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​Blurb

In the neon-lit world where danger and passion collide, Marleigh Simone has transformed from a small-time singer to the powerful queen of Vincent "Viper" Moretti's criminal empire. Together, they are the "it" power couple, their love story as intense and unpredictable as the city they rule.

As Marleigh embraces her new role with grace and fierce determination, she and Viper decide to solidify their bond by tying the knot. Their wedding promises to be the event of the century, uniting their loyal followers and striking fear into the hearts of their enemies.

But in the shadows, a sinister plot unfolds. Someone is determined to sabotage their union, threatening not just their love, but the very foundation of Viper's empire. As they navigate the treacherous waters of betrayal and deception, Marleigh and Viper must confront their enemies head-on and prove that their love is indestructible.

Will Marleigh rise to the challenge and cement her place as Viper's queen, or will their dangerous melody be silenced by those who seek to tear them apart?

​Chapter One
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My fingers traced the cool surface of the mahogany table, a stark comfort amidst the burning glares directed at me. Around the table sat rival crime bosses, titans of Neon Jazz City's underworld, their eyes heavy with the weight of their empires. I stood at the head, caught between this perilous game and the ambition that drove me.

“Miss Simone,” one of them began, his voice a low growl that barely concealed his fury. “The D’Avella brats have been poaching on our territory and undercutting our shipments.” His accusation hung in the air, a spark ready to ignite the tense atmosphere.

“Is that so?” My hair cascaded over my shoulders, a siren among wolves, weaving a precarious harmony where discord reigned.

Another man, lean and wiry with a scar running along his jaw, stood up. “The Rinaldis are lying through their teeth,” he spat, his hands clenched into fists on the table. “They've crossed boundaries that were never theirs to begin with.”

I listened as they presented their grievances, not just with my ears, but with the silent rhythm of intuition pulsing within me. Their tales, expertly spun with practiced deception, still revealed the raw truth of their desperation beneath each word. These were men whose lives bartered with bullets and bargaining, who dealt in blood and shadow. Yet, in this chamber of dark dealings, my voice would be the one to tip the scales.

“Enough,” I said, the single word slicing through the cacophony of their anger like the sharpest blade. Silence fell, obedience wrought from the reputation I'd carved out in this city of sinners. They knew me as the Neon Queen, a sovereign whose reign was etched in the very heart of those who dared to challenge it.

“Imagine a truce, not born from fear but mutual gain. We could share the docks and split the profits: the D’Avellas supply the goods, and the Rinaldis handle distribution. This alliance, forged in necessity, would be bound by profit.”

Despite their skepticism, they respected my proposal—a lifeline amid chaos. “Reflect,” I said. “Choose cooperation over violence.” As the meeting ended, agreements lingered like the final notes of a jazz standard. The families left, their expressions revealing deep contemplation and newfound respect for the woman who dared advocate for unity, even as I craved blood.

​***
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I watched her from a shadowy corner, my gaze intense like a predator. Marleigh stood regal at the head of the mahogany table, a witness to more bloodshed in deals than the streets of Neon Jazz City. The tension in the room tightened around my throat with every word from the disputing families; however, I knew better to intervene. She needed to be seen as my equal if this plan of mine was to work. 

She was my most valuable weapon to the Moretti empire after all. 

A quiet pride swelled within me as she held their gaze, her eyes reflecting their greed and desperation. Mediation between vipers was a dangerous game, yet my Marleigh commanded respect. My admiration for her edged toward desire, pulling me closer with each moment.

Marleigh Simone was a force unto herself, a queen moving across a chessboard, and here I stood, Viper Moretti, utterly captivated by her every move.

Marleigh.

My Queen. 

My obsession. 

My fucking undoing. 

The way she held herself—chin tilted, shoulders back, hips swaying with every breath—was a goddamn declaration of war. She didn’t just command the room; she owned it, maybe she owned me, and she fucking knew it. 

I continued to watch her, my cock already hard as steel, straining against the fabric of my tailored slacks. Every move she made was a provocation, a challenge to my control. Her dress—black, sleek, and so tight it might as well have been painted on—clung to her curves like a second skin, the slit up her thigh revealing just enough to make my mouth water. The way the light caught the sheen of her stockings, the way her heels clicked against the floor like a metronome for my fucking heartbeat. 

It was all too much. 

“Bravo, my Queen,” I murmured, the words dripping with venom and lust. She didn’t hear me, but she didn’t need to. She could feel my eyes on her and the heat of my gaze burning through her like a brand. I wanted to ruin her as much as she was ruining me. I tried to strip her of that fucking power, that arrogance, and remind her who ruled this city. Who ruled her?

