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You opened this book willingly.

You turned the first page without hesitation.

Whatever happens next is entirely your decision.

— R. Vale
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CHAPTER ONE - The Win

The boardroom air tasted like money and tension.

Daniel Cross stood at the head of the mahogany table, sleeves rolled to his forearms, the top button of his shirt undone just enough to suggest he’d been working. He hadn’t. He’d been winning. There was a difference. The Meridian acquisition had been bleeding for six weeks, and every executive in this room knew it. They just hadn’t known Daniel would be the one to apply the tourniquet.

‘Let me summarise,’ he said, not needing to raise his voice. The room was already his. ‘Meridian’s board is desperate. Their Q3 projections tanked. Their COO is under investigation for embezzlement, and their largest shareholder just filed for divorce—which means their shares are about to become very, very available.’ He paused, letting the silence do his work. ‘We move now, we secure the company at sixty-two percent of valuation. We wait, we lose it to Hartley-Cross.’

Julian Hart shifted in his seat. Daniel noticed. He always noticed.

‘Dan, the risk profile—’

‘Is manageable.’ Daniel didn’t look at Julian. He looked at the numbers on the screen behind him instead. ‘The risk profile is always manageable if you’re willing to move faster than everyone else at the table.’ Now he turned, meeting Julian’s gaze with the kind of smile that had carried Daniel through a decade of boardroom warfare—polite, sharp, and entirely humourless. ‘That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? To move faster?’

The CFO cleared his throat. ‘The capital requirement alone would tie up liquidity for—’

‘Eighteen months. I’ve seen the spreadsheets, Marcus.’ Daniel walked toward the head of the table, his footsteps echoing against the polished concrete floor. The Wren Enterprises building was all glass and steel and aggressive modernism—Alexandra Wren’s architectural love letter to controlled minimalism. Daniel had always found it cold. Today, it felt like an arena. ‘In eighteen months, Meridian’s IP portfolio becomes ours. Their distribution network becomes ours. Their market share in the Pacific Rim—’ He spread his hands. ‘—becomes ours. Or it becomes Hartley-Cross’s, and we spend the next decade playing catch-up while they eat our lunch in Singapore.’

Silence.

The kind of silence that meant Daniel had already won, and everyone in the room knew it.

‘Very well.’ The voice came from the far end of the table, measured and cool, and every spine in the room straightened by instinct. Alexandra Wren sat with her back to the floor-to-ceiling windows, the Manhattan skyline a wash of grey and gold behind her. She hadn’t spoken since the meeting began. She rarely did. Alexandra Wren was not a woman who filled silence. She was a woman who let others fill it, then decided whether their words had been worth the air.

She rose.

She was tall—nearly six feet in the heels she wore like weapons—and her silhouette cut against the glass like a blade. Her hair was dark, pulled back in a style that managed to be both severe and elegant. Her suit was charcoal, perfectly tailored, devoid of any ornament except a slender gold watch on her left wrist. She looked, as she always did, like someone who had never once wondered what other people thought of her.

‘Mr Cross,’ she said.

Daniel felt something shift in his chest. It happened every time she said his name. Not attraction, exactly—though she was objectively, aggressively beautiful. It was something more dangerous. It was the feeling of being seen. Alexandra Wren had a way of looking at a person that made it clear she was cataloguing them: their strengths, their weaknesses, the precise angle at which they would break.

He straightened. ‘Ms Wren.’

‘The acquisition proceeds.’ She moved around the table, not toward him, but past him, her heels clicking a slow rhythm against the floor. ‘Your terms. Your timeline.’ She stopped at the door, one hand resting on the frame. ‘You have forty-eight hours to close.’

Forty-eight hours. It was aggressive. It was nearly impossible. It was exactly what he would have asked for if she’d given him the chance.

‘Thank you,’ he said, meaning it.

She turned her head. Not her body. Just her head, so that her profile was silhouetted against the light from the corridor. ‘Don’t thank me yet, Mr Cross.’ Her eyes found his, and for a moment, something passed between them—something electric and undefined. ‘Performance is measured in results. Not potential.’

Then she was gone, and the room exhaled.

‘You’re insufferable when you win.’

Daniel laughed, shrugging into his overcoat as Julian fell into step beside him. The corridor stretched ahead, all glass and expensive art and the kind of ambient lighting that said *we have money and we want you to know it*. Wren Enterprises didn’t do subtlety. It did dominance. It did impact. It did the kind of aggressive branding that made competitors nervous before they’d even walked through the doors.

‘Jealousy doesn’t suit you, Julian.’

‘I’m not jealous.’ Julian’s voice was smooth, his smile smooth, his everything smooth. He was the kind of man who’d been promoted up the ladder on charisma alone—handsome in a forgettable way, charming in a calculated one. Daniel had never trusted him. He’d never needed to. Julian wasn’t a threat; he was a complication. ‘I’m concerned. That acquisition is risky. If it goes sideways—’

‘It won’t.’

‘—your name is the one on the memo.’ Julian stopped at the elevator bank, pressing the down button with one manicured finger. ‘I’m just saying. Alexandra’s been giving you a lot of leash lately. That’s not always a good thing.’

Daniel felt his jaw tighten. He forced it to relax. ‘She’s giving me rope because I know how to use it.’

‘Or she’s waiting to see if you hang yourself.’

The elevator arrived. Daniel stepped inside, turning to face the closing doors. Julian remained in the corridor, his smile not quite reaching his eyes.

‘Tell me something,’ Julian said, just before the doors sealed shut. ‘Has she mentioned the Retreat to you yet?’

The doors closed before Daniel could respond.

*The Retreat.*

Daniel had heard whispers. Everyone had. Once a year, around Easter, Alexandra Wren disappeared for a week to something called the *Bunny Leadership Intensive*. It was rumoured to be an elite executive development programme—invitation only, location undisclosed, NDA enforced with the kind of legal aggression that made even senior partners nervous. Some said it was a mentoring bootcamp. Others said it was a psychological gauntlet. A few of the more imaginative junior analysts had suggested it was a cult.

Daniel had never been invited.

He’d assumed it was because he wasn’t senior enough. Wasn’t proven enough. Wasn’t *chosen* enough.

But Julian’s question had felt like something else. It had felt like a warning.

He pushed the thought aside as he crossed the lobby, the afternoon light streaming through the glass facade in long, golden bars. He had a closing to prepare for. A victory to secure. Whatever Alexandra Wren’s annual retreat was, it wasn’t his concern.

His phone buzzed.

He pulled it from his pocket, glancing at the screen. An email notification. From *awren@wrenenterprises.com*.

His thumb hovered.

He opened it.

The message was brief.

**FROM:** Alexandra Wren, CEO – Wren Enterprises

**TO:** Daniel Cross, VP Strategic Acquisitions

**SUBJECT:** Selection

Mr Cross,

Congratulations on your performance today.

You have been selected for this year’s Bunny Leadership Intensive.

Please clear your calendar for the week of March 24–31. Further instructions will follow by private courier.

The programme is confidential. Discuss it with no one.

I look forward to seeing what you’re capable of.

*Alexandra Wren*

*CEO, Wren Enterprises*

Daniel stared at the screen.

His heart was beating faster than it should have been.

He read the message again.

*Selected.*

He had been selected.

The courier arrived at his apartment that evening.

Daniel had been expecting a folder. Maybe a packet. Something corporate and sterile and filled with legal language about confidentiality and conduct and whatever the hell a *Bunny Leadership Intensive* actually was.

What arrived was a box.

It was wrapped in white paper, tied with a silk ribbon in a shade of pale pink so soft it looked like it had been designed for a bridal shower, not a corporate executive. The card on top bore Alexandra Wren’s signature in gold foil, along with a single line of text:

*Welcome to the Programme.*

Daniel carried it to his kitchen table, set it down, and stared at it for a long moment. The ribbon came undone with a pull. The paper fell away. Inside the box, nestled in layers of tissue paper, was a garment bag. Leather. High-quality. Monogrammed with the letters *W.E.* in gold thread.

Beneath that: a smaller box. Velvet. Dark blue.

He opened it.

Gold cufflinks glinted in the overhead light. They were shaped like rabbit ears. Minimalist. Elegant. The kind of thing that could almost pass as abstract art, if you didn’t look too closely.

*Almost.*

Beneath the cufflinks: a document. Thick. Bounded. The cover read:

**THE BUNNY LEADERSHIP INTENSIVE**

**Executive Conduct & Authority Framework**

**Confidential – Internal Use Only**

Daniel flipped it open.

The language was dense. Corporate. Precise. He scanned the first page: *Purpose of the Intensive*. *Selection Status*. *Authority Structure*. It read like an employee handbook, except for the sections that didn’t. The sections that mentioned things like *posture standards* and *behavioural compliance* and *experiential authority*.

He turned another page.

His eyes caught on a phrase.

*Impulse Management Protocol.*

He read it twice.

Then he turned another page.

*Bunny Identification Mark.*

His throat tightened.

At the bottom of the garment bag, wrapped in its own layer of tissue, was something else. Something that made him go very still.

A collar.

Black leather. Slim. Elegant. The kind of thing that might, in a different context, be jewellery. He picked it up, feeling the weight of it in his palm. The interior was lined with soft suede, and embossed into the leather, almost invisible unless you were looking for it, was a single word:

*MINE.*

He set it down.

His hands were shaking.

He told himself it was adrenaline. The thrill of being chosen. The validation of selection. Alexandra Wren had noticed him. She had *selected* him. This was an opportunity. A reward. A sign that he was being groomed for something bigger.

He read the document again, more slowly this time.

*The Programme may incorporate physical restraint mechanisms intended to enhance cognitive clarity.*

*The Bunny Executive acknowledges that control of such mechanisms rests exclusively with the CEO during the Programme.*

*Humiliation is not the objective. Refinement is.*

He should have been outraged. He should have been offended. He should have thrown the box across the room and drafted a formal complaint to HR.

Instead, he sat at his kitchen table in the silence of his empty apartment, the collar in one hand, the contract in the other, and felt something shift inside him.

Something he didn’t have a name for.

Something he wasn’t sure he wanted to examine.

He didn’t sleep.

Not really.

He drifted, caught between waking and dreams that slipped away the moment he reached for them. The collar sat on his bedside table, a dark shape against the white lamp. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Alexandra’s face. The way she’d looked at him in the boardroom. The way she’d said his name.

*Mr Cross.*

*You have been selected.*

At 5:47 a.m., he gave up. He rose, made coffee, and sat at his kitchen table with the contract spread in front of him. He read it cover to cover. Then he read it again. By the time the sun rose over Manhattan, he had memorised every clause, every condition, every carefully-worded euphemism.

*Release is discretionary.*

*Authority extends to posture, speech, conduct, and behavioural compliance.*

*Continuation is always a choice. Consequences are part of that choice.*

He pulled out his laptop and began to type.

A formal acceptance. Polite. Professional. Acknowledging the confidentiality requirements. Confirming his availability for the dates specified.

He read it over.

Then, before he could change his mind, he hit send.

The reply came within the hour.

**FROM:** awren@wrenenterprises.com

**TO:** Daniel Cross, VP Strategic Acquisitions

**SUBJECT:** RE: Selection

Mr Cross,

I am pleased you’ve chosen to accept.

Transportation will be arranged for the morning of March 24. Pack light. Everything you need will be provided.

Review the contract thoroughly. Sign the final page. Bring it with you.

We will begin upon your arrival.

*Alexandra Wren*

Daniel read it three times.

*We will begin upon your arrival.*

He thought about the collar. The cufflinks. The phrase *Impulse Management Protocol*.

He thought about Alexandra Wren standing at the head of the boardroom, the Manhattan skyline behind her, her voice like ice and velvet.

He thought about the word embossed in leather.

*MINE.*

He should have been afraid.

He wasn’t.

He was something else entirely.

The days that followed passed in a blur of preparation. Daniel closed the Meridian acquisition ahead of schedule. He fielded congratulatory emails from colleagues he barely remembered. He sat through meetings where his name was mentioned with the kind of reverence that said *promoted* and the kind of caution that said *watched*. He was flying. He was untouchable.

And yet.

Every night, he returned to his apartment and found his gaze drawn to the garment bag. The collar. The contract sitting on his kitchen table like a challenge he hadn’t yet accepted.

He hadn’t signed it.

He’d meant to. He’d sat down with a pen three separate times, determined to put his name on the line and be done with it.

But each time, something stopped him.

Not fear.

Something worse.

Anticipation.

