half turned away from the crowd, speaking to a man who leaned in too eagerly. Her posture alone created distance—spine straight, chin slightly angled, as if the room existed for her inspection rather than her participation.

She wasn’t trying to be the center of attention.

She didn’t need to be.

Mid-fifties, maybe. Older than anyone Alex would normally approach—but there was nothing “older” about her presence. It was sharper than that. Refined. Controlled.

Dangerous, he thought, before he could stop himself.

As if sensing the attention, she turned.

Not abruptly. Not searching.

Directly.

Her eyes met his across the room with unnerving precision, as though she had always known exactly where he was.

Alex didn’t look away.

That, more than anything, was what made her smile.

Not warmth. Not amusement.

Recognition.

The man beside her was still speaking, but she had already dismissed him. A subtle shift—barely visible—and he realized it, faltering mid-sentence. She offered him a polite nod that ended the conversation without apology.

Then she started walking.

Not toward the crowd.

Toward him.

Alex felt the strange, irrational urge to check behind him, to confirm she wasn’t heading for someone else. He didn’t. That would break the illusion he hadn’t even realized he was building.

Stay still, he told himself.

Don’t chase.

Let her choose.

Her heels made almost no sound on the marble floor, but the space seemed to adjust around her anyway. Conversations dipped, then resumed. People moved aside without thinking.

By the time she reached him, Alex had taken exactly one sip of his drink.

“You’re new,” she said.

Her voice was lower than he expected. Smooth, deliberate. Not a question.

Alex tilted his head slightly. “Does it show?”

“Only if you know what to look for.”

“And you do?”

Her lips curved faintly. “I make it a habit.”

Up close, she was even more striking—not in the obvious way of youth, but in precision. Every detail was intentional. Nothing excessive. Nothing careless.

“Then I suppose I’m at a disadvantage,” Alex said. “I don’t know what you’re looking for.”

She studied him for a moment—not his face, but his reaction. Measuring.

“Curiosity,” she said finally. “Restraint. Hunger, but not desperation.”

He almost laughed. “That’s a very specific list.”

“And yet,” she said softly, “here you are.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

Alex set his glass down on a nearby table. “You seem very certain about me.”

“I am rarely uncertain.”

There was no arrogance in the statement. Just fact.

He hesitated, then decided to lean into it. “Then tell me something I don’t know about myself.”

Her gaze sharpened—interest, now.

“You don’t belong here,” she said.

Alex exhaled lightly. “That’s not exactly a revelation.”

“No,” she agreed. “But you’re not intimidated by it either. That’s rarer.”

He held her gaze. “Maybe I just hide it well.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe you’ve already decided you deserve more than what you have.”

The room seemed quieter, though nothing had actually changed.

Alex felt it then—that subtle shift beneath the conversation. This wasn’t casual. It wasn’t flirtation, not exactly.

It was evaluation.

“And what if I have?” he asked.

“Then you’re either going to become very successful,” she said, “or very dangerous.”

A pause.

“Possibly both.”

He smiled, despite himself. “You make it sound like a choice.”

“It always is.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then she extended her hand—not for a shake, but simply as an offering.

“Zafira.”

Her name settled into him like something already known.

“Alex.”

He didn’t take her hand immediately.

Another test, he realized.

So he met her eyes first—just long enough to acknowledge the moment—before letting his fingers close around hers.

Her skin was warm. Steady.

Unflinching.

“Tell me, Alex,” Zafira said, withdrawing her hand slowly, “how did you get in tonight?”

He considered lying.

He didn’t.

“A friend,” he said. “Who owed me a favor.”

“And what do you plan to do with that favor?”

“Figure out how to never need one again.”

That earned him something different—a flicker of approval, quickly masked.

“Ambitious.”

“Realistic.”

She tilted her head slightly, as if recalibrating.

“I have a proposition,” she said.

Of course you do, he thought.

Aloud, he said, “That was fast.”

“I don’t waste time,” she replied. “And neither do you. That’s why you’re still standing here.”

There it was again—that sense that she had already decided something about him, and he was only just catching up.

“What kind of proposition?” he asked.

Zafira glanced around the room briefly, then back at him.

“Not one for this setting,” she said. “Too many ears. Too many assumptions.”

“Then why bring it up now?”

“Because,” she said, stepping just a fraction closer, “I wanted to see if you would be interested before I invested any more attention.”

The honesty of it hit harder than any seduction would have.

“And?” Alex asked quietly. “Am I?”

Her gaze dropped, briefly, to the line of his collar, then returned to his eyes.

“That,” she said, “depends on whether you’re willing to step outside your current life.”

He let the words settle.

There it was—the edge.

Not a promise. Not yet.

An opening.

“And what happens if I say yes?” he asked.

Zafira smiled—not warmly, not cruelly.

Knowingly.

“Then everything changes.”

A beat.

“And if I say no?”

“Then nothing does.”

Simple.

Clean.

A lie, he suspected—but an elegant one.

Across the room, someone called her name. She didn’t turn.