I stepped into the light, my presence swallowing the whole room. Her eyes met mine, and for a moment, the world stopped. Her lips, painted the color of blood, curved into a smirk, but I saw the flicker of fear in her gaze. 

Good. 

She should be afraid. 

“Viper.” Her voice was like velvet wrapped around a knife. “I was wondering when you’d show your face.” 

I closed the distance between us in three long strides, my hand snaking out to grab her wrist before she could react. Her skin was warm, soft, and I could feel the rapid pulse beneath my fingers. She tried to pull away, but I tightened my grip, yanking her closer until her body was flush against mine. 

I  enjoyed playing cat and mouse. Or snake and mouse. 

“You think you’re in control, Marleigh?” I growled, my lips brushing against her ear. “You think you’re the one calling the shots?” 

She laughed, a low, throaty sound that sent a shiver down my spine. “I don’t think, Viper. I know.” 

I slammed her against the wall, my body pinning hers in place. Her breath hitched, and I could feel her heart racing, her chest rising and falling with every ragged breath. I leaned in, my lips grazing the column of her throat, and she shuddered. 

“You’re mine,” I whispered, my voice a dark promise. “You’ve always been mine.” 

Her hands clawed at my chest, but there was no real fight in her. She wanted this as much as I did. I could see it in her eyes and feel her body arched against mine. I slid my hand up her thigh, the fabric of her dress bunching under my fingers, and she gasped. 

“Say it,” I demanded, my fingers brushing against the edge of her lace panties. “Say you’re mine.” 

She moaned, her head falling back against the wall as I teased her through the thin fabric. “Fuck you, Viper.” 

I chuckled darkly, my fingers slipping beneath the lace to find her already wet, already begging for me. “That’s not what I asked.” 

Her hips bucked against my hand, and I pressed harder, my thumb circling her clit until she was trembling. “Say it.” 

“I’m yours,” she gasped, her nails digging into my shoulders. “I’m yours.” 

I kissed her then, hard and possessively, my tongue claiming hers as I pushed two fingers inside her. She cried out, her body tightening around me, and I knew I had her exactly where I wanted her. 

“Good girl,” I murmured against her lips, my fingers moving slowly. “Now let me show you who’s really in charge.” 

The air was thick with the scent of her arousal, a heady mix of sweat and desperation that made my cock throb against the confines of my pants. Marleigh’s body was a masterpiece, trembling beneath me, her skin slick with a sheen of sweat that glistened in the dim light of the room. Marleigh's tits heaved with every ragged breath, her nipples hard and begging for my mouth, but I wasn’t ready to give her that yet. No, this was about control, about breaking her down until she was nothing but a quivering mess, begging for me to take her.

“I’m yours, please,” she gasped again, her voice trembling, her nails digging deeper into my shoulders like she was trying to claw her way into my soul. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, and I could feel her walls fluttering as I curled them inside her, searching for that sweet spot that would make her scream.

“That’s what I thought. You are mine,” I growled, my voice low and rough, my lips brushing against hers as I spoke. “And don’t you fucking forget it.” My tongue plunged into her mouth, claiming her in a way that left the key in the lock, the click of tumblers echoing in the stillness. 

My breath caught as the hinges groaned, a mournful sound marking the divide between the woman she once was, dreaming of spotlights and applause, and the one she had become: the Neon Queen of a city. 

“Please... fuck me,” she whispered, her cheeks flushing with shame even as her body betrayed her, her hips lifting towards me in a silent plea.

I smirked, my cock throbbing at the sound of those words coming from her lips. “Not yet,” I said, my voice dripping with cruel amusement. “You’re not ready yet.”

I moved down her body, my hands gripping her thighs and spreading them wide, exposing her pussy to me. She was so wet, her lips swollen and glistening, and I could see the way her clit throbbed, begging for my attention. I leaned in, my breath hot against her skin, and she shuddered, her whole body trembling.

“You’re so wet for me.” I dragged my tongue up her slit, tasting her. 

She gasped, her hands flying to my hair, but I didn’t let her pull me closer. I took my time, teasing her with slow, deliberate licks, savoring the way she squirmed against me. “Viper,” she moaned, her voice breaking as I flicked my tongue over her clit, sending a jolt of pleasure through her body. “Please... please don’t stop.”

“I’m not going to stop,” I promised as I sucked her clit into my mouth, my tongue working her in slow, torturous circles. 

She cried out, her hips bucking against my face, but I held her against the wall, refusing to let her take control. This was about me, about showing her who was in charge.

I slid two fingers back inside her, curling them just right, and she screamed, her body tightening around me as I pushed her closer to the edge. But I didn’t let her come. Not yet. I pulled back, leaving her trembling and desperate, and she whimpered in protest.

“Please,” she begged again, her voice breaking. “Please let me come.”

