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Chapter One 

Velvet Room


The hum of London nightlife pulsed around us, the streets slick with recent rain, neon reflections shimmering across the wet pavement like spilled paint. I stepped from the cab in my heels, the cool air licking at my thighs through the slit in my dress, my fingers curled tightly around James’s hand.

“Are you sure?” I asked, barely above a whisper. My voice didn’t sound like mine—it was breathier, uncertain, but already tinged with something I couldn’t quite name. Anticipation? Fear? Lust?

James gave me a look—steady, warm, hungry. “You look beautiful,” he said, his thumb brushing my ring finger. “And yes, I’m very sure.”


The Velvet Room didn’t look like much from the outside. A discreet black doorway with a gold plaque. No flashing lights. No line. The kind of place you had to know about to find. We stepped inside, the entrance swallowing the night behind us.


At once, I was enveloped.


It smelled of perfume and dark things—amber, jasmine, faint tobacco. The walls were lined in deep red velvet, quilted like a boudoir. Low jazz played somewhere overhead, and every surface seemed to glow, touched by golden sconces and candlelight. Plush armchairs, velvet banquettes, couples with cocktails and intent expressions. Some men alone. Some women. Eyes. So many eyes.
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