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Prologue: The Card

I woke to the scent of sweat, sex, and Paris.

The silk sheets beneath me were still warm, tangled between my legs, damp with what we'd done—or what I’d let him do. James slept beside me, one hand splayed across my stomach, his body heavy and content. I stared at the ceiling, replaying the night like a film reel: the opera, the box, the man who watched, the card. Especially the card.

It was on the bedside table, resting like an invitation to ruin.

I reached for it with a trembling hand.

Thick cream cardstock, no return address. No signature. Only a single line in black letterpress:

Rue des Ombres. Friday. 9PM.

And beneath it, in embossed foil:

Wear only what you want remembered.

My thighs clenched involuntarily.

Beside me, James stirred.

“You’re reading it again,” he murmured without opening his eyes.

“I wasn’t sure it was real.”

“It is.” He shifted, sliding closer, the rough edge of his thigh against mine. His voice was lower now. “Do you want to go?”

I didn’t answer.

I folded the card in half and slipped it into the drawer beneath my side of the bed.

Then I climbed on top of him—slowly, silently—and let my mouth answer for me.

Later, as I lay spent against his chest, he kissed the top of my head and whispered:

“When you walk through that door, you won't come back the same.”

I smiled into his skin.

“I hope not.”
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Chapter One: The Entrance
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Paris smelled like skin and smoke.

Not cigarette smoke, but the kind that lingers in silk after a long night—the ghost of bodies close and breath caught. I stepped from the car, heels clicking on the uneven stone of Rue des Ombres, my coat tight around me though the air wasn’t cold. I wasn’t cold.

I was vibrating.

Nerves. Anticipation. Wetness between my thighs, warm and dangerous. I hadn’t worn panties. Only the slick whisper of thigh-high stockings beneath my dress, and a bra that did nothing to contain the way my nipples pebbled against the lace. James had watched me dress. Watched me fasten my garters. Watched me button my coat over bare skin.
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