“No,” I said, my voice cold and cruel as I moved back up her body, my cock pressing against her wet pussy. She gasped as I rubbed the head of my cock against her clit, teasing her with the promise of what was to come.

“You’re mine,” I growled, my voice low and rough as I picked her up by her thighs, pushing inside her slowly, savoring the way her tight little pussy stretched to accommodate me. She cried out, her nails digging into my back as I filled her, and I could feel her walls fluttering around me, trying to pull me in deeper.

“Fuck,” I groaned, my hips snapping forward as I started to move, fucking her hard and deep, each thrust driving her closer to the edge. 

“Viper,” she moaned, her voice trembling as I slammed into her with a force that left her breathless. “Please... please let me come.”

“Come for me,” I growled as I reached between us and rubbed her clit in tight circles. 

She screamed, her body tightening around me as she came hard, clenching around my cock in a way that almost made me lose control.

But I wasn’t done with her yet.

I kept fucking her through her orgasm, driving her higher and higher until she was nothing but a quivering mess. And when I finally let myself go, I fill her with my cum. I reclaimed her as mine. 

Completely and utterly mine right now and always.

***
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After a much-needed nap from our dealings and chaos, Marleigh stepped into the spotlight, her transformation instantaneous. Where hours ago stood the mediator, the Neon Queen of the criminal underworld, now she was only the artist, vulnerable and potent. Her chestnut hair caught the light, creating a halo around her delicate features.

As the first note left her lips, it was as if the very essence of Marleigh filled the club. Her voice, that captivating instrument, resonated with a depth that reached into the darkest corners of the room and the soul. Each syllable dripped with emotion, the power of her song painting the night with hues of longing and passion.

The audience hung on every note, their breath held captive by the melody that spun from her lips. She sang of love lost and found, heartache and resilience, and through it all, her spirit shone—undeniable, unbreakable. The music became an extension of herself, a testament to the journey that had brought her to this stage, under these lights, in front of these people.

For a moment, I allowed myself to get lost in the sound of her voice, to be just another face in the crowd, mesmerized by the enigma that was Marleigh Simone. She was untouchable in her element, every inch the star Neon Jazz City feared and adored. And as her voice soared, I knew this woman was destined to leave her mark on us all.

The last notes lingered in the charged silence before applause erupted, a cascade of admiration and awe. She bowed, a queen in her court, and yet when her eyes met mine, hidden in the velvety darkness, an intimacy transcended the performer and the watcher. It was a silent acknowledgment of all between us—danger, intrigue, and the undeniable pull of a love that threatened to consume us both.

As Marleigh stepped off the stage, the spell she had cast began to fracture, and the real world began to seep back in. But the echo of her song remained, a haunting refrain that promised more than just music; it hinted at the challenges we would face in the ever-shifting landscape of Neon Jazz City.

I leaned back against the cool wall, my arms crossed as I continued to watch, the icy facade firmly in place. Yet, inside, a fire raged—a fire stoked by her presence, the magic of her voice, and the undeniable connection that pulsed between us, fierce as the rhythm of the city itself.

Her journey had been fraught with pitfalls and triumphs, each step etching deeper into the soulful timbre of her voice. Now, as she navigated the intricate labyrinth of her life—each decision, each alliance fraught with peril—I knew that the fire within her would blaze a path through any darkness the first moment I saw her sing.

Then, a sudden chill crept up my spine, a sensation not unfamiliar in our world—a constant reminder of the precarious nature of our lives. Alliances were as fluid as the jazz riffs that floated from the stage, morphing with each passing moment.

From somewhere deep within the club's bowels, the low growl of an engine ignited, breaking the quiet spell. A car sped away into the night, its taillights blurring into the colors that painted the city's canvas. That sound, so ordinary, served as a reminder that peace was but a transient guest here.



​Chapter 2

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Detective O'Connell 


[image: ]


When I returned to my office, I sank into the worn leather of my chair, the dim light from the desk lamp failing to chase away the shadows that clung to the corners of my cluttered office. The anonymous note lay before me, the words scrawled across it like an accusation—a whisper of Marleigh's name entangled with Viper's dark web.

"Marleigh Simone... involved?" The thought clawed at my insides, dread knotting in my gut. The ink on the paper seemed to pulse with each heartbeat, taunting me. I could taste the bitter tang of betrayal on my tongue, yet there was a sweetness there too—the memory of her voice, melodic and haunting, filling the spaces between us with a warmth that now felt like a distant flame.

She was magnificent tonight ...

I pushed back from the desk, my hands braced against the cool wood as I steadied myself. This wasn't just another lead; this was Marleigh; the city had whispered her name and lured her into its embrace.