Instead, she reached into her clutch and pulled out a small, black card. No logo. No embellishment. Just a number, embossed in silver.

She held it between two fingers, not offering it yet.

“This isn’t charity, Alex,” she said. “And it isn’t romance—at least not in the way you’re used to.”

The implication lingered between them.

“It’s an arrangement,” she continued. “Mutually beneficial. Potentially... transformative.”

“And potentially dangerous?” he asked.

Her eyes lit—just slightly.

“Now you’re asking the right questions.”

He took the card.

The moment their fingers brushed again, something unspoken locked into place.

Choice, he realized.

This was the moment.

Not later. Not when he called the number.

Now.

Zafira stepped back, reclaiming her space.

“Think carefully,” she said. “I don’t make the same offer twice.”

Then she turned and walked away, absorbed seamlessly back into the current of wealth and power she seemed to command without effort.

Alex stood still, the card warm in his hand.

Around him, the gala resumed its quiet, glittering rhythm.

Untouched.

Unchanged.

But not for him.

He looked down at the number again.

Then closed his fingers around it.

And for the first time that night, he smiled like he belonged there.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Terms of Luxury
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Alex didn’t call her that night.

Not because he wasn’t tempted.

Because he was.

The card sat on the small table beside his bed, black against chipped wood, looking like it had been dropped into the wrong life by mistake. He’d picked it up at least a dozen times, turning it between his fingers, memorizing the number without meaning to.

Everything changes.

Her voice hadn’t been dramatic when she said it. That was what made it dangerous. No exaggeration. No seduction layered over false promises.

Just certainty.

Alex had grown up around people who promised things—money, opportunity, escape. Most of them talked too much. Zafira hadn’t needed to.

That alone told him she was different.

He waited until morning.

Not out of discipline, but instinct. He wanted the decision to feel deliberate, not impulsive. If he stepped into her world, he needed to do it with his eyes open—or at least open enough.

By the time the sun edged through the thin curtains, he had already made up his mind.

He dialed.

One ring.

Two.

“Alex.”

No greeting. No hesitation.

She had known he would call.

“You don’t waste time,” he said.

“Neither do you,” Zafira replied. “Good. Meet me at eleven. I’ll send the address.”

The line went dead.

A second later, his phone buzzed with a message—coordinates, not a name.

Of course.



The building didn’t announce itself.

No sign, no obvious branding—just glass, steel, and a level of quiet security that made it clear not everyone was meant to walk through its doors.

Alex hesitated only long enough to take in the details. Cameras positioned where they couldn’t be avoided. A doorman who didn’t ask questions, only confirmed names.

“Mr. Alex,” he said, already stepping aside.

Not a question.

Alex walked in.

The interior was worse than the gala—not louder, not more extravagant, but more precise. Everything here felt permanent. Intentional. Nothing borrowed, nothing temporary.

He was led to a private elevator without speaking.

When the doors opened, she was already there.

Zafira stood near the far window of what could only be called a penthouse, the city stretched beneath her like an afterthought. Sunlight traced the edge of her silhouette, sharp and controlled, just like everything else about her.

“You’re on time,” she said, without turning.

“I didn’t think you’d tolerate otherwise.”

That earned him a faint smile as she finally faced him.

Today, she was dressed more simply—if simplicity could still cost more than most people’s monthly income. Neutral tones. Clean lines. No excess.

Power, distilled.

“Come,” she said, gesturing toward a seating area.

Alex crossed the space, aware of how easily he could get lost in it—not physically, but mentally. This wasn’t just wealth.

It was insulation.

From consequences. From limits.

Zafira sat first. Not as an invitation, but as an expectation.

He followed.

For a moment, she said nothing. Just studied him again, the same way she had the night before—measuring, recalibrating.

“You came back,” she said.

“You told me everything would change.”

“And you want that.”

It wasn’t a question.

Alex leaned back slightly, keeping his posture relaxed but not careless. “I want options.”

Zafira’s gaze sharpened.

“Options are an illusion,” she said. “What people really want is leverage.”

“Then maybe I want that.”

“Better.”

She reached for a glass of water, taking a slow sip before continuing.

“I’m going to be very clear with you, Alex,” she said. “Because clarity avoids disappointment.”

He nodded once.

“This is not a traditional relationship.”

“I figured.”

“I don’t need romance,” she continued. “And I don’t offer dependency. What I offer is access—knowledge, connections, a level of living most people never touch.”

Her eyes held his.

“In return, I expect presence. Discretion. Loyalty.”

The words landed one by one, deliberate.

“And companionship?” Alex asked.

Zafira’s lips curved slightly.

“Yes,” she said. “But not the kind you’re used to.”

A pause.

“Explain.”

She leaned forward just enough to shift the balance of the space between them.

“I choose who I spend my time with,” she said. “Not out of loneliness, but preference. You interest me.”

There it was again—that precision. No flattery. No exaggeration.

“You’re observant,” she continued. “You don’t speak unless you have something to say. And you don’t chase attention.”

Alex held her gaze. “And that’s enough?”

“For now.”
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