He was looking forward to it. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was. The Bunny Leadership Intensive. Whatever it was. Whatever it meant. He wanted to know what Alexandra Wren saw when she looked at him. What she was planning. What she thought he was capable of.

He wanted to know why the word *mine* made his pulse quicken.

On the night before his departure, he opened the garment bag for the first time since it arrived.

Inside were three suits. Tailored. Pastel. A shade of pink so pale it was almost white, a soft lavender, and a blue like spring sky. The cut was narrower than he was used to. The fabric was fine. The workmanship was impeccable. And on the lapel of each jacket, stitched in thread so subtle it was nearly invisible, was a small motif.

Rabbit ears.

He found the shirts beneath. Silk. Cream-coloured, soft as water. The underwear was in company colours—navy and silver—with a waistband that bore the Wren Enterprises logo.

And at the very bottom, wrapped in its own square of tissue, was something that made his breath catch.

A device.

Silicone. Smooth. Shaped in a way that left no ambiguity about its purpose. Attached to it was a small tag, printed in the same elegant font as the contract:

*Postural Support Accessory. To be worn as directed.*

Daniel set it down.

He picked up the contract.

He turned to the final page.

The signature line waited, patient and accusing.

He thought about Julian’s smile in the corridor. The way he’d said *has she mentioned the Retreat to you yet?* like a warning and a threat and a question all at once.

He thought about Alexandra Wren’s voice, cool and certain, saying *I look forward to seeing what you’re capable of.*

He thought about the collar, and the word inside it, and the way his hands had shaken when he’d first touched it.

He signed his name.

The car arrived at dawn.

A black sedan. Tinted windows. A driver who didn’t speak beyond asking for his destination. Daniel climbed inside, the garment bag over one shoulder, the signed contract in a leather folder under his arm.

The city slid past in a blur of grey and gold.

He didn’t know where he was going. The instructions had been clear: *Transportation will be arranged. Pack light.* He hadn’t been given an address. He hadn’t been told how long the drive would take. He was simply expected to get in the car and trust.

He didn’t trust easily.

But he got in anyway.

The drive took three hours. They left Manhattan behind, crossed through suburbs that gradually gave way to countryside, and eventually turned onto a private road lined with flowering trees. The first signs of spring were everywhere—blossoms on branches, green shoots in the soil, the kind of soft, golden light that made everything look new.

The resort appeared like something out of a magazine.

White stone. Climbing ivy. A fountain in the shape of a rabbit, water cascading from its ears into a marble basin. The landscaping was immaculate, all trimmed hedges and spring flowers in shades of pink and white and yellow. Banners hung from lampposts, each bearing the same motif: stylised bunny ears, elegant and minimal.

The car stopped at the entrance.

A woman in a crisp white uniform appeared at his door before he could reach for the handle. She smiled, professional and distant.

‘Mr Cross. Welcome to the Retreat.’ She gestured toward the entrance. ‘Ms Wren is expecting you.’

Daniel stepped out of the car.

The spring air was soft against his skin. Somewhere nearby, birds were singing. The fountain burbled. The flags fluttered.

He walked toward the entrance, the garment bag over his shoulder, the contract under his arm, his heart beating faster than it had any right to.

He didn’t know what he was walking into.

He didn’t know what Alexandra Wren had planned.

He didn’t know what *Bunny Leadership Intensive* actually meant, or why he’d been selected, or what would happen when he stepped through those doors.

But he knew one thing, with a certainty that settled deep in his bones.

He wasn’t leaving the same man who arrived.

The doors opened.

Alexandra Wren stood on the other side.

She was wearing a suit of pale grey, her hair pulled back, her face composed in that way that made it impossible to read her thoughts. Her eyes found his, and for a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then she smiled.

It was a small smile. Controlled. But it reached her eyes, just for a moment, and Daniel felt something tighten in his chest.

‘Welcome to the Programme, Mr Cross.’ She stepped aside, gesturing for him to enter. ‘Your training begins now.’

He walked through the door.

The lock clicked behind him.


CHAPTER TWO - The Retreat

The doors closed with a sound like a sigh.

Daniel stood in the entrance hall, the garment bag still draped over his shoulder, the contract folder clutched against his chest like a shield. The space around him was white. Not the sterile white of hospitals or the aggressive white of modern art galleries, but something softer, warmer. Cream walls. Pale marble floors. A staircase curving upward in a spiral of glass and steel. Everywhere he looked, flowers spilled from vases—tulips, hyacinths, branches of cherry blossom arranged with the kind of casual precision that suggested enormous expense.

And everywhere, the motif.

Rabbit ears.

They appeared on the newel post at the bottom of the stairs, carved from pale wood. On the sconces lighting the corridor. On the abstract paintings that hung in gilt frames along the walls—shapes that resolved, if you looked long enough, into leaping hares and nested forms that might have been burrows or might have been something else entirely. Even the carpet under his feet bore a pattern of stylised ears, woven in thread so subtle you had to be looking for it.

It was elegant. It was pervasive. It was deeply, profoundly unsettling.

‘Mr Cross.’

He turned. Alexandra Wren stood at the base of the staircase, her posture immaculate, her expression unreadable. She hadn’t moved since he’d entered. She was simply there, watching him with the kind of patience that suggested she could stand in that exact position for hours without discomfort.

‘You’re early.’ Her voice was calm. Unhurried. ‘I appreciate punctuality.’

‘I didn’t have much choice in the timing. The driver—’

‘The driver follows my instructions.’ She moved toward him, her heels silent against the marble. Up close, he could see details he’d missed before. The fine lines at the corners of her eyes. The subtle gold of her cufflinks—shaped, he realised, like the same rabbit ears that appeared everywhere else. The faint scent of something floral and green, like crushed leaves. ‘As will you, Mr Cross. For the duration of the Programme.’

The way she said it—*Programme*, with that particular weight—made something shift in his chest. He straightened, the contract folder suddenly feeling heavier.

‘I’ve brought the paperwork,’ he said. ‘I signed—’

‘I know.’ She extended one hand, palm up. An instruction, not a request. ‘Leave it with me. You won’t need it again.’

He handed it over. She accepted it without looking at it, tucking it under her arm with the ease of someone who had done this many times before.

‘Follow me,’ she said.

She turned and walked toward the corridor that stretched east from the entrance hall. Daniel fell into step behind her, his shoes clicking against the marble, the garment bag rustling with each movement. The corridor was long and windowed, spring light spilling across the floor in long, golden rectangles. As they walked, he caught glimpses of the grounds beyond—manicured lawns, flowering trees, a hedge maze in the distance that seemed to go on forever.

‘The Retreat,’ Alexandra said, without turning, ‘was built in 1923. It was originally a private estate. The kind of place where industrialists came to escape their wives and their responsibilities.’ A pause. ‘I acquired it seven years ago and repurposed it.’

‘For the Programme?’

‘For a great many things.’ She stopped at a door, pale wood with a gold handle shaped like—of course—a rabbit. ‘This is your suite. You will find everything you need inside. You will not leave without permission. You will not attempt to explore the grounds unaccompanied.’ She turned to face him, her eyes meeting his with an intensity that made his breath catch. ‘Do you understand?’

He swallowed. ‘I understand.’

‘Good.’ She opened the door and gestured for him to enter. ‘Dinner is at eight. You will wear the first item in the wardrobe. You will arrive on time. You will wait for me in the private dining room—the staff will direct you.’ She stepped back, her hand still on the door. ‘Do you have questions, Mr Cross?’

A dozen. A hundred. He forced himself to speak. ‘What exactly is the Programme? The contract was… vague on specifics.’

‘Was it?’ For a moment, something flickered across her face—amusement, perhaps, or something sharper. ‘The Programme is an executive development intensive. You were selected because you show exceptional promise. You also show exceptional volatility.’ She released the door, letting it swing open wider. ‘The purpose of the Programme is to correct the second without diminishing the first. That is all you need to know for now.’

She turned to leave.

‘Wait—’

She stopped. Looked back over her shoulder.

‘When will we begin?’ he asked. ‘The actual… training?’

The corner of her mouth curved. Not quite a smile. Something more dangerous.

‘We already have, Mr Cross.’ She walked away, her footsteps fading into silence. ‘We already have.’

The suite was larger than his apartment.

Daniel stood in the doorway for a long moment, taking it in. A sitting room with white walls and pale blue upholstery. A four-poster bed draped in silk the colour of spring sky. A writing desk by the window, stocked with paper and pens. A door leading to a bathroom he could see through the crack—marble, glass, a tub big enough to swim in.

And everywhere, the branding.

Rabbit ears on the drawer pulls. On the light fixtures. On the embroidery of the throw pillows. Even the wallpaper bore a subtle pattern, vines and leaves intertwined with the same leaping hare motif he’d seen in the entrance hall. It was beautiful. It was elegant. It was relentless.

He dropped the garment bag on the bed and crossed to the wardrobe.

It was a freestanding piece, dark wood with gold fittings, taller than him and wider than the door. He opened it.

The interior was lit by a soft strip of LED lighting, illuminating three hanging rails and a series of shelves beneath. On the first rail: suits. Three of them. The same pastel shades from the garment bag—pink, lavender, blue—each one tailored with a precision that made his throat tighten. He recognised his own measurements in the cut of the shoulders, the length of the sleeves. She’d had these made for him. Specifically. Personally.

On the second rail: shirts. Silk. Cream, white, pale grey. Each one softer than anything he’d ever owned, the fabric catching the light like water.

On the third rail: outerwear. A lightweight overcoat in cream wool. A blazer in the same pale pink as the first suit. A cardigan in soft grey.

Beneath the hanging rails: shelves.

He bent to examine them.

The first shelf held underwear. Neatly folded. The same navy and silver from the garment bag, but more of it—dozens of pairs, each one bearing the Wren Enterprises logo on the waistband. Beside them: undershirts. Socks. Handkerchiefs. All monogrammed.

The second shelf held accessories. Cufflinks—multiple pairs, all shaped like rabbit ears, some in gold, some in silver, some set with tiny diamonds that caught the light. A watch, slim and elegant, its face bearing the same motif. A tie pin. A collar bar.

The third shelf held—

He stopped.

His hand hovered over the contents.

The collar lay on a bed of velvet, black leather with silver hardware, the same one he’d received in the courier package. Beside it: the silicone device, the so-called *Postural Support Accessory*, in a box that looked like it held fine jewellery. And next to that, something new. Something that hadn’t been in the package.

A cage.

He knew what it was. He wasn’t naive. It was small, chrome-plated, clinical in its design. A small padlock hung from its edge, and beside it lay a key on a thin gold chain.

He stared at it for a long moment.

Then he straightened and closed the wardrobe.

His hands were shaking again.

He unpacked.

He didn’t know why. It felt like something to do, something to occupy his hands while his mind raced. He hung the suits in the wardrobe, arranged the shirts by colour, folded the underwear into neat stacks. He set the cufflinks on the dressing table, the collar beside them, the cage—

He couldn’t bring himself to move the cage.

He left it on the shelf, its chrome surface glinting in the LED light, and turned away.

The bathroom was as luxurious as he’d expected. A walk-in shower with multiple heads. A tub deep enough to drown in. Towels heated on a rack, thick and soft. Bottles of product lined the shelves—shampoo, conditioner, body wash, all unbranded, all smelling faintly of green things and spring rain.

He turned on the shower, stripped, and stepped under the water.

It was perfect. The temperature, the pressure, the way it cascaded over his shoulders and down his back. He let his head fall forward, the water running over his neck, and tried to think.

He was here. He’d agreed to this. He’d signed the contract knowing exactly what it implied, or at least suspecting. The *Impulse Management Protocol*. The *Authority Structure*. The *Bunny Identification Mark*. Every clause had been careful. Deliberate. Designed to make it clear what he was agreeing to without ever saying it outright.

He had agreed to be controlled.

The thought sent a shiver through him that had nothing to do with the temperature of the water.

He turned off the shower and stepped out, wrapping a towel around his waist. His reflection stared back at him from the mirror over the sink—wet hair, flushed skin, eyes that looked darker than usual. He looked like a man who was waiting for something. Like a man who wasn’t sure what was about to happen but knew, with absolute certainty, that it would change him.

He thought about Alexandra Wren.

The way she’d looked at him in the boardroom. The way she’d smiled at the entrance, that small, controlled expression that had made his chest tighten. The way she’d said *we already have*.

He thought about the cage in the wardrobe.

The collar on the dressing table.

The word embossed in leather: *MINE.*

He dressed for dinner.

The first item in the wardrobe, she’d said. The pale pink suit.