I gathered my notes with a decisive breath, the pages rustling like whispers in the heavy silence. There was no room for hesitation, not when the stakes were this high. I would delve into the depths of her connections, peel back the secrecy that shrouded Viper's organization, and unearth the truth beneath.

My mind shifted into its methodical rhythm, the detective within taking over as I revisited past case files, their contents splayed across my desk like a map to the underworld. Each file was a window into Viper's labyrinthine network woven through Neon Jazz City, a tapestry of crime and control.

"Where do you fit into all this, Marleigh?" I murmured, tracing a path through the documented encounters and the reported sightings, searching for the thread that might lead me to what she's up to. My fingers brushed over a photograph, the edges frayed, capturing a moment when her smile was still untouched by shadows. The image seared into my vision, reminding me of what was at stake.

“Damn it, Marleigh.” I couldn't tell which words escaped me, a prayer or a curse. As I sifted through the evidence, I could feel the undercurrents of my desire and pain that played beneath the surface of my search. I knew that every step closer to the truth was further from the innocence she had lost.

But I couldn't stop—not when every fiber of my being screamed for answers or the seductive dance of danger and intrigue beckoned me forward. Marleigh's secrets called to me, and I would answer, even if it meant walking through fire to reach her. The scent of jasmine and cigarette smoke seemed to hang in the air, a ghostly presence that fueled my resolve.

With all its shadowed corners and neon-lit betrayals, this city held the key to unraveling the mystery that Marleigh had become. And I would uncover it all—even if it shattered what remained of my heart.

***
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The scent of jasmine hit me first, tendrils of its sweet perfume wrapping around me like a familiar caress from the past. I stood outside the door of the apartment I once shared with Cassie, keys trembling slightly in my hand. It had been so long since I'd last crossed this threshold, yet the fragrance held the power to collapse time, weaving memories into the present.

I slid the key into the lock, the click of tumblers falling into place as loud as thunder in the stillness. My breath caught when the hinges groaned, a slow creak that felt like a lament for what was and what could never be again. The sound echoed through the deserted hallway, marking the line between the woman I once was—filled with dreams of spotlights and standing ovations—and the one I had become: the Neon Queen of a city that thrived in darkness.

Stepping inside, the room lay draped in silence, a mausoleum for the days when laughter and music didn't feel like echoes from another life.

My gaze lingered on the photographs lining the walls. One frame, in particular, drew me—an image of myself onstage, microphone in hand, eyes closed as if praying. The photo was a relic before I knew how heavy a crown could weigh.

A pang of longing surged within me, a yearning for the simple life. The journey from those hopeful beginnings to where I stood now was marked by notes I sang to drown out the wails of sirens, and melodies that rose above the discord of a city steeped in glamour and sin.

"Marleigh Simone," I whispered my name into the air, hearing it mingle with the whisper of jasmine and the distant hum of the city outside. 

I turned away from the relics of my past, the echo of my voice fading into silence. The Neon Queen had no use for nostalgia; her kingdom awaited, and with it, the ever-looming cloud of danger that threaded through Neon Jazz City's pulsating heart.

The door swung open with a gentle nudge, the warmth of the afternoon sun spilling into the room like liquid amber. I stood there, a shadow within my history, when her voice wrapped around me. 

“Marleigh!” Cassie entered with a radiant smile that outshone the rays filtering through the dingy window.

Cassie's gaze held mine, the blue of her eyes deepening with each question she fired off, each one sharper than the last. “Marleigh,” her voice was a melody, but the notes were heavy with concern, “You look conflicted...Everything alright?”

With every word Cassie spoke, the room seemed to shrink, suffocating me with the scent of jasmine and the weight of choices made.

“Yes, I'm just reminiscing," I said, my voice firm even as it wavered like a lone saxophone in the dark. We shared a lot of good moments here.” My hair brushed my cheek as I turned away, an attempt to hide the flicker of doubt that dared to surface. 

“We could have more if you–”

"This is my path, Cassie. I'm carving it with my own hands, my own will."

The tension strung between us, taut as the strings of a bass guitar, ready to snap. But before the final chord could be struck, the discordant ring of my phone sliced the moment in two. It was a sound that resonated with impending change, a call that demanded attention.

"Excuse me," I murmured, the words barely escaping my lips as I reached for my phone, my fingertips hesitant. The caller ID was cloaked in mystery, but when I answered, Lena's sultry voice slithered through the line, instantly recognizable.

“Marleigh, darlin’,” her tone velvet wrapped around steel, "we need to talk. It's important.”

Ice traced down my spine. Lena Nguyen didn't do pleasantries. Her words were currency; this particular coin felt heavy with unspoken peril. The warmth from Cassie's presence receded, replaced by the chill of shadows that always lingered at the edges of Neon Jazz City—a constant reminder of the fragile line I walked upon.

