
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“What happened to my client?” I snapped, forcing my voice to stay steady even though everything inside me trembled.

He only smiled—innocent, smug, infuriating—and whispered, “You’re mine for tonight.” Then he nudged the door shut with his leg like he owned the place.

“You can’t be serious,” I retorted, heat flashing under my skin. His triumphant expression told me he absolutely was. When he stepped closer, I lifted the whip between us—warning him. Daring him. I knew what men were capable of. Madam tried, but there were always a few—the dangerous ones. I’d met them. I remembered them.

And right now, Greg looked exactly like one of them.

Before I could blink, he lunged, disarmed the whip effortlessly, and scooped me off my feet. I screamed, thrashing helplessly as the whip clattered far from reach.

“Put me down, you big oaf!” I shrieked. 
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Greg

For once in my life, I would take a risk—a reckless, intoxicating, utterly foolish risk. Maybe it was the only way to close this chapter of my life. I’d survived my last varsity paper, and against every warning my conscience muttered, I’d followed my friends into the night.

Dominic Knight, Ethan Ross, and Brad Cooper—the three rascals I’d grown up with. They were wildfires I could never resist, daring each other into madness. Tonight was no exception. They drank with a kind of deliberate abandon, laughing the kind of laughter that had a sharp edge beneath it. I hovered on the border between control and chaos, wanting—just for once—to see how far ir could be pushed.

Music thumped through the floorboards, vibrating right into my chest like a second heartbeat. On stage, a slender girl spun around a pole, movements fluid, teasing, electric. I whistled without thinking, then turned to the bar for another drink, letting the burn slide down my throat. My pulse was a tight coil of nerves and anticipation.

“Rriiight, Greg... it’s time...” Dominic slurred, sliding off his seat like gravity had a personal vendetta against him.

Ethan was already gone, snoring into the table—probably dreaming about my cousin’s wife. Poor idiot. A married woman, of all people. No sense at all.

Brad pushed himself upright with a triumphant smirk. But it didn’t reach his eyes. He’d been off ever since we entered this place—drinking harder, moving like a man trying to drown something in his veins.

He looked wrecked.

I felt sober.

And inside me, something twisted. 

I was actually going to go through with this. 

Lose my virginity. 

To a stranger. 

In a brothel.

My chest tightened, my mind drifting to the only girl I’d ever wanted for this moment—Sophie.

Gone. Missing. Vanished.

God, how I missed her.

Two years of searching, hiring the best private investigator, pestering her aunt—who had the personality of a diseased cactus—only to end up with nothing. I still remembered Sophie so vividly it hurt: almond-shaped eyes, pert nose, radiant smile. Hair in those long braids she coiled into a crown. Sixteen the day I found out her age—when I’d already fallen hopelessly.

So I’d waited. Befriended her. Tried to take things slowly.

And right when I was ready to finally declare myself—she disappeared.

Maybe I was drunk after all. My thoughts were as bleak as Ethan’s dreams.

I barked out a laugh just as Dominic and Brad grabbed my arms. “Don’t back down now,” they whispered conspiratorially, dragging me through the corridor. At the end, they shoved me into a room. Panic punched through me as the door slammed behind me.

No backing out.

The room was dim, but the air didn't smell of cheap perfume or stale smoke; it smelled of expensive talcum and heavy, lacquered wood. A shocking pink, frilled bedspread softened the double bed—not a flimsy coverlet, but a heavy expanse of quilted silk that looked like it cost a month’s rent.

The furniture was an exercise in high-end cognitive dissonance. To the left, a white bureau stood with the solid, silent weight of hand-carved mahogany, its ivory-white finish polished to a mirror shine. Beside it, a full-length Cheval mirror was framed in delicate, gilded scrollwork, its glass so pristine it felt like a portal into another decade.

It was disturbingly, meticulously curated to look like a schoolgirl’s bedroom. It invoked a suffocating sense of nostalgia, a staged innocence that felt more like a shrine than a living space. I stood there, frozen by the quality of it all, my eyes drifting toward the pillows where I half-expected to find a row of vintage teddies waiting to be tucked in. It wasn’t the den of vice I had prepared myself for; it was a ghost of a childhood, rendered in the most expensive materials money could buy.