It fit perfectly. Of course it did. The jacket nipped at his waist, the trousers broke at exactly the right point over his shoes, and the silk shirt moved against his skin like water. He fastened the cufflinks—the gold rabbit ears—and examined himself in the full-length mirror by the wardrobe.

He looked ridiculous.

He looked like an Easter egg. Like a pastel-coloured parody of himself. The suit was beautiful, expertly tailored, but the colour—

He thought about changing. Reaching for one of the other suits, something more neutral, more *him*.

Then he remembered the contract.

*The Bunny Executive will wear Programme-issued attire during all official sessions.*

He left the suit on.

He left the room at seven forty-five, following the corridor back toward the entrance hall. The staff appeared as if from nowhere—a woman in a white uniform who materialised at the top of the stairs, smiling, professional, and gestured him toward a door he hadn’t noticed before.

‘The private dining room, Mr Cross. Ms Wren is waiting.’

The private dining room was small. Intimate. A table for two, set with crystal and silver, candles flickering in glass holders. The walls were cream, the artwork abstract, the windows looking out onto a garden bathed in the last light of evening.

Alexandra Wren sat at the head of the table.

She’d changed. The grey suit was gone, replaced by something darker—navy, almost black, with a silk shirt the colour of pearls. Her hair was still pulled back, but she’d added earrings—gold, shaped like rabbit ears—and a necklace that sat against her collarbone like a collar.

She rose as he entered.

‘Mr Cross.’ Her eyes moved over him, assessing. ‘You found the wardrobe.’

‘I did.’ He stopped at the opposite end of the table, unsure whether to sit or stand.

She gestured to the chair. ‘Please.’

He sat. She sat. A moment later, staff appeared—silent, efficient—placing plates in front of them. A first course. Something with asparagus and egg and a foam that looked like it had been piped by a chemist.

‘You’re wondering what happens next,’ Alexandra said, picking up her fork.

‘I am.’

‘Good.’ She took a bite, chewed, swallowed. ‘Wondering is useful. It means you’re paying attention.’

‘With respect, Ms Wren, I’ve been paying attention since I walked through the door. What I haven’t been is informed.’

‘No.’ She set down her fork, her eyes meeting his. ‘You haven’t. That’s intentional.’ She folded her hands on the table, her posture relaxed in a way that felt anything but. ‘The Programme isn’t about information, Mr Cross. It’s about experience. It’s about discovering what you’re capable of when the structures you rely on are removed.’

‘What structures?’

She smiled. That small, controlled smile. ‘Control. Authority. The illusion of choice.’ She picked up her fork again, gesturing toward his untouched plate. ‘Eat. You’ll need your strength.’

Dinner passed in fragments.

Courses arrived and disappeared. Wine was poured—white, crisp, cold. Alexandra spoke occasionally, offering observations about the acquisition, about the company, about the industry in general. Daniel responded when prompted, his mind churning beneath the surface.

He was waiting for something. The other shoe. The moment when the real Programme would begin.

It came with dessert.

The plates were cleared. Coffee was served. And Alexandra leaned back in her chair, her eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made his skin prickle.

‘Tell me about yourself, Mr Cross.’

He blinked. ‘What would you like to know?’

‘Everything.’ She smiled. ‘Start with your childhood. Your family. Your education. Your first job. Your first failure.’ She sipped her coffee, watching him over the rim of the cup. ‘Tell me who you are when you’re not performing.’

The request was unexpected. Intimate. He hesitated.

‘I’m not sure I understand the purpose—’

‘The purpose, Mr Cross, is that I need to know what I’m working with.’ She set down her cup. ‘You’ve been selected for a reason. But selection is only the beginning. Refinement requires understanding. And I intend to understand you completely.’

He took a breath.

And began to talk.

He told her about his childhood—a suburb outside Chicago, parents who worked too hard and loved too quietly, a scholarship to an Ivy League school that had felt more like an escape than an achievement. He told her about his first job, a junior analyst position he’d despised, and the moment he’d realised that success in business wasn’t about being the smartest person in the room but about being the most willing to take risks. He told her about his failures—the deals that had fallen through, the promotions he’d missed, the reputation he’d built as someone who was brilliant but volatile.

He told her about the loneliness.

He hadn’t meant to. The words slipped out, unguarded, and he watched something shift in Alexandra’s expression.

‘Loneliness,’ she repeated. ‘Interesting.’

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘You did.’ She leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her eyes never leaving his. ‘You’re successful, Mr Cross. You’re respected. You’re feared, in some circles. And yet you’re lonely.’ She tilted her head. ‘Why do you think that is?’

He thought about deflecting. About offering a polished answer, something about the sacrifices required for ambition.

Instead, he heard himself say: ‘Because no one actually sees me. They see the performance. The deal. The win.’ He met her gaze. ‘I’m not sure I know how to let anyone see anything else.’

Silence.

Then Alexandra smiled.

It was different from her other smiles. Softer. More genuine.

‘That,’ she said, ‘is exactly what I needed to know.’

She rose from the table.

He rose too, instinctively, but she gestured for him to stay.

‘Finish your coffee. Return to your suite. Tomorrow morning, you will receive further instructions.’ She paused at the door, looking back. ‘Sleep well, Mr Cross. The real work begins at dawn.’

She left.

The door closed behind her.

Daniel sat alone in the candlelight, the taste of coffee bitter on his tongue, and felt something settle in his chest.

Fear.

Anticipation.

Something else entirely.

He returned to his suite.

The hallway was quiet, the house still. His footsteps echoed against the marble, the only sound in a building that felt more like a museum than a home. When he reached his door, he paused with his hand on the handle.

He could leave.

Right now. Walk out the front entrance, call a car, go back to Manhattan. Back to his apartment, his job, his life. He could pretend this had never happened. He could—

He opened the door.

The suite was dark, lit only by the moonlight spilling through the windows. He crossed to the bed, unbuttoning his jacket, his mind still turning over the evening. The dinner. The questions. The way Alexandra had looked at him when he’d admitted the loneliness.

*That is exactly what I needed to know.*

He draped the jacket over a chair and turned toward the wardrobe.

The cage was still there.

He stared at it for a long moment, chrome glinting in the faint light, the key beside it on its thin gold chain. He should close the wardrobe. Walk away. Go to sleep.

Instead, he reached for it.

The metal was cold against his palm. Heavy. Real.

He didn’t know what he was doing. He didn’t know why. He only knew that his hands were moving, removing his trousers, his underwear, and fitting the device with a precision that felt like surrender.

The lock clicked.

The key went on the chain.

And Daniel Cross, the man who had never once submitted to anything, stood in the moonlit silence of his suite and felt the weight of restraint settle around him.

He hung the chain around his neck.

The key lay against his chest, cool and insistent, a reminder of what he’d just done and what he couldn’t undo.

He thought about Alexandra.

He thought about tomorrow.

He thought about the word on the collar in the dressing table drawer, and the way she’d smiled when he’d told her he was lonely.

*MINE.*

He climbed into bed, the sheets cool against his skin, the cage a constant presence between his thighs.

And for the first time in longer than he could remember, he slept deeply.

Dreamlessly.

Waiting for dawn.


CHAPTER THREE - The Contract

He woke to soft light and birdsong.

For a moment, he didn’t remember where he was. The sheets were too soft, the mattress too yielding, the quality of light wrong—golden and diffuse, nothing like the grey that filtered through his curtains in Manhattan. He lay still, his eyes half-closed, his mind drifting in the space between sleep and waking.

Then he shifted.

The cage pressed against him, cool and unyielding, and everything came rushing back. The retreat. The wardrobe. The dinner. Alexandra Wren’s eyes across the table, sharp and assessing, and the weight of her questions settling into his chest like stones.

*Tell me who you are when you’re not performing.*

He sat up slowly, the sheets falling to his waist. The room was bright with morning light, the windows looking out onto a garden still wet with dew. Somewhere beyond the glass, he could hear the fountain—the rabbit-shaped fountain, he reminded himself, because of course it was shaped like a rabbit—sending its endless cascade into the marble basin.

He looked down at himself.

The cage caught the light, chrome-bright, a constant reminder of what he’d done. What he’d chosen. The key still hung around his neck on its thin gold chain, resting against his sternum like a heartbeat.

He hadn’t been told to put it on.

He’d done it himself.

He wasn’t sure what that meant, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to examine it too closely.

A knock at the door.

He tensed, pulling the sheets higher, suddenly aware of his vulnerability. ‘Yes?’

The door opened. A woman in a white uniform—different from the one last night, but with the same professional smile—stepped inside, carrying a tray.

‘Good morning, Mr Cross.’ She set the tray on the writing desk. Breakfast. Coffee, pastries, fruit arranged with geometrical precision. ‘Ms Wren has asked me to inform you that your first session begins at nine o’clock. You will find appropriate attire selected for you in the wardrobe.’ A pause. ‘She asks that you wear the second suit. And that you present yourself in the study on the ground floor. The staff will direct you.’

‘What should I expect?’

The woman’s smile didn’t waver. ‘I’m not at liberty to say, sir. Ms Wren prefers that each session unfold naturally.’ She straightened, tucking the tray cloth between her fingers. ‘Is there anything else you require?’

‘No. Thank you.’

She nodded and left, the door closing behind her with a soft click.

Daniel stared at the breakfast tray.

His stomach was tight, his mind racing. A session. What did that mean? What would she do? What would she ask of him? The contract had been vague, deliberately so, its language all euphemism and implication. *Experiential authority.* *Behavioural compliance.* *Impulse management.*

He thought about the cage between his legs.

He thought about the collar in the drawer.

He thought about Alexandra Wren’s voice, low and controlled, saying *the real work begins at dawn.*

He climbed out of bed.

The second suit was lavender.

Of course it was. The colour was softer than he would have chosen, more delicate, but the cut was impeccable. The fabric hugged his shoulders, nipped his waist, broke perfectly over the shoes he found waiting beside the wardrobe—light brown leather, polished to a shine, with a subtle pattern stamped into the toe that might have been flowers or might have been something else entirely.

He dressed slowly, each item of clothing a reminder of how far he was from his usual self. The silk shirt. The suit. The cufflinks—silver this time, shaped like the same rabbit ears, set with tiny amethysts that caught the light. The tie, a deeper purple, knotted precisely at his throat.

He looked in the mirror.

The man who looked back was a stranger. Not the sharp-edged executive he’d spent a decade cultivating, but something softer. Something that belonged here, in this pastel-coloured world of rabbit motifs and spring flowers.

He opened the wardrobe door.

The cage sat on its shelf, glinting in the LED light. He’d put it on last night, hadn’t he? He’d chosen it. He’d locked it. He’d hung the key around his neck like a gift.

He closed the wardrobe.

He didn’t need to look at it again.

He was already wearing it.

The study was on the ground floor.

He followed the corridor past the entrance hall, past the staircase with its carved rabbit newel post, past a series of closed doors that might have been libraries or sitting rooms or something else entirely. The house was quiet, the staff invisible, the only sound his own footsteps and the distant murmur of the fountain outside.

The study appeared at the end of the corridor—a heavy oak door, slightly ajar, warm light spilling from within.

He knocked.

‘Enter.’

Alexandra Wren sat behind a desk that looked like it had been carved from a single piece of marble. White. Flawless. Cold. The room around her was all dark wood and leather, bookshelves stretching to the ceiling, a fireplace crackling in one corner. It was the first space he’d seen in the retreat that didn’t feel designed for spring. This room felt designed for something else entirely.

Power.

She looked up as he entered, her eyes moving over him with an assessing gaze that made his skin prickle. She was wearing a suit of deep burgundy today, her hair pulled back in its usual severe style, her lips painted a red so dark it was almost black.

‘Mr Cross.’ She gestured to the chair across from her desk. ‘Sit.’

He sat.

The chair was lower than he expected. Not dramatically so, but enough that he found himself looking up at her, even from across the desk. It was a small thing. Intentional. He felt it settle into his awareness like a splinter.

‘You slept well?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And you found the wardrobe satisfactory?’

‘I did.’

‘Good.’ She leaned back in her chair, her hands folded on the desk. ‘Let’s begin.’

The contract lay between them.

He recognised it immediately—the document he’d signed, the pages he’d read and re-read in his kitchen at five in the morning. It sat on the marble desk like an accusation, its cover bearing the words *The Bunny Leadership Intensive* in gold foil.

‘You signed this document,’ Alexandra said.

‘I did.’

‘Do you remember what you agreed to?’