“Trouble's brewing in Russo territory, suga’.” Lena's voice was a smoky caress, yet the underlying current of urgency was unmistakable. “And it's got Viper's mark all over it.”

"Understood," I said, my voice a controlled exhale as I processed the gravity of her message. The room seemed to shrink, walls closing in, the air thick with the weight of decisions yet to be made. 

With a staggered breath, I forced myself back into the here and now, locking eyes with Cassie. Her gaze held a storm of worry, blue waves crashing against my resolve. "It's going to be okay," I assured her, the lie tasting bitter on my tongue, but necessary. There was no room for doubt, no space for fear—not when every move could be my last.

Cassie reached out, her touch gentle as silk. “Marleigh, please...”

"Trust me," I whispered, the promise a fragile thread between us. Her hand squeezed mine, a lifeline anchored in loyalty and love. Cassie nodded, her acceptance reluctant, but her support unwavering. Her eyes were still clouded with unease, mirroring the stormy skies outside.

Within me, a symphony of emotion played an erratic melody, each note a haunting blend of duty and desire. But above all else, determination sang loudest—the resolute heart of a woman who refused to be anything less than the Neon Queen she was destined to become.

***
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The city's neon lights pulsated like a living heartbeat as I merged with the shadows, my footsteps a silent echo on the rain-slicked pavement. The message had been cryptic, a veiled whisper in the dark web of Neon Jazz City, yet it clung to me, a shroud of unease that I couldn't shake off. My mind was a carousel spinning with the anonymous tip's implications—about Marleigh, my Marleigh, tangled within Viper's embrace.

I pushed through the throngs of pedestrians, eyes scanning faces illuminated by the kaleidoscopic glow of signs advertising sins in every shade. The city hummed a siren’s song, its rhythm syncing with the cadence of my heartbeat, each step drawing me deeper into the labyrinth of memories and what-ifs waiting in Marleigh's old neighborhood.

The familiar streets whispered secrets as I slipped unseen down alleyways where my badge meant nothing and my past weighed heavily. The scent of jasmine cut through the diesel and grime, an olfactory ghost from a time when love and duty weren't at war inside me. 

Marleigh's old building loomed ahead, its facade nondescript, yet it held chapters of an unwritten story. I paused, the weight of my decision anchoring me to the spot as the rain gently kissed the city's skin. My instincts, honed from years of chasing phantoms, counseled stealth, but the detective in me clamored for confrontation, for the clarity that only comes from looking into someone's eyes and finding the soul behind them.

To reveal myself or remain a shadow? That was the question that gnawed at my resolve. Fear tangled with longing, each a sharp note in the symphony of my thoughts. Marleigh's image flickered before me, her chestnut hair a cascade of whispered promises, her voice a melody that had once sung me to sleep.

Why have I become so obsessed with her? 

Was it because I knew she deserved a life better than this? A life less dangerous. I wanted nothing more than to keep her safe. 

So, I would watch and wait, a silent guardian wrestling with the chasm of desire—a heart divided between the oath I swore to uphold and the pulse of something more primal that urged me to cast it all aside for one taste of her enigmatic flame.

As I settled into my vigil, the night, the world was reduced to the space between breaths and the haunting possibility of what might be revealed when daybreak tore through the veil of Neon Jazz City.

I pressed my back against the cool brick of the alleyway, letting the shadows enfold me as I watched Marleigh from a distance. The golden halo of a nearby streetlamp bathed her and Cassie in its amber glow, casting elongated silhouettes onto the cracked pavement. My chest tightened at seeing them, words spilling from their lips like a shared secret.

Even at this distance, I could see the changes that had etched themselves into Marleigh's delicate features—the lines of determination that hadn't been there before, the way her eyes seemed to hold deeper pools of darkness, reflecting a soul that had tasted life’s bitter complexities.

Cassie touched her arm gently, the gesture intimate and protective, a stark contrast to the environment they found themselves in—a place where danger dressed itself in seduction and danced in the neon lights. Marleigh responded with a smile, but it faltered, revealing the cracks in her armor. I could almost hear the faintest tremor in her voice, a melodic dissonance that pulled at something deep within me.

The rain had ceased, leaving the air heavy with the scent of wet asphalt and the lingering perfume of jasmine. My duty was clear, yet my resolve wavered like the flame of a candle caught in the draft of an open window. What was it about her that made me question everything I stood for? Was it the memory of our brief yet intense encounter or the enigma she had become—a siren's call that beckoned me towards the rocks of ruin?

I felt the familiar heat of desire, tinged with the cold edge of uncertainty, as I watched them through the lens of my longing. Their figures began to blur, merging with the fabric of the night until they became part of the city's tapestry—intertwined threads in a story far from over.

