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> This novel contains explicit adult content including sexuality, violence, and mature themes. Intended for readers 18 and older.
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PROLOGUE
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The night Dominic Ravenswood walked into The Gilded Cage, everything changed.

Not just for Sera Calloway — who stood behind the bar with whiskey-soaked hands and a smile sharp enough to cut glass — but for every soul tangled in the web that followed. Love and lust have a way of unraveling lives thread by thread, leaving nothing but beautiful wreckage behind.

This is not a story for the faint of heart.

This is a story about want — the raw, unchecked kind that rewires a person from the inside out. About jealousy that turns good people into dangerous ones. About sex so consuming it feels like drowning and breathing at the same time. About murder dressed up in silk. About chosen family, chosen lovers, and the price of choosing wrong.

You were warned.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE GILDED CAGE
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The bar was loud the way only a Friday night in downtown Chicago could be — bodies pressed together beneath low amber light, glasses clinking like tiny bells, laughter cutting through the bass thrum of a live jazz trio in the corner. Sera Calloway moved behind the bar with practiced efficiency, her dark hair pinned up at the nape of her neck, a few loose strands curling at her jaw from the heat of the crowd.

She liked nights like this. Busy nights meant no time to think.

Thinking was dangerous for Sera.

"Whiskey sour, extra cherry," the man at the end of the bar called out. Mid-forties, wedding ring catching the light, eyes already glassy. She made the drink without being asked twice and slid it down the bar with a precision that made him blink.

"You read minds?" he asked.

"I read mouths," she replied, already moving to the next customer.

That was the truth of it. Sera had spent six years tending bar at The Gilded Cage, and in that time she'd learned more about human desire from watching people order drinks than she ever had from any lover. A man who nursed a single bourbon all night was lonely but proud. A woman on her third martini before nine was either celebrating or grieving. The ones who ordered shots back to back were running from something.

She was on her second hour of the shift when the door opened.

He didn't walk in so much as arrive — the way a storm arrives, the air pressure shifting before the first crack of thunder. Dominic Ravenswood was six foot three of precisely controlled tension, dressed in a charcoal suit that probably cost more than Sera's rent. His jaw was cut like it had been sculpted from something harder than bone, and his eyes — dark brown, nearly black in the dim light — swept the room with the calm assessment of a man who made decisions for a living.

He sat at the bar.

Of course he did.

Sera counted to three before she walked over. "What can I get you?"

"Macallan eighteen," he said. "Neat."

His voice was low, measured. A voice that expected to be obeyed.

"Good taste," she said, turning to reach the top shelf.

"I find it's the only kind worth having."

She poured, set the glass in front of him, and made the mistake of meeting his eyes. Something passed between them — quick, electric, gone before she could name it.

"I haven't seen you here before," she said.

"I've been here before." A pause. "You weren't working."

Sera raised an eyebrow. "You noticed that?"

"I notice a lot of things." He lifted his glass, watching her over the rim. "You move like you own this place."

"I practically do. I've worked here long enough."

"And yet you're still here," he said. "Still pouring drinks. Why?"

The question landed differently than she expected — not unkind, just direct. She found herself answering honestly, which was unusual. "Because I like people. And I like being the one they come to when they need something."

He nodded slowly, as if she'd confirmed something he already suspected. "Dominic," he said, extending a hand.

"Sera." She shook it. His grip was firm, warm, and he held on just a half-second longer than necessary.

The rest of her shift passed in fragments — other customers, last call, closing duties. But Dominic stayed until close, nursing two more Macallans, saying little, watching everything. When she finally wiped down the bar and told him she was locking up, he stood, left a hundred-dollar bill without checking the tab, and paused at the door.

"Same time next week?" he asked.

"I work every Friday," she said.

"Good," he said, and then he was gone.

Sera stood in the empty bar, the amber lights still low, the jazz trio's equipment still half-packed in the corner. Her pulse was doing something it hadn't done in a long time.

She poured herself two fingers of whiskey and drank it alone.

—-
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ONES WHO STAY
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Lena Voss arrived at Sera's apartment on Saturday morning with coffee and bruised knuckles.

The coffee was from the good place on Wicker Park — oat milk latte with an extra shot, exactly how Sera liked it. The bruised knuckles were from a situation Lena described only as "a misunderstanding involving a douchebag named Trevor and a parking lot."

"Should I be worried?" Sera asked, holding the apartment door open.

"Trevor should be worried," Lena said, dropping onto the couch with the practiced ease of someone who had been dropping onto this particular couch for the better part of a decade. She was compact and fierce — dark-skinned, natural hair piled high, with the kind of face that made people underestimate her right up until she proved them wrong. She was Sera's best friend, business partner in a side catering venture they kept threatening to actually launch, and the one person in the world Sera trusted completely.

"Tell me about the man," Lena said.

Sera looked up from her coffee. "What man?"

"The one making you look like that."

"Like what?"

"Like you're solving a math problem in your head." Lena pointed at her. "You get this little crease between your eyebrows when someone's gotten under your skin. Spill."

Sera pulled her knees to her chest. "He came into the bar. Dominic Ravenswood. Have you heard that name?"

Lena's eyes sharpened. "Ravenswood Capital? Tech investment firm? That Ravenswood?"

"I didn't know there was a Ravenswood Capital."

"Oh, honey." Lena sat up straighter. "That man is loaded. And I mean obscenely loaded. I've seen his name in the Tribune twice this year — once for a charity gala, once for a business deal that basically bought out half a startup ecosystem in the city."

Sera absorbed this. "He tipped a hundred bucks on a sixty-dollar tab."

"Of course he did." Lena shook her head. "He's also, from what I recall, single. Which is suspicious in itself."

"Why suspicious?"

"Because men like that don't stay single by accident. They stay single by choice. Which means either they're emotionally unavailable, commitment-phobic, or—" she paused for effect— "they've been waiting for something specific."

Sera threw a throw pillow at her. "You're catastrophizing."

"I'm romanticizing. There's a difference." Lena caught the pillow. "Are you going to see him again?"

"He said he'd be back next Friday."

"And?"

Sera looked out the window at the gray Chicago sky. "And nothing. He's a customer."

Lena smiled the slow, knowing smile that Sera deeply distrusted. "Sure he is."

What Sera didn't say — what she wouldn't say for weeks — was that she'd already looked him up. Dominic Ravenswood. Forty-one. Harvard MBA. Built Ravenswood Capital from nothing over fifteen years. No public relationships. One profile photo that showed him at a charity event, jaw sharp, eyes dark, looking like exactly the kind of trouble she had no business wanting.
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