He swallowed. ‘I remember the clauses. The language was… deliberately vague.’

‘Precise,’ she corrected. ‘Not vague. There’s a difference.’ She opened the contract, flipping to a page near the middle. ‘Section three. Authority structure. Would you like to read it aloud?’

He didn’t want to. He did anyway.

‘*During the Programme, the CEO holds full experiential authority. All directives issued within the scope of the Programme must be followed. Authority extends to posture, speech, conduct, and behavioural compliance.*’ He paused. ‘*Failure to comply may result in removal from the Programme, negative performance notation, or promotion reconsideration.*’

‘Very good.’ She turned another page. ‘And section six. Impulse Management Protocol.’

He read it again, the words feeling different in this room, with her watching him. ‘*The Programme may incorporate physical restraint mechanisms intended to enhance cognitive clarity, reduce impulsive behaviour, and reinforce hierarchical awareness. The Bunny Executive acknowledges that control of such mechanisms rests exclusively with the CEO during the Programme. Release is discretionary. Requests must be verbalised respectfully.*’

He stopped.

The cage between his legs seemed to tighten.

‘You put it on,’ Alexandra said. It wasn’t a question.

He looked up. ‘How did you—’

‘The staff reports to me.’ Her expression didn’t change. ‘You were observed handling the device last night. You were observed placing it on your person.’ A pause. ‘You were not instructed to do so.’

‘No.’ His voice was rough. ‘I wasn’t.’

‘Why did you?’

The question hung in the air. He could feel its weight, the way it demanded something from him—honesty, perhaps, or surrender. He thought about deflecting. About offering a polished answer, something about commitment or dedication or the desire to prove himself.

Instead, he heard himself say: ‘Because I wanted to know what it would feel like.’

Silence.

Alexandra studied him. Her face gave nothing away, but something shifted in her eyes—a flicker of interest, perhaps, or satisfaction.

‘And what did it feel like?’ she asked.

He thought about the question. Really thought about it. The cool weight of the metal. The restriction. The way it had followed him into sleep, a constant presence that wouldn’t let him forget.

‘Like being held,’ he said finally. ‘Like being… seen.’

Something passed across her face. Too quick to name.

‘Stand up,’ she said.

He rose.

The chair scraped against the floor, the sound too loud in the quiet room. He stood before the desk, his hands at his sides, his pulse quickening.

‘Come here.’ She gestured to the space beside her, on the other side of the marble expanse. ‘Around the desk.’

He walked around the edge of the desk, his shoes clicking against the hardwood floor. The study was colder here, away from the fireplace, and he felt a shiver run through him that had nothing to do with the temperature.

‘Stop.’

He stopped.

He was standing beside her now, close enough to see the fine stitching on her suit jacket, close enough to smell the same green-floral scent he’d noticed yesterday. She didn’t look at him. Instead, she reached into a drawer and withdrew something.

The collar.

Black leather. Slim. Elegant. The word *MINE* embossed on the interior, almost invisible unless you knew to look.

‘Do you know what this is?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And do you understand what it represents?’

He swallowed. ‘Ownership.’

‘No.’ She turned to face him, her eyes meeting his. ‘Commitment. The collar is not a symbol of possession, Mr Cross. It’s a symbol of agreement. An agreement between two people about who holds authority and who yields it.’ She held it up, the leather catching the light. ‘You agreed to the contract. You agreed to the Programme. But the collar is different. The collar requires a different kind of consent.’

She stood.

She was taller than him in her heels, her body close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. She lifted the collar, positioning it around his neck, but didn’t fasten it. Just held it there, the leather resting against his throat.

‘This is the moment,’ she said, her voice low, ‘where you choose. Not because a contract requires it. Not because your career depends on it. But because you want to.’ Her eyes searched his. ‘Do you understand?’

He did.

He understood that this was the real contract. Not the document he’d signed in his kitchen, but this. This moment. This choice. This surrender.

And he understood, with a clarity that cut through every defence he’d ever built, that he wanted it.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I understand.’

‘Then kneel.’

He knelt.

It wasn’t graceful. His knees hit the hardwood floor harder than he’d intended, a jarring impact that travelled up his spine. But he didn’t rise. He stayed there, on the floor beside the marble desk, looking up at Alexandra Wren as she towered over him.

She fastened the collar.

The leather was cool against his skin, snug but not tight. He felt the buckle settle at the back of his neck, the weight of it strange and grounding. Then she stepped back, examining him with an expression that was unreadable.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Now you’re ready.’

‘For what?’

‘For the Programme to begin.’ She returned to her chair, sitting behind the desk, her posture as immaculate as ever. ‘The collar is a reminder. When you wear it, you are in session. When you’re in session, you belong to me. Your thoughts, your actions, your body—all of it answers to me. Do you understand?’

His throat was dry. ‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ She folded her hands on the desk. ‘We’ll begin with something simple. A baseline assessment.’ She gestured to a stack of papers beside her. ‘I’ve prepared a series of questions. Personal questions. You will answer each one honestly. If I believe you’re being evasive, I will know.’ Her eyes glittered. ‘I always know.’

The questions began.

They were not what he expected.

She started with his childhood—the same territory she’d covered at dinner, but deeper now. More specific. She asked about his parents’ marriage, about the arguments he’d overheard through thin walls, about the way his father had left and never come back. She asked about his mother’s silence, the way she’d withdrawn into herself, the way she’d stopped looking at him like he was her son and started looking at him like he was a burden.

He answered.

He didn’t know why. The words came without permission, spilling out of him in a way that felt almost involuntary. He told her things he’d never told anyone—not his friends, not his therapists, not the women he’d dated and discarded. He told her about the anger he’d carried for thirty years, the rage that simmered beneath every success, every victory, every promotion.

‘And what does the anger give you?’ she asked.

‘Purpose.’

‘No.’ She leaned forward. ‘What does it *actually* give you?’

He hesitated.

She waited.

‘It keeps people away,’ he said finally. ‘It keeps them from seeing how much I need—’ He stopped.

‘How much you need what?’

The question hung in the air. He couldn’t answer. The words were there, lodged in his throat, but he couldn’t make himself say them.

Alexandra rose.

She walked around the desk again, stopping in front of him, her presence filling his awareness. He was still kneeling, still on the floor, still looking up at her, and something about the position made him feel like he was being pulled apart.

‘Say it,’ she said. Her voice was quiet, but it carried a weight that made his chest ache.

‘I need—’ His voice cracked. ‘I need someone to want me. Not the performance. Not the deal. Me.’

Silence.

Then Alexandra reached down and touched his face.

Her fingers were cool against his jaw, her touch light but certain. She tilted his chin up, forcing him to meet her eyes, and for a moment, something shifted in her expression. Something that looked almost like tenderness.

‘That,’ she said, ‘is the first honest thing you’ve said since you arrived.’

She released him.

Returned to her chair.

Opened another file.

‘Now,’ she said, her voice back to its measured calm. ‘Let’s discuss your professional life. Specifically, your relationship with Julian Hart.’

The session lasted three hours.

By the end of it, Daniel felt hollowed out. He’d answered questions about his childhood, his career, his failures, his fears. He’d admitted things he’d never admitted to anyone, and he’d done it while kneeling on the floor, the collar around his neck, Alexandra Wren’s eyes on him like a spotlight.

He’d also learned something about her.

She didn’t judge. She didn’t condemn. She simply observed, her face neutral, her questions precise, her silence more devastating than any criticism could have been. When he deflected, she waited. When he lied, she knew. And when he finally told the truth, she acknowledged it with a single nod, as if his honesty had been the bare minimum she expected.

It was exhausting.

It was also, he realised with a dawning horror, addictive.

He wanted her approval.

He wanted her to look at him the way she had when he’d admitted his loneliness—not with pity, but with recognition. He wanted her to see him. The real him. The one he’d spent thirty years hiding.

‘Enough for today.’ Alexandra closed the file and rose from her chair. ‘You may stand.’

He stood. His knees ached. His back ached. His everything ached.

‘The collar stays on,’ she said.

‘Always?’

‘For now.’ She moved toward the door, pausing with her hand on the frame. ‘You’ll receive instructions for this afternoon. Use the time before then to rest. Reflect on what we’ve discussed.’ She turned to face him. ‘And Daniel?’

He blinked at the use of his first name.

‘Yes?’

‘You did well.’ Her expression didn’t change, but something softened in her eyes. ‘Better than I expected.’

She left.

The door closed behind her.

Daniel stood alone in the study, the collar around his neck, the cage between his legs, his heart pounding in his chest.

He returned to his suite.

The corridor felt longer than before, the house somehow both emptier and more present. He was aware of every step, every breath, every brush of fabric against his skin. The collar sat against his throat like a question, and he didn’t know the answer.

He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.

His reflection caught his eye—the mirror by the wardrobe, showing him in full. The lavender suit. The silver cufflinks. The black leather collar, stark against his neck.

He looked like a stranger.

He looked like someone else entirely.

He crossed to the mirror and studied himself. Really studied. The man who looked back was still Daniel Cross—same face, same build, same bone structure—but something had shifted. His eyes were different. Darker. More vulnerable. He looked like someone who had been seen.

He thought about Alexandra’s touch. Her fingers against his jaw. The way she’d tilted his face up and forced him to meet her gaze.

*I need someone to want me.*

He’d said it. He’d actually said it.

And she hadn’t laughed. Hadn’t dismissed it. Hadn’t used it against him.

She’d said *that’s the first honest thing you’ve said since you arrived.*

He didn’t know what to do with that.

He didn’t know what to do with any of it.

The instructions arrived at noon.

A knock at the door. A white-uniformed staff member. An envelope, cream-coloured, sealed with wax that bore the impression of rabbit ears.

Inside: a single sheet of paper, written in elegant script.

*Mr Cross,*

*This afternoon’s session will take place in the garden. You will wear the third suit—the blue. You will arrive at the greenhouse at 2:00 p.m. sharp. You will not speak unless spoken to. You will not ask questions.*

*You will bring the contract with you. The original document, signed.*

*This afternoon, we discuss the specifics of your agreement.*

*A.W.*

Daniel read it twice.

Then he opened the wardrobe.

The third suit was blue—the colour of spring sky, the same shade as the drapes in his suite. He changed into it slowly, his fingers fumbling with the buttons, his mind racing. *Discuss the specifics of your agreement.* What did that mean? He’d already signed. He’d already knelt. He’d already worn the collar.

What else was there?

He found the contract where he’d left it—tucked into the drawer of the writing desk, its pages still crisp and unwrinkled. He picked it up, feeling its weight, and wondered what Alexandra had planned.

The greenhouse was at the far end of the garden.

He followed a path of pale stone, past beds of tulips and hyacinths, past hedges trimmed into shapes that might have been rabbits or might have been clouds. The air was warm, humid, thick with the scent of growing things.

The greenhouse itself was a structure of glass and iron, Victorian in style, its panes catching the afternoon light. Inside, he could see greenery—ferns, orchids, trailing vines—and at the centre, a figure.

Alexandra Wren.

She stood beside a potting table, her back to him, her attention on something in her hands. She was wearing a different suit—cream-coloured, lighter than the burgundy of this morning—and her hair was pulled back in a low chignon.

He knocked on the glass door.

She turned.

‘Enter.’

He did.

The greenhouse was warmer than he’d expected, the air dense with moisture and scent. Alexandra watched him approach, her expression unreadable, and gestured for him to stop a few feet away.

‘You have the contract?’

He held it up.

‘Give it to me.’

He handed it over. She accepted it, opened it, and flipped to a page near the back.

‘Section twelve,’ she said. ‘The consent addendum.’

He frowned. ‘I don’t remember—’

‘Because you didn’t read it.’ Her voice was calm, but there was an edge beneath it. ‘You signed without reading the final page. That was unwise, Mr Cross.’

His stomach dropped.

She turned the contract toward him, pointing to the page she’d mentioned. It was dense text, printed in a smaller font than the rest of the document, and he had to squint to read it.

*The Bunny Executive acknowledges that the Programme may include physical and psychological conditioning elements, including but not limited to: restraint, sensory modification, behavioural correction, and sexual control. The Bunny Executive consents to all such elements as deemed necessary by the CEO, understanding that participation is voluntary and may be terminated at any time, subject to the termination terms outlined in section nine.*

He looked up.

‘I didn’t see this.’

‘Because you didn’t look.’ She closed the contract. ‘That’s the first lesson, Mr Cross. In this Programme, you will read everything. You will understand everything. And you will consent to everything with full knowledge of what it entails.’ She set the contract on the potting table. ‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ She picked up something from the table—a small case, velvet-covered—and held it out to him. ‘Open it.’