As Cassie hugged Marleigh goodbye, a silent promise of loyalty and support passed between them. And then, like a whisper on the wind, Marleigh was gone, leaving Cassie standing alone, vulnerable yet unyielding.

Then, I realized I was holding my breath. I exhaled slowly, the mist of my breath visible in the chill of the evening. The weight of my emotions anchored me to where I stood, my heart racing out of control.

Cassie turned, as if sensing my presence, her gaze sweeping across the darkened alley. But then she looked away, and I remained hidden. The anticipation of what was to come hung heavily in the air, like the last note of a blues song fading into silence.

The city continued its ceaseless rhythm, indifferent to the turmoil inside me. With every step Marleigh took towards her uncertain future, I followed, unseen yet inextricably drawn to the complex melody that was Marleigh Simone.
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The city bled light into the night, a thousand wounds of neon leaking through the sprawl below my penthouse office. Neon Jazz City was a living beast from here—its pulse synced to the clandestine deals and whispered betrayals that kept me king of its underbelly. I moved through the dark with a predator’s grace, the soles of my shoes silent against polished marble as I circled my desk.

Every report splayed across the mahogany was a fresh insult to my empire’s sovereignty. The Moretti-Bianchi alliance was supposed to be unbreakable; now, it trembled under the weight of a threat even my lieutenants couldn’t name. Names I trusted, men who’d slit their throats before crossing me, all cowed by the specter of something new—an infection spreading just out of sight. I read and reread the sheets until the words blurred, then let them drift to the floor like spent cartridge shells.

I could feel her before I saw her. Marleigh, framed in silhouette against the floor-to-ceiling window, eyes lost to the city’s nocturnal shimmer. She wore my shirt—black silk, hanging off her shoulders like it was meant to drown her in decadence. Her bare feet were a quiet rebellion against the room’s hardness. The blue glow of the monitors painted her skin with a feverish sheen.

"You’re going to wear a groove in the floor, Vincent," she murmured, not turning from the view.

"Better the floor than my patience." My voice was glass and gravel, sharper than I’d intended. Her head cocked, a slow pivot that told me she was weighing a hundred possible responses.

The tension in the room wasn’t just mine; it was ours, as inseparable as breath from blood.

She padded over, hips swaying to a rhythm only she could hear, and perched herself on the edge of the desk. I watched how she tucked one leg beneath her, the other dangling while toe tracing idle circles on the rich Persian rug. She picked up a page, eyes scanning the coded shorthand of my world, lips moving silently as she pieced together the subtext.

"Someone wants to break your new toy before you’ve even played with it," she said, arching a brow.

"I don’t deal in toys. This is business." My jaw locked around the word, but she only smiled, slow and devastating.

"You’re afraid to let me help."

I stepped closer, close enough to see the gold flecks in her eyes, close enough to inhale the jasmine and sweat that clung to her skin. "Not afraid. Cautious."

"Same thing, in your book," she said, fingers trailing over a stack of invoices. "You forget I grew up around men like you. Only hungrier."

I leaned on the desk, bracing myself with both hands. The muscle in my forearm jumped with every heartbeat. "That’s why I don’t want you near this. We don’t know who we’re dealing with yet."

Marleigh’s expression melted from coy to something raw. "You can’t keep me under glass, Vincent. I have skills your men don’t."

"What, singing them to death?" I tried to smirk, but it faltered as she reached for my wrist.

"No. Listening." Her grip was light, her thumb resting on my pulse point as if she could calm me. "People talk around musicians. They forget we’re there, or they think we’re harmless. I still have friends who hear things."

The monitors on the far wall flickered, cycling through grainy feeds of club entrances, warehouse exteriors, and private elevators. I caught my reflection in the glass: hair slicked back, eyes hollowed by sleepless nights, the beginnings of a scar running beneath my left eye. The city’s king of shadows was brought low by a woman who’d never once asked for power but radiated it with every breath.

"You’d use your friends as spies?"

"They’re already in the rooms you can’t reach. Let me do what I’m good at." She loosened her hold, the pad of her thumb brushing the tender skin just above my hand. "Let me protect you, for once."

The words landed like a slap and a caress at the same time. Trust was always a double-edged knife in this life, but Marleigh’s blade cut deeper and cleaner than any rival’s. I reached out, sliding my fingers up her forearm, and felt the goosebumps beneath my touch. The urge to pull her in, bury myself in her scent, voice, and warmth, nearly drowned out my reason.

"You ever get tired of testing me?" I asked.

She smiled, but it was all teeth. "You ever get tired of being tested?"

The city outside burned brighter, as if to bear witness. I let my hand drop, reluctantly, but not before my thumb traced a claim over her wrist. "Fine. But you don’t go anywhere alone. Jasper or Lena’s crew shadows you, always."

