
Prologue Westbrook, New 

Jersey. 03:47 a.m. 

The rain hit the white fences like whispers 

of guilt. 

Behind the trimmed 

hedges and the 

lifeless lawn of 1185 

River Hollow Lane, 

the silence was too 

perfect — the kind of 

silence that smells 

like blood. 

The house was still. 

No lights. No sound. 

Just the faint ticking 

of a vintage clock over a fireplace, and 

the soft hum of the 

ceiling fan circling 

above two bodies. 

Edward and 

Marianne Sullivan. 

Married for eleven 

years. Respected. 

Rich. Beautiful. 

Now dead. 

Edward's body lay 

slumped over the 

velvet couch, his 

chest punctured by 

something sharp — 

something deliberate. 

His shirt soaked in 

red, mouth open, like he had tried to 

scream but found no 

breath. 

Marianne lay 

upstairs in the master bedroom. Naked. 

Wrists tied to the 

bedposts with silk 

scarves. A red ball gag beside her, 

untouched. The 

sheets were soaked 

not only in blood... but in perfume. 

Expensive perfume. 

The kind you wear to 

seduce. Or to die in. 

No signs of forced entry. No shattered 

glass. No screams 

heard by neighbors. 

But there were 

 cameras. Hidden. 

Some still recording. 

And someone had 

been watching. 

03:53 a.m. — 

Claire Whitmore 


arrives. 

Black boots stepped


out of a matte 

Charger. Cigarette 

between her lips, lips that never smiled. 

She wore a dark leather coat and tight slacks that hugged 

her waist with 

authority. Her badge 

was cold metal 

against her 

breastbone, her Glock

warm at her hip. 

She looked at the house, the American 

dream wrapped in a 

nightmare, and 

exhaled a long stream

of smoke into the 

night. 

"Always the pretty ones," she muttered. 

As she entered, the scent hit her first — 

vanilla, blood, and 

sex. 

Her eyes swept the 

room. Her instinct 

stirred. 

And deep in her 

core, something 

darker — something she didn’t talk about 

— awoke. 

 This case would not be solved by logic alone. 

 This one… would 

 require surrender. 

Chapter 1 – Velvet and Blood


The living room 

smelled of velvet, 


blood, and betrayal. 

Claire stood 

beneath the antique 

chandelier, its crystal pendants glittering 

like glass tears. The 

room was too elegant 

for death, too 

carefully staged for 

panic — and that, of 

course, was the first 

clue. 

Her boots made no sound on the thick 

Persian rug. She 

walked slowly, eyes 

scanning, lips parted 

slightly in focus. She didn't take notes. 

Claire never took 

notes — she 

remembered everything. 

Edward Sullivan’s 

body was on the 

couch, leaning back 

like a man mid-

conversation, except 

his chest was opened

like a letter no one 

wanted to read. A single stab wound. 

Deep. Personal. 

Clean. 

Claire crouched 

beside the body, her 

face close. No signs 

of struggle. 

"One stab," she 

whispered. "Straight through the sternum. 

No hesitation." 

She looked up. The 

camera — tiny, 

wireless — was 

hidden behind a shelf. 

Not police-installed. 

Too discreet. 

She pulled out a pair of gloves from 

her coat pocket, slid 

them on like silk. 

Claire didn't flinch 

when she touched the

dried blood. She’d 

seen worse. Done 

worse. 

Upstairs. Master bedroom. 

Marianne Sullivan’s 

naked body lay like 

art. 

Spread out. Pale. 

Beautiful even in 

death. 

Her wrists were tied to the bedposts with 

designer silk scarves. 

Red and gold. 

Her mouth slightly 

open. A trail of saliva down her cheek. Eyes

wide. Frozen. 

Claire stood still, not out of shock, but out 

of recognition. 

This wasn’t just sex. 

This was theater. 

Someone wanted to 

 say something. 

She touched the 

scarf with the back of 

her fingers. 

Expensive. Real silk. 

The bed sheets still 

warm. Someone had 

been there. Recently. 

On the floor — a 

shattered perfume 

bottle. 

Claire picked it up. 

The scent was intense: vanilla, 

jasmine... and 

something darker. 

Leather. 

She closed her 

eyes. 

And for a moment... 

she saw herself in the bed. 

Not dead. 

Tied. Waiting. 

“Detective 

Whitmore?” 

The forensic tech, a 

young man barely out of academy, stood 

nervously at the 

doorway. 

Claire turned slowly, 

her stare undressing 

his nerves. 

"Yeah?" she said, voice low, smoky. 