What the hell was going on?

I sank into the chair at the foot of the bed—even the velvet felt too plush, too permanent. My heart hammered against my ribs, palms clammy. My pride would never forgive cowardice, but my skin crawled with the feeling that I was trespassing on a memory.

Then—she entered.

Long legs. Perfect skin. Every movement a slow, sinuous invitation. A sheer red negligee clung to her curves. Six-inch heels lengthened her silhouette. Lips painted a seductive crimson. Eyes veiled behind a delicate lace mask.

Heat shot straight through my chest, coiling low and urgent. She swayed toward me, climbed onto my lap, and began to move—dancing in a way that made thinking nearly impossible. The scent of her—dark, mysterious, intoxicating—wrapped around me like smoke.

“What can I do for you, honey?” she purred, sliding off my lap, pulling me to my feet, and guiding me backward onto the bed.

I fell beneath her. Captivated. Yet something tugged at me—a tiny prickling sense that something was wrong. Still, her hands moved with practiced skill, stealing my breath. This was why men returned. Why they begged for Sparkle—the brothel’s prized gem, Madam Susan’s personal favourite, reserved for only the luckiest clients.

Dizzy from a need I couldn’t explain, I leaned in, seeking her mouth. She turned, and my lips landed on her long, delicate neck instead. Her breath hitched. She helped me strip, fingers tracing muscles I didn’t even know how to flex. Sliding down, tugging my jeans and shorts away, she guided me with expert ease.

When her warm breath returned to my body, my sanity scattered. She worked with her mouth in ways I never knew existed. My hand found her hair—only for it to come off.

A wig.

I blinked, dazed.

She wasn’t finished. She shifted, tugging the negligee away and revealing smooth skin, round breasts, curves made for temptation.

“Did you enjoy that?” she purred, a soft chortle threading through her voice.

My gaze landed on the bedside lamp switch.

I needed to see her.

The temptress who’d undone me. Who’d made my body betray every belief I’d been raised with. The shadows were lying. I needed the truth—just one real glimpse.

I flicked the switch.

Light burst through the room—harsh, unforgiving, absolute.

For a heartbeat I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t even blink.

Then my vision cleared, and everything inside me fractured.

Even with the lace mask covering the upper half of her face, I knew.

Sophie.

The name slammed into me like a physical blow—violent, sickening, primal. My heart lurched so hard it felt like my ribs cracked around it. Heat drained out of me in one horrific rush, leaving my body cold, shaking.

My stomach twisted into something barbed and cruel. Shame—raw, acidic—surged up my throat. I gagged.

No.

No, no, no.

This wasn’t real. Couldn’t be real. God wouldn’t be this cruel. Life wouldn’t twist itself into this kind of nightmare.

But she was there. Right there. Kneeling between my legs. Bare skin glowing under the lamplight. Her wig discarded. Her breath still uneven from what she’d just done to me.

My hands—the same hands that had touched her. My body—the same body that had responded to her. My desire—the same desire that moments ago had been burning for her without knowing.

I scrambled back so fast I nearly fell off the bed, my limbs tangling in the covers. The room spun, the walls tilting, my breath tearing out of my chest in ragged bursts. My heel hit the floor, slipping, and I shoved myself backward until my shoulders slammed against the far wall.

***
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Sophie

I didn’t expect him to switch on the light.

Men never wanted clarity here. Mystery was the currency — shadows, silhouettes, spaces where they could paint their fantasies. The dimness protected them... and me. No one out there knew what I did for a living, and the men who walked in never cared to.

But Greg?

The moment the room brightened, I saw everything — confusion, horror, disgust... and finally fury cutting sharp lines across his handsome face. His reaction hit harder than any insult I’d ever taken.

“What the hell is going on here?” he shouted, scrambling away from me as if I’d grown claws. He snatched up his clothes and put them on with the same urgency he’d used to tear them off minutes ago.

For a second I almost laughed — a hysterical, broken kind of laugh. I should’ve known this was exactly how he’d react.