Marleigh drew her hand back into her lap, satisfied. "Deal."

The tension in the room shifted, not gone but transformed—a predator at rest, sated for now. She slipped off the desk, crossing to the window again, arms folded against the chill. The city below sprawled, endless, indifferent to our bargains and betrayals.

"Sometimes," she said softly, "I think about running. Starting over somewhere they’ve never heard my name."

"You wouldn’t last a week," I said, smiling despite myself.

"Because I’m weak?"

"Because you’re addicted to the chaos."

Her laugh was low and lovely, threading through the steel and glass. "Maybe I’m just addicted to you, Vincent."

I let the silence hang, charged and sweet as a live wire. Then, quietly: "Tomorrow, you meet with Jasper. The Blue Note, after hours."

She nodded, her silhouette thrown long and lean against the window. "I’ll wear something nice."

"You always do," I said, but she was already gone, swallowed by the darkness at the hallway’s edge.

Left alone, I surveyed the ruins of my desk, the scattered intel, the shape of her absence. The monitors resumed their silent vigilance. Below, the city seethed and glittered—danger and beauty, intertwined and eternal.

I poured a drink, let the heat burn its way down my throat, and waited for the inevitable night.

***
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The Blue Note was a church, and I had come to confess.

I stepped inside, heels landing softly in the moody half-light, and the old ache of longing and danger pressed against my chest. The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the ghosts of a thousand failed hustles; a saxophone crooned near the stage, twisting each note into something obscene yet beautiful.

I had dressed to blend, not vanish. My dress was black velvet, cut sharp at the collar and sinfully high at the thigh—a compromise between the woman who sang torch songs for tips and the queen consort of Neon Jazz City’s most infamous predator. My hair, pulled into a loose bun, promised secrets; my lips, stained red, were a threat in themselves.

Jasper DeSantis was waiting, as promised, tucked into the club’s loneliest corner. His hair was longer than I remembered, curls just starting to riot around his temples, but the eyes were the same: kind, hungry, and tired. He nursed a whiskey, thumb running slow circles along the rim, gaze flitting from the stage to the crowd to the exit, over and over. Old instincts never dulled.

"Marleigh Simone," he said as I slid into the booth, voice low and wry. "Didn’t expect to see you on this side of town so soon."

"That’s a lie," I purred, reaching for his glass and taking a long, wet sip. "You always expect me, even when you shouldn’t."

He smiled, showing every battered molar. "Still a thief, I see."

"Only from those who can afford it," I shot back, and we both laughed—a sound raw and a little desperate.

He let the silence stretch, filling it with the tinkle of ice in his fresh pour. The club wasn’t crowded, but every patron was there for a reason; half were regulars, the other half wanted to be. I let my gaze wander, cataloging threats and assets, every face a card in some hidden deck.

"You look good, Jasper," I said.

"You look dangerous," he replied.

The compliment twisted in my gut, sweet and sharp. "That’s the trend, isn’t it? Dangerous women, dangerous drinks." I leaned in, brushing his hand with mine. "But you didn’t call me here to flirt, did you?"

It was convenient that he had contacted me before I could, and he confirmed that he was the perfect fit for the job. 

He tensed, a subtle clutch of knuckles on the glass. "You always see through me, Leigh."

"Only because I taught you everything you know." My voice dropped, all velvet and sin. "Talk."

He gave a tiny shake of his head, as if to clear it. "There’s word on the docks. New faces. It's old money, but the muscles are all fresh, East Side. They’re watching the clubs that move product through the music circuit—especially yours."

The saxophone hit a long, lonely note. I let it ring between us.

"Who owns the docks now?" I asked, voice feather-light.

Jasper’s eyes flicked to the door, then back. "No one owns them. That’s the problem. The Moretti-Bianchi deal was supposed to settle things, but someone’s buying up all the debt, piece by piece, through proxies. No one knows who. Rumor says it’s not even local."

"Out-of-towners." I tasted the phrase, letting the threat bloom. "And they’re using the clubs as listening posts?"

He nodded. "You always said music was the best way to hear the pulse of a city."

I smiled, but I wanted to scream. "Remember when music was all that mattered?"

He looked at the stage, then at me. "I do miss those days, Leigh."

His hand trembled as he set the glass down, leaving a condensation ring on the battered wood.

I let my voice go soft. "You afraid of them, or me?"

"Both," he admitted. "I don’t want you hurt. Never did."

I took his hand, squeezing hard enough to remind him who I was. "I can handle myself. But thank you for the warning."

He ducked his head, shame and longing dueling in the lines of his face. "If you need a place to run—"

I cut him off slowly and deliberately with a brush of lips to his cheek. His breath stuttered; old embers never really die.