“We… uh… we found something in 

the kitchen. A USB 

drive. Hidden in a 

spice jar.” 

“Good,” she replied. 

“Bag it. Print it. Don’t breathe on it.” 

He nodded and vanished like a ghost. 

Claire sat at the 

edge of the bed, just 

inches from the dead 

woman’s thigh. 

“You were fucked 

before you were 

killed, weren’t you, 

sweetheart?” she whispered. 

“By someone who 

knew you.” 

She leaned closer 

to Marianne’s ear. 

“Someone who 

made you beg first.” 

Downstairs. Rain falling harder now. 

Claire lit a cigarette just outside the 

house. Leaned 

against the porch 

railing. The cold 

soaked her shirt, 

clinging to her spine. 

But she didn’t care. 

Across the street, 

she saw the 

silhouette of a man 

watching her. 

Muscular. Shirtless 

under a porch light. A 

tattoo on his chest. 

Smirking. 

Claire exhaled slow. 

“Well, well…”  she muttered. 

“You must be the 

trainer.” 

Chapter 2 – The Trainer

The rain had slowed

to a fine mist by the 

time Claire crossed 

the street. 

The house across 

from the crime scene 

was almost identical 

— same suburban 

charm, same picket 

fence fantasy. But the man on the porch? 

He didn’t belong in a 

fantasy. 

He was shirtless, 

standing barefoot on 

the wood, arms crossed over a broad 

chest. Muscles coiled 

under tanned skin, 

veins like rivers 

across his forearms. 

A wolf tattoo ran from his left pec down to 

his ribs. A scar 

bisected his collarbone. 

His eyes didn’t blink

when Claire walked 

up. He stared at her 

like prey that was 

trying to pretend it 

wasn’t delicious. 

“Detective Whitmore,” she said, 

flashing the badge for formality. 

He smirked. “I 

figured. You walk like someone who doesn't

get told no.” 

She stopped just outside the fence. 

“Derek Holt?” 

“That’s what it says 

on my doorbell.” His 

voice was deep. 

Rough. Lazy. 

“Though I usually go 

by ‘Coach’ around 

here. Or... other things. Depending on 

who’s moaning.” 

Claire didn’t blink. 

“Your neighbors are 

dead. Just across the 

street.” 

His eyes darkened 

— just a flicker. 

“Yeah. I noticed the meat wagon.” 

“Edward and 

Marianne Sullivan. 

You know them?” 

“I trained Ed three 

times a week. Cardio. 

Strength. Talked 

stocks in between reps. Rich guy stuff.” 

“And Marianne?” 

A pause. 

He leaned on the 

porch rail. “We... 

spoke occasionally.” 

Claire raised a 

brow. “That’s vague.” 

“She liked her privacy.” 

“She liked silk ropes

and perfume that 

costs more than my 

rent.” 

Claire stepped closer. 

“Did you fuck her?” 

His smirk faded. 

“I don’t answer questions that crude 

without a drink first.” 

Claire smiled coldly. 

“Too bad. I’m not here to flirt, Derek.” 

“Could’ve fooled 

me. Tight pants, 

leather coat, staring at my chest.” 

“You’re not that 

interesting.” 

He stepped down 

from the porch, 

barefoot on the wet 

pavement, now 

inches from her. 

“But you are, detective.” 

His voice dropped. 

“You smell like 

cigarettes and 

instinct. And 

something tells me 

you like to be in 

control... until you’re not.” 

Claire didn’t move. 

But her pulse shifted 

— just a flicker in her neck. 

“Tell me where you 

were last night 

between 10 p.m. and 3 a.m.” 

“Training a client. 

Lady named 

Vanessa. Housewife. 

Hates her husband. 

Loves leg day.” 

“Got a number?” 

“Sure. But she might be tied up. 

Literally.” 

Claire stepped even

closer, so their bodies almost touched. 

“You think I’m 

playing with you?” 

“I think you’re playing with yourself, sweetheart.” 

Her hand shot up —

not to hit him, but to grab his jaw. Firm. 

Controlling. 

His pupils dilated. 

Claire whispered, low, hot against his 

lips:

“Keep mouthing 

off, Derek. You’ll 

find out just how far I go for answers.” 

He smiled slowly. 

Like someone who 

liked the idea of being broken. 

“Looking forward to 

it.” 

Back inside her car, 

Claire closed the 

door, breathing hard. 

Her hands shook for 

just a second before she lit another 

cigarette. 

He knew something. 

And worse: he 


made her feel 

something. 


Chapter 3 – No Safe Word

11:42 p.m. 

The streets of 

Westbrook were 

silent, dripping with 

the kind of stillness 

that only came before something violent. 