He took it.

Opened it.

Inside, on a bed of cream silk, was a key.

Gold. Delicate. Attached to a thin chain.

‘That,’ Alexandra said, ‘is the key to the device you’re wearing.’ She met his eyes. ‘It’s the only one in existence. There are no copies. No backups. If you lose it, you will remain in that device until a locksmith can be summoned. And locksmiths,’ she added, ‘are not easily obtained in this location.’

He stared at the key.

Then at her.

‘I don’t understand. I already have a key—the one that came with—’

‘That key was a test.’ Her expression didn’t change. ‘You were never meant to keep it. The device you’re wearing belongs to me now. The key belongs to me. And you, Mr Cross, belong to me as well.’

She took the key from the case.

Dropped it into her pocket.

‘This afternoon, we discuss the specifics. Tonight, we begin the actual work.’ She turned back to the potting table, picking up a small pair of shears. ‘You’ll want to rest before dinner. You’ll need your energy.’

She began to trim an orchid, her movements precise, unhurried.

Daniel stood there for a long moment, the contract heavy in his hands, the collar tight around his neck, the cage an unyielding presence between his legs.

He’d agreed to this.

He’d chosen it.

And somewhere, beneath the fear and the confusion and the desperate, gnawing need, he knew—with a certainty that terrified him—that he would choose it again.


CHAPTER FOUR - Calibration

The hours before dinner stretched like taffy.

Daniel returned to his suite after the greenhouse session, the contract still clutched in his hands, Alexandra’s words echoing in his skull. *The device belongs to me now. The key belongs to me. And you, Mr Cross, belong to me as well.*

He set the contract on the writing desk and stood at the window, looking out at the garden below. The greenhouse was visible in the distance, its glass panels catching the late afternoon light, and he could almost see her inside—trimming orchids, calm and unhurried, as if she hadn’t just upended everything he thought he understood about his situation.

He touched the collar at his throat.

The leather was still there, snug against his skin, a constant reminder of what had happened in the study. He’d knelt. He’d confessed. He’d let her see parts of him he’d spent years keeping hidden.

And now she held the key.

The only key.

He thought about the cage between his legs, the way it had become a background hum in his awareness. He’d almost forgotten it was there during the session—almost, but not quite. Every time he shifted, every time he moved, he felt its presence. A reminder. A claim.

*The device belongs to me now.*

He’d given it to her. He’d put it on himself, without being asked, and in doing so, he’d given her control over something he’d never voluntarily surrendered to anyone.

Why?

The question wouldn’t leave him alone. He was a man who prized control. A man who had built his career on being the one in charge, the one who made decisions, the one who dictated terms. And yet here he was, in a pastel suit and a collar, handing over the most intimate parts of himself to a woman he barely knew.

A woman who saw him more clearly than anyone ever had.

That was the answer, wasn’t it? The reason he’d done it. The reason he was still here, still complying, still walking deeper into whatever this was. She saw him. Not the performance. Not the deal. Him.

And terrifying as that was, it was also the most intoxicating thing he’d ever experienced.

Dinner was at eight.

He arrived at seven fifty-two, wearing the blue suit, the collar still fastened around his neck. The private dining room was set for two again, candles flickering, crystal gleaming, but this time there was no sign of Alexandra.

He stood by the door, uncertain.

A staff member appeared—a young woman with a professional smile and a tray of champagne. ‘Ms Wren will join you shortly, Mr Cross. Please, have a seat.’

He sat.

The chair was the same as before, positioned at the opposite end of the table from where Alexandra would sit. He accepted a glass of champagne, mostly to have something to do with his hands, and let his gaze wander around the room.

The artwork on the walls was different tonight. He was certain of it. Yesterday, the abstract pieces had been pale and muted, all soft colours and gentle shapes. Tonight, they were darker—bolder strokes, deeper hues, images that seemed to shift and change the longer he looked at them.

He was still studying one—a canvas of deep red and black that seemed to contain the suggestion of a figure, kneeling—when the door opened.

‘Good evening, Mr Cross.’

Alexandra entered.

She was wearing black tonight. A dress, sleek and fitted, with a neckline that exposed the sharp lines of her collarbones. Her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in dark waves, and her lips were painted the same deep red as the canvas he’d been studying.

She looked like a different woman. Softer, somehow, but no less dangerous.

She took her seat at the head of the table, her eyes meeting his with an intensity that made his breath catch.

‘You’re wearing the collar,’ she observed.

‘You said it stays on.’

‘I did.’ A pause. ‘Good.’

Dinner was served—courses arriving and disappearing with the same silent efficiency as before—but the atmosphere was different tonight. Charged. Daniel could feel it in the air between them, a tension that had nothing to do with the food or the wine or the candlelight.

‘Tomorrow begins the actual work,’ Alexandra said, cutting into her fish with precise movements. ‘Today was assessment. Establishing a baseline. Tomorrow, we begin the process of refinement.’

‘What does that mean? Refinement?’

She set down her fork. ‘It means stripping away everything that doesn’t serve you. The posturing. The deflection. The endless need to be the smartest person in the room.’ Her eyes locked on his. ‘It means discovering who you are when you stop performing.’

‘And how do you plan to do that?’

She smiled. That small, controlled smile that made his chest tighten.

‘By introducing you to the concept of calibration.’ She picked up her wine glass, took a sip. ‘Calibration is the process of aligning your external behaviour with your internal reality. Most people spend their lives in a state of misalignment—saying one thing while feeling another, presenting one version of themselves to the world while hiding the rest.’ She set down the glass. ‘You are profoundly misaligned, Mr Cross. Your confidence is a mask for insecurity. Your aggression is a mask for fear. Your need for control is a mask for a desperate, aching need to surrender it.’

The words landed like blows.

He opened his mouth to respond—to deflect, to argue, to push back—but something stopped him. The collar around his neck, perhaps. Or the memory of kneeling in her study, of finally telling the truth. Or simply the exhaustion of maintaining the pretence for so long.

‘What do you want from me?’ he asked instead.

It came out raw. Unfiltered.

Alexandra’s expression softened. Just slightly. Just enough.

‘I want you to stop hiding,’ she said. ‘I want you to discover what you’re capable of when you’re not performing.’ She leaned forward, her voice dropping. ‘And I want you to understand that surrender is not weakness. It’s the opposite. It takes more strength to yield than to dominate. Most people never learn that.’ Her eyes held his. ‘You could.’

After dinner, she led him back to the study.

The fire was still crackling, casting warm light across the dark wood and leather. But this time, there was something different about the room. A chair had been placed in the centre—not behind the desk, but in the open space before the fireplace. It looked ordinary. Wooden. Straight-backed.

But something about its positioning made his pulse quicken.

‘Sit,’ Alexandra said.

He sat.

She moved behind him, her footsteps soft against the floor. He felt her hands at his collar—not the leather one around his neck, but the collar of his shirt. She began to unbutton it.

He tensed.

‘Relax,’ she murmured. ‘This is part of calibration. Physical restriction helps quiet the mind. It forces you to focus on what’s essential.’

She removed his jacket. Then his tie. Then his shirt, sliding it off his shoulders and leaving him bare from the waist up.

The air was cool against his skin. He felt exposed. Vulnerable. The collar around his neck seemed suddenly more present, more visible, against his bare chest.

‘Arms behind the chair.’

He hesitated.

Her hands rested on his shoulders. Not pushing. Not forcing. Just present.

‘You can say no,’ she said quietly. ‘At any point. You can walk out that door and return to your suite. You can end the Programme tonight. The choice is always yours.’ She leaned closer, her breath warm against his ear. ‘But if you stay, you commit. Fully. Without reservation. Do you understand?’

He understood.

He also understood that he wasn’t going to leave.

He moved his arms behind the chair, his wrists meeting at the small of his back.

She bound them.

Not tightly—there was no pain, no discomfort—but securely. He felt the rope wrap around his wrists, the knots precise and deliberate, and something in his chest began to loosen.

‘There,’ she said, moving back into his field of vision. ‘Now we can begin.’

She sat across from him.

Not on a chair—on a low ottoman, positioned so that she was slightly below him, looking up. The position should have made him feel powerful. It didn’t. The rope around his wrists, the collar around his neck, the knowledge that he couldn’t move—these things shifted the dynamic in ways he couldn’t fully articulate.

‘Tell me about your father,’ she said.

He blinked. ‘What?’

‘Your father. You mentioned him briefly this morning. You said he left when you were young.’ She folded her hands in her lap. ‘Tell me about him.’

His instinct was to deflect. To offer a surface-level answer and move on.

But the rope held him in place. The collar pressed against his throat. And Alexandra’s eyes were patient, unrelenting, seeing right through him.

‘He was…’ He stopped. Started again. ‘I don’t remember much. I was seven when he left. He was just… gone. One day he was there, and the next he wasn’t.’ His voice was rough. ‘My mother never talked about him. She never talked about anything, really. She just… withdrew. Into herself. Into silence.’

‘And you were left alone.’

‘Yes.’

‘How did that feel?’

The question was simple. The answer was not.

He thought about deflecting. He thought about offering some polished response about resilience, about becoming independent, about learning to rely on himself.

But he was tired. Tired of performing. Tired of pretending.

‘Angry,’ he said finally. ‘I was angry. For a long time. At him. At her. At everyone.’ He met Alexandra’s gaze. ‘I’m still angry. I don’t know how to stop.’

She nodded. Not in judgement. In recognition.

‘Anger is useful,’ she said. ‘It motivates. It drives. But it also blinds. You’ve spent thirty years building walls to protect yourself from feeling that anger, and in the process, you’ve cut yourself off from everything else.’ She leaned forward. ‘Grief. Tenderness. The ability to be vulnerable.’ Her voice dropped. ‘The ability to surrender.’

He felt something crack in his chest.

‘How do I fix it?’

‘You don’t fix it. You feel it.’ She rose from the ottoman and moved behind him again. Her hands came to rest on his shoulders, warm and steady. ‘Close your eyes.’

He closed them.

‘Breathe,’ she said. ‘In through your nose. Out through your mouth. Slowly.’

He breathed.

She began to speak—low, rhythmic words that seemed to flow over and around him. He didn’t catch all of it. Something about safety. About permission. About letting go. Her hands moved across his shoulders, down his arms, gentle pressure that grounded him in his body.

He felt the anger. Not as a wall, but as a wave. Rising. Cresting. Breaking.

And then something else.

Grief.

It rose up from somewhere deep, somewhere he’d buried it so thoroughly he’d forgotten it existed. The grief of a seven-year-old boy whose father disappeared. The grief of a teenager whose mother couldn’t look at him. The grief of a man who had spent his entire life pretending he didn’t need anyone.

He didn’t realise he was crying until he felt the tears on his cheeks.

Alexandra’s hands never left him. Her voice never wavered. She simply held him there, bound and weeping, until the storm passed.

She untied him slowly.

The rope fell away from his wrists, and he felt the absence of it like a loss. He hadn’t realised how much he needed the restriction until it was gone. How much he needed something to hold him together when he couldn’t do it himself.

‘You did well,’ she said.

He couldn’t speak. He could only sit there, slumped in the chair, his face wet, his chest raw and open in a way that terrified him.

She handed him a glass of water.

He drank.

‘Daniel.’ She said his name quietly, and something about the use of his first name made him look up. Her expression was soft. Almost tender. ‘What you’re feeling right now—that’s calibration. That’s alignment. You’ve spent so long holding everything in that you’ve forgotten what it feels like to let anything out.’

‘I don’t…’ His voice cracked. ‘I don’t know if I can do this.’

‘You can.’ She took the glass from his hands and set it aside. ‘You already are.’ She touched his face—her fingers cool against his tear-stained skin—and tilted his chin up. ‘The hardest part is over. You’ve already done the thing you were most afraid of. You’ve let yourself be seen.’

He stared at her.

The woman who had stripped him bare. Not just his clothes, but his defences, his walls, his carefully constructed identity. She had seen him at his most vulnerable, and she hadn’t looked away.

‘Why are you doing this?’ he asked.

Her hand dropped from his face.

‘Because I was you,’ she said. ‘Once.’ She turned away, moving toward the fire, her back to him. ‘I built walls. I wielded control like a weapon. I convinced myself that vulnerability was weakness and that I didn’t need anyone.’ She was silent for a long moment. ‘And then someone showed me otherwise. Someone forced me to see what I was hiding from.’

‘What happened to them?’