“Don’t shout,” I said, too tired to pretend. “What’s going on is exactly what you paid for. You hired me, Greg. I’m giving you the service you requested.”

He froze, staring at me like I had sprouted horns and started performing a circus jig.

“You know what I mean, Sparkle,” he growled. “Is this what you’ve become?”

Sparkle.

The name the brothel gave me.

The name men bought.

But hearing it from him?

My stomach twisted.

Greg was the last man whose disgust I wanted aimed at me. Yet here we were.

His face was a battlefield — pleasure he was trying to deny, regret he couldn’t, and the shadow of our past he had no right to drag in here. I didn’t need his guilt. I didn’t need his pity.

So I stood up and walked away without a word.

If he wanted answers, he would come after them.

I stepped into the bathroom, turned on the shower, and let the water hit my skin like heated needles. The rhythm of scrubbing myself became a ritual, something steady to anchor me.

The curtain yanked open.

I didn’t flinch. Didn’t cover myself. Didn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing anything crack. If anything, I lifted my chin and kept washing my neck slowly, deliberately.

He cursed under his breath, jerked the curtain shut, and stormed off.

Typical Greg — a gentleman to a fault at the wrong moment.

This was the same Greg who used to pick me up from school, flashing the grin that melted me long before I understood what a crush truly was. The same Greg who once tried to buy me a phone — too intimate, too generous — and I’d refused because gifts came with strings I couldn’t afford to pull.

Naive little Sophie, thinking she understood the world. Not knowing how the world would break her later. I finished showering, wrapped a towel around myself, and stepped back into the room.

He was sitting on the bed. Waiting. Of course he was.

When I ignored him and checked my tablet for my next booking, he finally snapped.

“Sophia Daniels,” he said. It was that specific tone—the one he used when helping me cram math at the convenience store. The tone that claimed he knew better. It was the sound of a version of me I had tried to bury, and I hated how easily it reached me.

He looked older, sharper, more dangerous... but he was still Greg. Still infuriatingly the same.

“Life happened,” I answered flatly.

He glowered but didn’t argue. He paced the small, expensive perimeter of the room while I dried off, did my makeup, and pulled on the leather jumpsuit for my next client. It was a second skin of matte black, cold and unforgiving. I snapped the buckles, donned the shoulder-length red wig, and stepped into the six-inch boots. Finally, I took up the whip. The full persona. The armor.

His expression twisted in the mirror, his gaze snagging on the harsh contrast of the leather against the frilled silk of the bed.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice low, vibrating with a strained sort of horror.

I applied my lipstick—a shade of crimson that looked like a warning—without pausing. “Getting ready. If you have nothing more to say, I have a client coming. Please let yourself out.”

“To hell with your clients!” he roared. He turned and slammed the door behind him with a force that rattled the room and the delicate, hand-carved bureau.

It rattled me, too.

For all my composure, I was shaking inside. This was my life. My fate. And no amount of pretending could change that. I had known it wouldn’t be easy the moment Madam texted me the name. Gregory Henderson. I’d convinced myself it was a coincidence, a ghost of a name belonging to someone else, even as my chest tightened with a familiar, buried ache. I told myself I could handle it. That I could look him in the eye and be Sparkle.

I was wrong.

***
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Greg

The alcohol had drained from my system so fast it felt like someone had ripped open a vein and let the numbness bleed out. My mind was razor-sharp now—too sharp—every thought slicing into me with brutal clarity.

I couldn’t leave things the way they were.

Not with Sophie.

Not after... that.

As I walked back down the corridor, I spotted the room marked Madam—the same one I’d passed earlier while my idiot friends cheered me on, daring me to sleep with a prostitute like it was some drunken rite of passage. I hadn’t known what I’d find behind that door then.

Now I did.

And everything inside my chest was still burning from it.

I didn’t bother knocking. I shoved the door open, startling the woman behind the desk.

Madam Susan.