"I’m not running, Jasper. Not yet." I stood, the dress riding scandalously up my thigh. "But you should keep your head down. Tell Lena I sent you, if things get rough."

He caught my wrist, just for a heartbeat. "Be careful, Leigh. There’s more at stake than you know."

I looked down at him, our love for music and all the new suspicion tangling between us as he slipped a note into my hand. "There always is," I said, and slipped away.

The club seemed hotter as I made for the exit. I felt eyes on me, the weight of a dozen quiet calculations. I paused at the bar to order a bourbon, neat, letting the bartender's practiced indifference wash over me. My reflection in the back mirror looked untrustworthy, beautiful, and feral.

A man in a gray suit slid onto the stool beside me as I waited. His hands were too clean, his eyes too flat. He gave me a nod—a warning, or maybe a promise. I ignored him, took my drink,down the hatch, and melted into the rain-slick night.

The city outside felt different: brittle, on edge, as if the ground was ready to shift beneath my feet. I knew the message would return to Vincent before I even stepped into the waiting car. Still, I clung to the moment, the aftertaste of old whiskey and the possibility of blood in the air.

Some dreams are better left as dreams, but some are worth killing for.

Tonight, I wasn’t sure which mine was.
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I watched her walk in, and the old world fractured.

The Blue Note wasn’t my kind of joint—too much velvet, not enough forgiveness. But I’d staked out worse places, and tonight the city’s veins all seemed to run through this one. I was posted near the bar, half-hidden behind a support column, with my jacket collar turned up and a highball sweating in my hand. The glass was still three-quarters full and would stay that way.

I never drank on the job.

She made her entrance like she owned the air. Marleigh Simone. The name clanged inside my skull, equal parts prayer and curse. I tracked her through the haze, clocking every inch of her: hair twisted into a bun to show off her neck, lips painted the color of fresh blood, a dress that could start wars or end them. She cut straight for Jasper DeSantis—friend, maybe, or new informant; I was still working that out.

The saxophonist leaned into a Coltrane riff, which sounded like falling in love on a deadline. I let the music fill the spaces between my thoughts, watching Marleigh’s eyes stay sharp even when her smile goes soft. She slid into the booth opposite Jasper, and I could read the conversation on their faces. She was in control, and he knew it.

They talked in codes, in the shifting language of people who’d shared too many secrets. I watched her work him, the little touches, the lean-ins, and pull-backs. She was good, better than she had any right to be. Jasper’s whole body stilled when her fingers brushed his, and I gripped my glass a little too hard, ice rattling like teeth in a skull.

I shifted, drawing the bartender's attention. He sized me up and recognized the look: detective, even out of uniform. I gave him a nod, and he returned to polishing glasses that were already clean.

Jasper slyly handed her something. I caught the motion, filed it away. Marleigh’s smile never slipped, but for a split second, her eyes flicked up, searching the shadows, as if she could feel me watching. I ducked my head, pretending to be interested in the label of my drink.

It always ended like these things: with a promise and a threat. Marleigh kissed Jasper on the cheek, whispered something that made him look like he’d just been handed a loaded gun. She stood, smoothed her dress, and got a quick drink before walking out. I waited a count of ten, then followed.

Outside, the city was cooling fast, rain slicking the pavement and turning every neon sign into a bad memory. As she crossed the street, I kept her in sight, pausing under a flickering lamplight to fix her hair. She looked tired, older than she should have been, but still too young for the mess she’d gotten into.

I watched her climb into the back seat of a black sedan—Viper’s car, no doubt about it. The driver never looked my way, but I felt the burn of surveillance, the way you do when you’re not the only one hunting. I pulled my notebook, scribbled the plate, and made a mental note of the pattern—every move she made, someone was a step ahead of me.

The wind was up, cold and persistent, and I hugged my jacket closer. I reached into the inside pocket and felt the familiar shape of my badge. Some nights, it felt like the only anchor I had left. I thumbed the metal, grounding myself, then slipped it back in my pocket. 

A movement at the edge of my vision—one of Viper’s goons, face half in shadow, watching me watch her. He didn’t approach, just let me see him, a warning as clear as a shot across the bow. The message was simple: You’re not invisible. You never were.

I finished my note, tore the page free, and palmed it. The blue light from a nearby sign stuttered over the words—her name, the car, the meeting. Evidence, maybe, or another breadcrumb in a trail I wasn’t sure I wanted to follow.

Marleigh’s car pulled away, taillights fading into the darkness. I watched until the street was empty, until the only thing left was the afterimage burned into my brain.

This city eats people like me. Like her. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t let go—perhaps I wanted to see which of us it would chew up first.

I turned up my collar and disappeared into the rain, thinking about tomorrow and counting the hours until I saw her again.



​Chapter 4
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