She didn’t answer. The fire crackled, filling the silence.

‘They’re gone,’ she said finally. ‘They made a choice I couldn’t follow. And I’ve spent every year since then trying to find someone who could.’ She turned to face him. ‘Someone like you.’

The weight of her words settled over him.

‘Is that what this is?’ he asked. ‘A test? To see if I’m worthy of… something?’

‘No.’ She moved toward him, stopping just in front of his chair. ‘It’s an invitation. To discover what you’re capable of. To become someone who doesn’t need walls to feel safe.’ She reached into her pocket and withdrew the gold key—the key to his cage—and held it up. ‘This is not about control. It’s about trust. I can force you to do nothing. Everything that happens here is your choice.’ She pressed the key into his palm, closing his fingers around it. ‘Including this.’

He looked down at the key.

Then back at her.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You will.’ She stepped back. ‘Keep the key. For tonight. Decide what you want to do with it.’ She moved toward the door. ‘Tomorrow morning, we begin the next phase. I suggest you sleep well. You’ll need your strength.’

She left.

The door closed behind her.

Daniel sat alone in the flickering light of the fire, the key cool and heavy in his hand.

He returned to his suite.

The corridors were quiet, the house settled into evening stillness. He walked with the slow, unsteady steps of someone who had been through something profound, something that had rearranged the furniture of his mind.

The key was still in his hand.

He could use it. Right now. Remove the cage, take back control, pretend none of this had happened. He could leave in the morning, return to his life, and forget about Alexandra Wren and her rabbit motifs and her devastating ability to see right through him.

He could.

He didn’t want to.

He set the key on the dressing table, beside the collar he’d removed before dinner—the black leather one, which she’d told him to take off for the evening, though he hadn’t wanted to. He touched it, running his fingers over the smooth surface, feeling the weight of the word embossed inside.

*MINE.*

He’d been claimed. Not by force, but by choice. And somewhere, in the raw, open space that had been carved out of him tonight, he felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time.

Gratitude.

He climbed into bed.

The sheets were cool against his bare skin—he’d undressed without thinking, leaving his clothes in a pile on the floor—and the cage still pressed between his legs, a constant reminder of the choice he’d made.

He thought about Alexandra’s hands on his shoulders. Her voice in his ear. The way she’d held him while he wept, as if his grief was something precious, something worth protecting.

*I was you. Once.*

He closed his eyes.

And for the second night in a row, he slept deeply. Dreamlessly. Held by something he couldn’t name but knew, with absolute certainty, that he needed.

The morning arrived soft and grey.

Daniel woke to the sound of rain against the windows—not the golden light of previous mornings, but something more muted, more introspective. He lay still for a moment, taking stock of himself.

The rawness from last night was still there. The sense of having been opened, exposed, rearranged. But there was something else too. A clarity he hadn’t felt before. A sense of being present in his own body, rather than observing it from a distance.

He rose.

The key was still on the dressing table, exactly where he’d left it. He picked it up, turning it over in his palm, feeling its weight.

He could still use it.

He could still leave.

Instead, he opened the drawer and placed the key inside, sliding it shut with a soft click.

It wasn’t his to use. Not anymore.

He dressed—the blue suit again, though he noticed it had been pressed and cleaned while he slept—and fastened the collar around his neck. The leather felt different this morning. Less like a constraint and more like a reminder.

A promise.

He was ready for whatever came next.

The knock came at eight.

A staff member, bearing another envelope. Another set of instructions.

*Mr Cross,*

*This morning’s session will take place in the east wing. Follow the corridor past the library and descend the staircase at the end. You will find a door marked with a rabbit symbol. Enter.*

*You will not speak unless addressed. You will follow all instructions without hesitation. You will trust that everything I do serves your development.*

*This morning, we test your calibration.*

*A.W.*

He read it twice.

*Test your calibration.*

He didn’t know what that meant. But he was about to find out.

He left the suite, following the corridor past the library—its dark wood and leather bindings glimpsed through an open door—and descended the staircase at the end. The air grew cooler as he went down, the light dimmer, until he reached a heavy wooden door marked with a silver rabbit.

He took a breath.

And entered.

The room was large. Circular. Windowless.

The walls were white, the floor covered in pale carpet, and the only light came from recessed fixtures that cast everything in a soft, clinical glow. In the centre of the room stood a chair—not the wooden one from the study, but something more elaborate. Padded. Adjustable. With straps attached to the armrests and legs.

Alexandra stood beside it.

She was wearing a suit of pale grey today, her hair pulled back, her expression calm and assessing. In her hand, she held something that made Daniel’s breath catch.

A remote control.

Small. Black. Unremarkable.

But he knew what it was for.

‘Sit,’ she said.

He sat.

The chair was comfortable—more comfortable than he expected—and he felt the padding conform to his body. But his eyes were fixed on the remote in her hand, his pulse quickening.

‘You’re wondering what this is,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘It’s a calibration tool.’ She pressed a button, and he felt a faint vibration against his skin—not from the chair, but from the device still locked between his legs. ‘The device you’re wearing has certain capabilities. Remote activation. Variable intensity. Timed intervals.’ She pressed another button, and the vibration increased. ‘Today, we’re going to explore those capabilities.’

He swallowed. ‘Why?’

‘Because calibration requires testing.’ She set the remote aside—out of his reach—and began to adjust the chair. The back reclined slightly, the leg rests elevated, until he was in a position that was neither fully upright nor fully horizontal. ‘We need to establish your thresholds. Your ability to maintain composure under stimulation. Your capacity to separate physical sensation from emotional reaction.’ She fastened the straps around his wrists, then his ankles—not tight, but secure. ‘This is not about pleasure, Daniel. It’s about control. Yours. And mine.’

She picked up the remote again.

‘Shall we begin?’

The testing lasted for what felt like hours.

Alexandra worked with clinical precision, adjusting the intensity of the vibration in increments, observing his reactions, taking notes on a tablet she’d propped on a nearby stand. She didn’t speak much during the process—just occasional questions, delivered in that calm, measured voice.

‘Rate your discomfort on a scale of one to ten.’

‘What are you feeling right now?’

‘Where in your body do you notice the sensation?’

He answered as honestly as he could. The vibrations ranged from barely perceptible to intense enough to make his breath catch, and throughout it all, the cage prevented any release. The frustration built, ebbed, built again—a cycle that left him trembling and desperate and strangely clear-headed.

‘You’re doing well,’ she said at one point, her hand resting briefly on his arm. ‘Better than most.’

‘Most?’

‘Most who come through this Programme.’ She adjusted something on the remote, and the sensation shifted—less vibration, more of a gentle pulse. ‘You have natural discipline. It’s buried under layers of performance, but it’s there.’ She looked at him, her eyes soft. ‘We’re going to uncover it.’

The session ended as abruptly as it had begun.

She released the straps, helped him to his feet, and handed him a glass of water. He drank it gratefully, his body still humming with residual sensation.

‘Return to your suite,’ she said. ‘Rest. This afternoon, we’ll discuss what we’ve learned.’ She touched his face briefly, her fingers cool against his flushed skin. ‘You did well, Daniel. I’m pleased.’

The words settled into him like warm water.

He didn’t know why they mattered so much.

He only knew that they did.

He walked back to his suite in a daze.

The corridors seemed different now—softer, somehow, as if the world had shifted slightly on its axis. His body ached in unfamiliar ways, and his mind was quiet in a way it hadn’t been in years.

He lay down on the bed without undressing.

The ceiling above him was white. Featureless. Like a blank canvas.

He thought about Alexandra. About her hands on his face. About the way she’d said *I’m pleased*, and how those two words had made him feel like he’d won something more important than any deal.

He thought about the key in the drawer.

He thought about the collar around his neck.

He thought about what it meant to surrender—and realised, with a quiet certainty that settled deep into his bones, that he was no longer afraid.

He closed his eyes.

And let himself rest.


CHAPTER FIVE - Focus Protocol

He woke to the sound of rain still falling.

The grey light had deepened overnight, the sky outside his windows a uniform blanket of cloud. He lay still for a moment, taking stock. His body ached in ways that were becoming familiar—the residual tension from yesterday’s testing, the constant presence of the cage, the slight soreness in his shoulders from being bound.

But beneath all of that, something else.

Clarity.

His mind felt quieter than it had in years. The constant buzz of anxiety, of ambition, of the desperate need to prove himself—it had dimmed. Not disappeared, but softened. Made manageable by the strange alchemy of surrender.

He touched the collar at his throat.

He’d slept in it again. He hadn’t thought to remove it. Hadn’t wanted to. The leather had become a part of him now, as natural as his own skin. A reminder of who he belonged to. What he had chosen.

He rose from the bed and crossed to the window.

The garden below was wet and gleaming, the paths dark with rain, the flowers bowing under the weight of water. The greenhouse in the distance was shrouded in mist, its glass panels beaded with moisture. Beyond it, the hedge maze disappeared into the fog.

He wondered what Alexandra was doing right now. Whether she was awake. Whether she was thinking about him.

The thought caught him off guard with its intimacy.

When had he started caring what she thought? When had her approval become something he craved?

He knew the answer, of course. It had started the moment she’d looked at him in the boardroom and seen through every defence he’d ever built. It had deepened when she’d bound him to the chair and held him while he wept. And it had crystallised yesterday, in the white room, when she’d tested him with clinical precision and told him she was pleased.

*I’m pleased.*

Two words. Simple. Ordinary.

They had unravelled him more thoroughly than any negotiation ever had.

The instructions arrived at nine.

Another envelope. Another elegant script. This one longer than the previous messages, written in Alexandra’s own hand rather than the formal typography of earlier communications.

*Daniel,*

*Yesterday marked the beginning of your calibration. Today, we formalise the Protocol.*

*The Focus Protocol is the foundation of the Programme. It governs how you will conduct yourself during your time here—and, if you choose to continue, beyond. It establishes the relationship between your physical discipline and your mental acuity. Between your surrender and your performance.*

*At ten o’clock, you will present yourself in the study. You will bring the contract and the key. You will kneel when you enter. You will wait for me to speak first.*

*This is not a test of your obedience. It is a test of your understanding. I need to know that you comprehend what you’re agreeing to—not just intellectually, but emotionally. Physically.*

*We will discuss the terms of your focus. We will establish the rules that will govern your time here. And you will, for the first time, formally request what you have already given.*

*Do not be late.*

*A.W.*

He read it three times.

*Formally request what you have already given.*

The words settled into his chest like stones.

He understood what she was asking. She wanted him to say it. To acknowledge, out loud, what he had already agreed to through his actions. She wanted him to name it. To claim it.

To make it real.

He set the letter on the writing desk and opened the drawer.

The key was still there, gleaming softly in the morning light. He picked it up, feeling its weight, and thought about what it represented. Freedom. Control. The ability to end this whenever he wanted.

He could still use it.

He could still leave.

He closed his fingers around the key.

And knew, with a certainty that bordered on peace, that he would do neither.

The study was warmer than usual.

The fire had been built higher, its flames crackling behind the grate, casting flickering shadows across the dark wood and leather. The desk had been pushed to one side, creating an open space in the centre of the room. Two chairs faced each other across a low table—one for her, one for him—but they were different from the furniture that had been there before. Lower. More intimate.

Alexandra stood by the window, her back to him, silhouetted against the grey light.

She was wearing a suit of deep forest green today, her hair pulled back in its usual severe style, her hands clasped behind her back. She didn’t turn when he entered.

He knelt.

The position came easier now. His knees found the floor with a grace that surprised him, his head bowing slightly, his hands resting on his thighs. He kept his eyes down, focusing on the pattern of the rug beneath him—the same rabbit motif that appeared everywhere, woven in threads of gold and cream.

He waited.

The silence stretched. He could hear the fire crackling, the rain against the windows, the soft sound of Alexandra’s breathing. He didn’t know how much time passed before she spoke.

‘You read the letter.’

‘Yes.’

‘You understand what I’m asking.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have the key?’

He held it up, still without looking at her. Felt her approach, her footsteps soft against the floor. Felt her take the key from his palm, her fingers brushing against his skin.

‘Do you have the contract?’

He handed it over.

She moved away. He heard her settle into one of the chairs, the leather creaking softly beneath her weight.

‘You may rise,’ she said. ‘Sit across from me.’

He stood, his knees protesting slightly, and took the other chair. The seat was lower than he expected, forcing him to look up at her even while seated. He recognised the design choice. Another subtle assertion of hierarchy.

Alexandra opened the contract, flipping to a page near the middle.