Even seated, she carried herself like royalty—chin lifted, posture flawless, grace carved into her bones. Her skin was lightly powdered, makeup subtle, nothing cheap or garish about her. The black satin dress hinted at a past she probably didn’t need anymore. She didn’t look fifty; she looked older, wiser—a woman who’d learned to wield softness like a weapon.

“Isn’t it the young Henderson?” she purred, rising with liquid elegance. “How can I be of assistance?”

Even her voice slid across the room like practiced seduction. For a moment, it hit me—Sophie had been shaped by women like her. Women who survived, adapted, sharpened.

I forced myself to breathe.

“I want her for the whole night,” I said, cutting straight through the air between us. “Cancel all her clients.”

Her brows lifted, amused. “It will cost you,” she chuckled softly. “She is the gem on demand.”

“I don’t care what it costs,” I shot back, a little too sharp. “Just clear her schedule.”

Her eyes glinted—not with judgement or curiosity, but understanding. The look of a businesswoman who’d heard every confession men were too ashamed to voice.

She reached for the phone, made a few clipped calls, then nodded. “All sorted.”

I handed her my Visa card. My hand was steady—steadier than it should’ve been after that much alcohol. I punched in the PIN without glancing at the amount. I didn’t want to know. It didn’t matter.

This wasn’t about being with her.

This was about talking to her.

Understanding what the hell happened.

Fixing whatever I could still fix.

She returned my card. I pocketed it, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

That was it.

No fight.

No negotiation.

No locked doors, no barriers.

I turned toward the exit, pausing only to give Madam Susan a small smile—the one my grandmother used to call the “Henderson charm.”

She smirked back knowingly.

She could tell I wasn’t here for pleasure anymore.

This was something deeper.

Messier.

More dangerous.

Something I already knew...I wasn’t walking away from.

***
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Sophie

I wasn’t expecting the door to open again, so when it did, I straightened automatically—ready for my next client. But the moment I saw Greg, I froze. For a heartbeat, I didn’t even breathe.

After the disgust I had seen in his eyes earlier, I was certain I’d never see him again.

“What happened to my client?” I snapped, forcing my voice to stay steady even though everything inside me trembled.

He only smiled—innocent, smug, infuriating—and whispered, “You’re mine for tonight.” Then he nudged the door shut with his leg like he owned the place.

“You can’t be serious,” I retorted, heat flashing under my skin. His triumphant expression told me he absolutely was. When he stepped closer, I lifted the whip between us—warning him. Daring him. I knew what men were capable of. Madam tried, but there were always a few—the dangerous ones. I’d met them. I remembered them.

And right now, Greg looked exactly like one of them.

Before I could blink, he lunged, disarmed the whip effortlessly, and scooped me off my feet. I screamed, thrashing helplessly as the whip clattered far from reach.

“Put me down, you big oaf!” I shrieked. I hated the fear in my own voice.

He only tossed me onto the bed like I weighed nothing. When I tried to scramble away, his hand wrapped around my ankle, dragging me back under him. His weight came down, solid and immovable.

“Please—let me go,” I whispered, still fighting. Panic clawed up my throat. My body remembered too much—the tight chest, the choking sensation, the gasps for breath, the terrifying knowledge that I was powerless.

“Soph,” he said sharply. “Look at me.”

I yanked at my hands again, but he was stronger. Eventually my body gave up—not in trust but in panic, in the horrible familiarity of thinking the inevitable was about to happen again. I lifted my gaze.

His eyes weren’t cruel. They didn’t shine with enjoyment.

They were soft. Steady. Almost apologetic.

“I will never hurt you,” he whispered.

Something inside me cracked—the tiniest fracture—but enough that I stopped fighting.

“If I let you go,” he murmured, “do you promise not to run?”

I nodded.

He shifted off me immediately—so fast it shocked me—and pulled me into his arms instead, enveloping me in warmth.

“We have the whole night,” he said softly. “You can tell me everything.”

Of course. Kind, caring Greg. I had forgotten that for a moment—grouped him with men of lesser character, when he was nothing like them.

I let myself breathe. His heartbeat thudded steadily against my ear, grounding me. He reached for the fleece at the foot of the bed and threw it over me, muttering something about me covering myself. His sudden awkwardness made me chuckle despite everything.