Claire stood at 

Derek’s front door. No badge. No backup. 

Just a black coat 

wrapped tight around 

her body — and 

the .38 tucked under 

her waistband, just in case. 

She knocked. Once. 

The door opened 

before the second. 

He was dressed this

time — barely. Black 

joggers hung low on 

his hips, no shirt, skin 

still glistening from a shower. The scent of 

sandalwood and 

sweat hit her like 

memory. 

“Well,” he said, 

voice slow and 

amused, “Didn’t think 

you’d come so soon.” 

“I told you I don’t play.” 

She walked in 

without invitation. The door closed behind 

her like the sound of a secret. 

The house was neat. Masculine. 

Cold. 

Weights in the living 

room. Whiskey on the

counter. Mirrors in 

places where they 

didn’t belong. 

Claire turned to face him. 

“I have questions.” 

He tilted his head. 

“Do they come with 

handcuffs?” 

Her coat slid from 

her shoulders. 

Underneath: dark 

jeans, black lace top, no bra. 

His breath changed 

— just a little. 

Claire stepped 

close, her voice low. 

“I think you liked 

Marianne.” 

“I like a lot of women.” 

“But she let you in. 

She let you tie her up. 

Didn't she?” 

Derek didn’t 

answer. 

Claire’s hand 

reached out — slow, 

deliberate — and gripped the front of 

his pants. 

She didn’t stroke. 

She didn’t tease. 

She  tested. 

“Answer me, 

Derek.” 

He grabbed her wrist — hard — 

twisting it just enough to assert. But she 

didn’t flinch. 

His lips were at her 

ear. 

“I tied her wrists. 

Her ankles. Her 

mouth. I made her beg.” 

Claire’s breath 

caught — not in fear. 

In something else. 

“And she paid you 

for that?” she asked. 

“No,” he whispered. 

“She paid me to 

forget it.” 

A pause. 

Then Claire said, 

“Then you won’t 

forget  this either.” 

They moved like animals. 

Clothes hit the floor 

with no ceremony. He

slammed her against 

the wall, lips crashing into hers, teeth 

scraping. Her nails 

raked down his back. 

His hands bruised her hips. 

She didn’t stop him. 

She  commanded 

him. 

“Don’t go easy.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of 

it.” 

He bent her over the kitchen island — 

granite cold under her stomach. 

Her hands spread 

wide. Her breathing 

wild. 

And still, she asked 

questions. Between 

moans. Between thrusts. 

“Who else—” 

“Darla from next 

door—” 

Harder. 

“Who was 

watching?” 

“I don’t know—” 

She bit his shoulder. 

“Liar.” 

He flipped her. 

Lifted her onto the 

counter. She wrapped

her legs around his 

waist like chains. 

And for a moment…

she forgot the badge. 

She just felt the fire. 


Later. 

She sat on his bed, 


naked, bruised, legs 

trembling, cigarette in hand. 

Derek beside her. 

Silent. 

Claire spoke first. 

“I’m not done with 

you.” 

He looked at her 

with something 

between awe and 

fear. 

“I figured.” 

She stood, slow. 

Dressed. Zipped. No 

shame. 

“Next time, I want 

names. Records. And

if you lie—” 

She turned, eyes like 

knives. 

“I’ll come back. But it won’t be for sex.” 

Derek smirked. 

“I’ll keep the cuffs 

ready either way.” 

Claire left without 

another word. 

Chapter 4 – The Tape

7:26 a.m. 

Claire hadn’t slept. 

She didn’t need to. 

Not when her mind 

was burning. 

She sat alone in the tech room of the 

precinct, lights 

dimmed, the screen 

before her casting 

cold shadows across 

her face. The USB 

recovered from the 

kitchen spice jar was finally decrypted. 

One file. 47 


minutes. Dated 

three nights before the murders. 


She pressed play. 

The footage began with a static click, 

then silence. 

A bedroom. Same 

décor. Same bed 

where Marianne’s 

body had been found. 

But alive, now. 

Marianne wore black 

lingerie and a red collar. Her lipstick 

was smeared. Her 

eyes were shining. 

Claire leaned in. 

A man stood behind

the camera. His voice

distorted — altered 

post-recording. But 

his hands were visible. Large. Veined. 

Strong. 

They held a riding 

crop. 

Claire’s lips parted 

slightly. 

In the center of the 

screen: another 

woman — younger, nervous, in a sheer 

white slip. Blonde hair tied in a loose knot. 

Arms at her sides. 

Eyes down. 

Claire paused the 

video. 

Zoom. Enhance. 