‘Section seven,’ she said. ‘Exposure and Visibility Clause. Read it.’

He took the document, found the section, and read aloud.

‘*The Programme may include situations involving public composure testing, controlled observation by senior executives, and leadership scenarios under stress conditions. The Bunny Executive agrees to maintain professional conduct at all times and accepts that refinement may occur in semi-public environments.*’ He paused. ‘*Humiliation is not the objective. Refinement is.*’

‘And do you understand what that means?’

‘I think so.’

‘Tell me.’

He considered his words carefully. ‘It means you’ll test me in situations where I have to maintain composure. Where other people might see. Where the stakes are professional, not just personal.’ He met her gaze. ‘It means you’ll use exposure as a tool for growth.’

‘Good.’ She leaned forward slightly. ‘And the final sentence. What does that mean to you?’

He thought about the words. *Humiliation is not the objective. Refinement is.*

‘It means you’re not trying to degrade me,’ he said slowly. ‘You’re trying to improve me. Make me better. Stronger.’ A pause. ‘It means the discomfort serves a purpose.’

‘Yes.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Everything I do serves a purpose, Daniel. Every test. Every restriction. Every moment of exposure. It is all designed to strip away what doesn’t serve you and reveal what does.’ She reached across the table and placed her hand over his. ‘But it only works if you trust me. Completely. Implicitly. With parts of yourself you’ve never trusted to anyone.’

Her hand was warm against his. Grounding.

‘Do you trust me?’ she asked.

The question hung in the air.

He thought about his answer. He could have lied. Could have said what she wanted to hear. But something in her eyes told him she would know the difference. She always knew.

‘I’m learning to,’ he said. ‘I trust you more than I’ve trusted anyone in a long time. But complete trust…’ He shook his head. ‘I’m not there yet. I don’t know if I know how to be.’

She nodded. As if she’d expected that answer.

‘That’s honest,’ she said. ‘I appreciate honesty.’ She withdrew her hand and leaned back. ‘Today, we work on trust. And on focus.’ She picked up a slim folder from the table and opened it. ‘Tell me about the Meridian acquisition. Not the business case. Not the strategic rationale. Tell me what you felt when you closed it.’

He blinked at the shift in subject. ‘What I felt?’

‘Yes. Emotion. The thing you’ve spent your career pretending doesn’t exist.’

He thought back to the boardroom. The victory. The rush of adrenaline as he’d dismantled the opposition’s arguments. The moment Alexandra had risen from her chair and said his name.

‘Triumph,’ he said. ‘And then…’ He hesitated. ‘Emptiness.’

‘Go on.’

‘I won. I got what I wanted. And then it was over, and I felt…’ He searched for the right word. ‘Nothing. The high faded, and I was just… empty. Waiting for the next thing. The next win.’ He looked down at his hands. ‘It’s always like that. The chase is everything. The victory is nothing.’

‘Because you’re chasing the wrong thing.’

‘What do you mean?’

She set the folder aside and fixed him with a gaze that seemed to see right through him.

‘You’ve spent your career pursuing external validation. Promotions. Deals. Recognition. You think these things will fill the emptiness inside you. But they can’t. They were never designed to.’ She tilted her head. ‘The emptiness you feel is the absence of connection. Of meaning. Of surrender to something greater than your own ambition.’

‘And that’s what this Programme offers? Meaning?’

‘It offers the possibility. If you’re willing to do the work.’ She stood, moving toward the window. ‘The Focus Protocol is about redirecting your energy. Instead of chasing external validation, you learn to cultivate internal stillness. Instead of performing for others, you learn to be present with yourself. And instead of using control as a weapon, you learn to surrender it as a gift.’

She turned to face him.

‘The device you’re wearing is a tool. The collar is a symbol. The rules I’m about to give you are a framework. None of these things will work unless you choose, every moment of every day, to trust the process. To trust me.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then let’s begin.’

She produced a document from the folder.

Not the contract—something else. A single page, printed on cream paper, with a list of rules arranged in neat columns. She handed it to him, watching as he read.

**FOCUS PROTOCOL – DAILY REQUIREMENTS**

1. **Morning Presentation**: The Bunny Executive will present himself in the study at nine o’clock each morning, properly attired and collared. He will kneel upon entry and wait for acknowledgment before speaking.

2. **Physical Discipline**: The restraint device remains in place for the duration of the Programme. Release is earned through demonstrated focus and may be requested only during formal sessions. Self-touch is prohibited.

3. **Verbal Protocol**: The Bunny Executive will address the CEO as “Ma’am” or “Ms Wren” during sessions. Formal address is required at all times, except when explicit permission for informality has been granted.

4. **Posture Standards**: The Bunny Executive will maintain upright posture at all times when seated. Slouching, fidgeting, or other signs of inattention will be corrected.

5. **Journal Requirement**: The Bunny Executive will maintain a written journal of his experiences, thoughts, and emotional responses. The journal will be submitted for review each evening and may be discussed during sessions.

6. **Permission Protocol**: The Bunny Executive will request permission before eating, drinking, or using facilities during structured session hours. Permission will not be unreasonably withheld.

7. **Service Requirements**: The Bunny Executive may be required to perform acts of service—preparing drinks, serving meals, attending to physical needs—as directed. Service is not punishment. It is practice in humility and attention.

8. **Observation Clause**: The Bunny Executive may be observed by designated third parties during specific exercises. This is not optional. Refusal will result in immediate termination of the Programme.

9. **Honesty Requirement**: All questions must be answered truthfully and completely. Deflection, omission, or dishonesty will be addressed through structured correction.

10. **Safe Word Protocol**: The Bunny Executive may use the word “Pause” to temporarily halt any activity for discussion. The word “Stop” will end the session immediately and trigger a review process. Use of the safe word will never result in punishment or negative consequences.

He read the list twice.

Then looked up at her.

‘This is…’ He struggled to find the right word.

‘Comprehensive,’ she said. ‘Yes. It’s designed to create structure. Accountability. A framework within which you can explore surrender safely.’ She moved toward him, stopping just behind his chair. Her hands came to rest on his shoulders. ‘Every rule serves a purpose. Every requirement is an opportunity for growth. And every moment of compliance is a moment of trust.’

‘What if I fail?’

Her grip tightened slightly on his shoulders.

‘Then we’ll address it. Together. Failure is not the end of the Programme. It’s part of the process.’ She released him and moved back into his field of vision. ‘But there is one rule I haven’t written down. The most important one.’

‘What is it?’

She crouched before him, bringing her eyes level with his.

‘You will ask for what you need. Not what you think I want to hear. Not what you think you should want. What you actually need.’ Her expression was serious. ‘This only works if you’re honest. With me and with yourself. If you need something—release, rest, correction, comfort—you will tell me. Understood?’

He nodded.

‘Verbally, Daniel.’

‘Yes. I understand.’

‘Good.’ She rose. ‘Now. Do you have questions?’

A hundred. A thousand. But one rose to the surface, demanding to be spoken.

‘Why me?’ he asked. ‘Why did you select me for this Programme?’

She was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled. The rain tapped against the windows.

‘Because I saw something in you,’ she said finally. ‘Potential. Capacity for surrender. A hunger you’ve been running from your entire life.’ She turned to face the window, her profile silhouetted against the grey light. ‘I’ve been watching you for three years, Daniel. Every negotiation. Every presentation. Every time you crushed an opponent and then looked around the room, searching for someone to see past the victory to the man underneath.’ She glanced at him. ‘I saw you. And I knew you were ready.’

The weight of her words settled over him.

Three years. She’d been watching him for three years.

‘How many others have you selected?’ he asked. ‘For this Programme?’

She didn’t answer immediately. When she spoke, her voice was quieter.

‘Five. Over seven years.’ She turned to face him. ‘Each one different. Each one broken in their own way. Each one looking for something they couldn’t name.’

‘What happened to them?’

‘They completed the Programme. Some chose to continue our dynamic afterward. Some chose to leave.’ A pause. ‘Some I asked to leave.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they weren’t ready. Because they confused surrender with submission. Because they wanted to be controlled rather than to grow.’ She moved toward him, stopping just in front of his chair. ‘I don’t make that determination lightly. I invest in every Bunny who comes through this Programme. And I expect them to invest in themselves.’

‘And if I’m not ready? If I disappoint you?’

Her expression softened.

‘Then we’ll figure it out together.’ She reached out and touched his face, her fingers cool against his skin. ‘I don’t expect perfection, Daniel. I expect honesty. Effort. The willingness to stay when everything in you wants to run.’ Her thumb traced along his jaw. ‘Can you give me that?’

He turned his face into her palm, an instinct he didn’t know he had.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can try.’

‘That’s all I ask.’

She withdrew her hand and straightened.

‘Now. Let’s discuss your first formal exercise. Tomorrow, we begin negotiation training. You’ll face a series of scenarios designed to test your composure under pressure.’ She moved toward the desk, retrieving a slim folder. ‘But first, I want you to write. In your journal. About what you felt when I touched your face just now.’

He blinked. ‘Now?’

‘Now. The journal is in your suite. You have one hour.’ She handed him the folder. ‘This contains the negotiation scenarios. Read them before tomorrow’s session. Prepare yourself mentally.’ Her eyes met his. ‘And Daniel?’

‘Yes?’

‘Use the safe word if you need it. There’s no shame in needing a pause.’

He nodded.

‘Go,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you at dinner.’

He returned to his suite in a daze.

The rules were still echoing in his mind—each one a small surrender, a piece of himself given over to her control. Morning presentation. Physical discipline. Verbal protocol. Permission requests. Journal requirements.

It should have felt suffocating.

Instead, it felt like relief.

He sat at the writing desk and opened the journal he found there—a leather-bound book, its pages cream and blank, its cover embossed with the same rabbit motif that appeared everywhere. He picked up the pen, let it hover over the paper, and tried to organise his thoughts.

*What you felt when I touched your face just now.*

He wrote.

*She touched my face. Her fingers were cool against my skin. I turned into her palm like a flower toward the sun, and I didn’t know I was going to do it until I had already done it.*

*I felt… seen. Held. Not physically—I know the difference—but emotionally. Like she was holding something fragile and precious, and I was the fragile thing.*

*I don’t know what to do with that. I’ve spent my entire life being the strong one. The one who holds. The one who controls. And now I’m kneeling and collared and wearing a device I can’t remove, and all I can think about is when she’ll touch me again.*

*Is this surrender? Is this what it feels like to let go?*

*It terrifies me. And I never want it to stop.*

He read over what he’d written.

Then closed the journal.

The negotiation scenarios were elegant.

He read through them over lunch—delivered to his suite by silent staff, each course a small work of art—and found himself both impressed and unsettled. The scenarios were designed to push. To test. To find the cracks in his composure and apply pressure.

Scenario one: A hostile takeover negotiation with a competitor who uses personal information as leverage.

Scenario two: A board meeting where he must defend a controversial decision while being questioned aggressively by multiple parties.

Scenario three: A private negotiation with Alexandra herself, where the stakes were personal rather than professional.

Each scenario came with notes. Observations about his past performance. Areas for improvement. Specific triggers to watch for.

And at the bottom of the third scenario, a handwritten note in Alexandra’s script:

*This one is the most important. Prepare yourself carefully. You’ll be facing me directly, and I won’t make it easy.*

*A.W.*

He stared at the note.

A private negotiation with Alexandra. Where the stakes were personal.

He thought about what that might mean. What she might ask. What she might demand.

And felt, beneath the anxiety, a stirring of something else.

Anticipation.

Dinner was at eight.

He arrived on time, wearing the blue suit, the collar fastened around his throat. The private dining room was set for two again, but this time there was a difference. A third place had been laid at the table—though it was empty, the chair pushed back, the setting untouched.

Alexandra was already seated when he entered.

She rose as he approached, her eyes moving over him with that assessing gaze that had become familiar. She was wearing a suit of deep navy tonight, her hair down, her jewellery minimal—just the gold rabbit-ear earrings and a thin band on her right hand.

‘You’ve read the scenarios,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘And the journal entry?’

‘I wrote it. As instructed.’

She gestured for him to sit. He did.

‘I read it.’ She took her own seat, her eyes never leaving his. ‘You’re frightened. And drawn. Both at once.’ She picked up her wine glass, took a slow sip. ‘That’s good. It means you’re paying attention.’

‘I’ve never felt like this before,’ he said quietly. ‘This… exposed.’