He definitely wanted me—badly—and the thought sent a small, foolish thrill rushing through me.

Once I was wrapped securely in the fleece, he pulled me closer again.

“I searched for you everywhere,” he murmured. “Your aunt said you’d moved in with other relatives.”

I scoffed. “Are you talking about the same aunt who threw me out of her house?”

His brows pulled together. “Wait—what?”

“My aunt doesn’t care about me,” I said flatly. “She thought I was trying to ruin her marriage.”

Disbelief clouded his face. Anyone who knew my aunt would react exactly that way.

Aunt Lois—the church-going, women’s-rights-advocating, perfect-woman poster who took in her orphaned niece. Gave me a bed, food, clothes, school. What more could I have asked for? She fought against GBV, preached about protecting girls.

And yet.

Greg tilted my chin up gently, searching my face like the old Sophie—the girl who smiled too easily—might be hiding somewhere under the hardened shell.

“Why would she think that?” he asked.

So I told him.

“It started after I turned eighteen,” I whispered. “My uncle started making comments... staring... weird gestures.” My stomach twisted. “I lived in constant fear he’d finally do something.”

Greg’s fingers dug slightly into my shoulders, unintentional.

“One day, after my last school paper... he walked into my room.” My voice wavered. “Closed the door. Wouldn’t leave. Then he—”

My throat closed. I hated reliving it. Hated the taste of bile rising. But the words kept coming.

“My aunt came home before he could do more. She looked at us once and I saw it in her eyes—the hurt, the anger. And then my uncle lied. Said I seduced him.”

A tear slipped out. Greg wiped it before I could.

“My aunt believed him,” I whispered. “Didn’t even listen to me. She threw me out that night. I couldn’t go to my friends—their parents would never believe the story. So I slept at the bus terminus. Stayed close to the beggars so people would think I belonged to someone.”

I let out a small, broken laugh. “I kept waking up thinking every man walking by wanted to hurt me.”

Greg stroked my arm in slow, careful circles.

“On the second day,” I said, “a woman approached me. Offered me a place, food, a shower. I didn’t ask who she was. I was too afraid the opportunity would vanish and I’d be stuck on the streets for days. Only the Lord knew what would happen to me next.”

Greg exhaled slowly.

“She brought me here,” I said, gesturing. “A place that looks like a home, not a brothel.”

He chuckled, and I smiled too. From the outside and entrance, no one ever guessed—polished wood, carpets, classy reception. Even I believed it was a guesthouse.

“For three days,” I continued, “I didn’t realize what it really was. I thought maybe someone was just being kind.” I rolled my eyes at myself. “Madam S eventually told me I had to pay for my stay. And I had nothing.”

“So you stayed,” Greg murmured.

“I stayed.”

Silence settled—heavy, but warm.

Greg rubbed slow circles on my back, as if trying to erase every bad memory from my skin. The room was soundproof; not even the bar below seeped through. For once, it felt peaceful.

He handed me a tissue. I wiped quickly—embarrassed.

Then he opened his mouth. “Did you... want to sleep with your aunt’s husband, though?”

I stared, horrified, then smacked him. “Oh yes. I definitely wanted a man old enough to be my grandfather. With tobacco breath. And a beer belly. Sounds like a dream.”

We burst out laughing. Only Greg could throw a joke into the darkest part of my life and somehow make it feel lighter.

“You poor thing,” he whispered, kissing my forehead. “It’ll be alright.”

His arms were so warm. His breathing steady. Slowly, my body unwound.

He fell asleep first—just like he used to during our old picnics, when he’d lie down in the park and drift off with zero warning. His face relaxed, beautifully so, revealing a softness he never showed the world.

I watched him for a long moment, memorizing it.

Then I snuggled closer. Even asleep, he pulled me tighter, like his body knew mine on instinct.

For the first time in years, I felt safe.

With his scent in my lungs and his heartbeat against my ear, I finally drifted into sleep too.
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Chapter 2
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Greg

I walked into the room I shared with Dominic and barely made it two steps before he groaned.
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