‘Vulnerability is terrifying. But it’s also the only path to real connection.’ She set down her glass. ‘Tonight, I want to discuss the third scenario. The private negotiation.’ She leaned forward. ‘You’ll face me directly. No board. No external pressure. Just you and me. And I’ll be asking you for something you may not be prepared to give.’

He swallowed. ‘What?’

‘The truth. About what you want. Not just from this Programme, but from your life.’ Her expression was serious. ‘You’ve built a career on reading other people. Understanding their desires and using them to your advantage. Now I’m asking you to read yourself. To understand what you actually want, beneath all the ambition and the performance.’

‘And if I don’t know?’

‘Then we’ll find out together.’ She reached across the table and placed her hand over his. ‘That’s what this Programme is for, Daniel. Not to break you. To build you. To help you become the person you’ve been running from your whole life.’

Her hand was warm. Grounding.

‘And if that person terrifies me?’ he asked.

‘Then you’ll learn to make peace with the fear.’ Her thumb traced a small circle on the back of his hand. ‘You’re stronger than you know. And braver than you think. Trust that.’

He looked down at their joined hands.

Then back at her face.

‘When do we begin?’ he asked.

‘Tomorrow. After the morning session.’ She withdrew her hand and picked up her menu. ‘But for now, eat. Rest. Let yourself settle into the protocol.’ Her eyes met his over the top of the menu. ‘You’re doing well, Daniel. Better than you realise.’

Dinner passed quietly after that—courses arriving and departing, conversation flowing easily between business and personal topics. But beneath the surface, Daniel could feel the tension building. Tomorrow, he would face her directly. He would have to tell the truth about what he wanted.

And he wasn’t sure he knew the answer.

After dinner, she walked him back to his suite.

It was unexpected. She’d dismissed him with instructions before, always formal, always professional. But tonight, she fell into step beside him, her heels clicking softly against the marble floor.

‘The protocol may seem restrictive,’ she said as they walked. ‘But restriction creates freedom. When you’re not constantly making decisions, you have energy for other things. For reflection. For growth.’

‘I’m starting to understand that.’

‘Good.’ They reached his door, and she stopped, turning to face him. ‘I want you to write in the journal again tonight. About what you’re afraid of. Not the surface fears—the deep ones. The ones you’ve never told anyone.’

‘That’s… a lot.’

‘I know.’ Her expression was soft. ‘You don’t have to share everything. But I want you to be honest with yourself. That’s the first step toward being honest with me.’

She reached out and touched his collar—not his face this time, but the leather around his throat. Her fingers traced along the edge, feeling the place where it met his skin.

‘This is a symbol,’ she said. ‘But it’s also a promise. When you wear it, you’re agreeing to trust me. To let me guide you. To let me see you.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Do you still agree?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I do.’

‘Then wear it to bed tonight. And tomorrow, when you present yourself in the study, you’ll tell me one thing you’ve never told anyone. One truth you’ve been hiding.’ She released his collar and stepped back. ‘That’s the price of tomorrow’s negotiation. One truth. One piece of yourself you’ve been keeping locked away.’

She turned and walked down the corridor, her footsteps fading into silence.

Daniel stood at his door, his hand on the handle, his heart racing.

One truth.

He had so many. Piled up inside him like stones, one on top of the other, until he could barely breathe beneath the weight.

Tomorrow, he would have to give one of them up.

He opened the door and stepped inside.

The journal was waiting on the writing desk, its leather cover gleaming softly in the lamp light.

He sat down.

Opened it.

And began to write.


CHAPTER SIX - Negotiation Lab

He woke before dawn.

The room was still dark, the windows showing nothing but the faintest suggestion of grey against black. He lay still for a long moment, listening to the rain that had fallen steadily throughout the night finally beginning to ease, its rhythm softening from a steady drum to an occasional whisper against the glass.

The collar was still around his throat.

He’d worn it to bed as instructed, and sometime during the night, it had stopped feeling like an intrusion and started feeling like a part of him. The leather had warmed against his skin, moulding to the shape of his neck, becoming as natural as his own pulse.

He reached up and touched it.

*One truth.*

That was what she’d asked for. One piece of himself he’d never given anyone.

He’d written in the journal until his hand cramped, the pages filling with words he’d never expected to commit to paper. Fears. Desires. The shapeless longing that had haunted him for as long as he could remember. The desperate hunger to be known, to be held, to be claimed by someone who saw past every defence he’d ever built.

He’d written about his father. About the anger that still burned somewhere beneath his ribs, a fire that never quite went out. About his mother and her silence, the way she’d looked through him instead of at him, as if he reminded her of something she couldn’t bear to see.

He’d written about the emptiness that followed every victory. The way success felt like ash in his mouth. The way he’d spent thirty years chasing something he couldn’t name, only to find that every finish line was just the starting point of another race.

And he’d written about her.

Alexandra.

About the way she touched his face. The way she said his name. The way she looked at him as if he were a puzzle she was patiently solving, one piece at a time.

*What you felt when I touched your face just now.*

He’d written: *I felt like I was coming home to a place I’d never been.*

The journal lay on the bedside table now, its leather cover closed, its secrets contained. He would have to give one of those secrets up today. One truth, spoken aloud, to the woman who had already seen more of him than anyone in his life.

The thought terrified him.

It also thrilled him.

He bathed and dressed with care.

The protocol specified that he present himself at nine o’clock, properly attired and collared. He chose the pale pink suit—the first one she’d given him, the one that still felt like a statement he wasn’t sure he understood. The silk shirt was cream, soft against his skin, and he fastened the rabbit-ear cufflinks with fingers that only trembled slightly.

The collar remained in place.

He studied himself in the full-length mirror.

The man who looked back was still recognisable. Still Daniel Cross, with the same sharp jaw and the same dark hair and the same watchful eyes. But something had shifted. The posture was straighter. The shoulders were back. The expression was more settled, as if some internal war had finally reached a ceasefire.

He looked… present.

He wasn’t sure he’d ever looked present before.

The study was warm when he entered.

The fire had been built high, its flames crackling behind the grate, casting the room in flickering amber light. The desk had been moved back to its usual position, but two chairs had been arranged in front of it—one behind the desk, one before.

Alexandra was not yet present.

He knelt.

The position came naturally now, his knees finding the floor with an ease that would have seemed impossible just days ago. He kept his eyes down, focusing on the pattern of the rug, and waited.

The clock on the mantelpiece ticked steadily.

At nine o’clock precisely, the door opened.

He heard her enter, her heels clicking softly against the floor, her presence filling the room like a change in atmospheric pressure. She moved past him without acknowledgement, settling into the chair behind the desk.

‘Good morning, Daniel.’

Her voice was calm. Measured. Professional.

‘Good morning, Ms Wren.’

‘You may rise. Sit.’

He stood, his knees protesting slightly, and took the chair across from her. The seat was lower than the one she occupied, forcing him to look up at an angle that reinforced the hierarchy between them.

She was wearing a suit of charcoal grey today, severe and elegant, her hair pulled back in its usual style. On the desk before her lay several items: the contract, a folder similar to the one he’d received yesterday, and a small black object he recognised immediately.

The remote.

‘I read your journal entry,’ she said without preamble.

His stomach tightened. ‘All of it?’

‘Every word.’ Her eyes met his. ‘You wrote about feeling like you were coming home to a place you’d never been. That’s an unusual way to describe surrender.’

‘I don’t know how else to describe it.’

‘Then let’s examine it.’ She leaned back in her chair, folding her hands in her lap. ‘What does home mean to you?’

The question caught him off guard. He’d expected her to focus on the darker passages—the anger, the grief, the desperate hunger. Not this.

‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve never really thought about it. Home was always just… a place. A house. An address.’

‘And now?’

He considered. ‘Now it feels like… a state. A way of being. Somewhere I can stop running.’ He met her gaze. ‘Somewhere I can be seen without being destroyed.’

She nodded slowly, as if he’d said something significant.

‘That’s what this Programme offers. Not a destination, but a way of being. A place inside yourself where you can rest.’ She picked up the folder and opened it. ‘But to get there, you have to face the things you’ve been running from. And today, we begin that process in earnest.’

She handed him the folder.

‘This contains today’s negotiation scenario. You have thirty minutes to review it. After that, we’ll conduct a mock negotiation in the conference room.’ Her expression was unreadable. ‘I’ll be playing the role of your opponent. Your task is to maintain composure, advocate for your position, and reach a favourable outcome.’

‘That sounds straightforward.’

‘It isn’t.’ She picked up the remote, holding it where he could see. ‘Because during the negotiation, I’ll be using this. At intervals I determine. At intensities I choose.’ Her eyes locked on his. ‘Your ability to negotiate effectively while under physical stress will determine your success or failure.’

The reality of what she was proposing settled over him.

A negotiation. With her. While she stimulated him remotely. While he wore a device he couldn’t remove. While every moment of composure would require fighting against his own body’s responses.

‘Understood,’ he said.

‘Good.’ She rose from her chair. ‘Thirty minutes. The conference room is down the hall from the library. I’ll meet you there.’ She paused at the door, looking back. ‘And Daniel? The truth I asked for. You’ll give it to me after the negotiation. Consider it your reward for a successful performance.’

She left.

He opened the folder.

The scenario was more complex than he’d expected.

It outlined a merger negotiation between two companies—one of which was being acquired against its will. His role was to represent the acquiring company, advocating for terms that would secure the deal while minimising disruption. Alexandra’s role was to represent the target company, fighting for better terms and, where possible, resisting the acquisition entirely.

The issues at stake were significant. Valuation. Personnel retention. Cultural integration. And a particularly contentious point: what to do with the target company’s CEO, who was widely respected but potentially hostile to the acquisition.

He read through the materials carefully, making notes, identifying his priorities and his leverage points. The negotiator in him woke up, analysing the situation with the cold precision he’d honed over a decade of high-stakes deals.

But beneath that analytical surface, another part of him was already anticipating what was to come. The remote. The stimulation. The challenge of maintaining focus while his body responded to inputs he couldn’t control.

He thought about what she’d said. *Your ability to negotiate effectively while under physical stress will determine your success or failure.*

This wasn’t just about the negotiation. It was about calibration. About learning to function at a high level despite distraction, discomfort, even pleasure. It was about proving to himself—and to her—that he could maintain his capabilities even when stripped of his usual defences.

He closed the folder.

Stood.

Adjusted his collar.

And walked to the conference room.

The conference room was stark.

A long table of dark wood, chairs arranged along each side, a screen at one end for presentations. The walls were white, the lighting clinical, and the only decoration was a single piece of abstract art—a swirl of pastel colours that might have been flowers or might have been something else entirely.

Alexandra was already seated at one end of the table, her posture immaculate, her expression professional. In front of her lay a folder matching his own, along with a notepad and pen.

And in her hand, the remote.

‘Sit,’ she said, gesturing to the chair at the opposite end.

He sat.

The table stretched between them, long enough that he could barely see the details of her expression. But he could feel her attention like a physical weight, pressing against him from across the distance.

‘We’ll begin with opening statements,’ she said. ‘You’ll speak first. Standard negotiation protocol.’ She set the remote on the table in front of her, within easy reach. ‘And I’ll interject as I see fit.’

He took a breath.

Began.

‘Wren Enterprises is pleased to present this acquisition proposal. We believe the strategic alignment between our organisations creates significant value for both shareholder groups, and we’re committed to structuring a transaction that—’

The vibration began.

Low. Subtle. Almost gentle.

He felt it against his skin, inside the device, a hum that seemed to travel through his body and settle somewhere at the base of his spine. His voice caught for just a fraction of a second before he recovered.

‘—that recognises the contributions of the target company’s leadership team while positioning the combined entity for growth in the Asia-Pacific region.’

He continued speaking, laying out the rationale, the synergies, the financial projections. All the while, the vibration continued—not increasing, not decreasing, just present. A constant reminder that his body was no longer entirely his own.

Alexandra listened without interrupting, her face revealing nothing.

When he finished, she leaned forward.

‘Thank you for that presentation, Mr Cross.’ Her voice was cool. Professional. ‘However, I must note that your valuation significantly understates the target company’s growth trajectory. Our Q4 projections show a fifteen percent increase in revenues, which your model fails to capture.’

She pressed a button on the remote.

The intensity increased.

He felt his breath catch, fought to keep his expression neutral. The vibration was stronger now, insistent, demanding attention. He forced himself to focus on her words, on the numbers she was citing, on the counter-arguments forming in his mind.

‘The Q4 projections are optimistic,’ he said, his voice steadier than he felt. ‘Historical performance suggests a more conservative growth rate of eight to ten percent. We’ve applied a weighted average that—’

‘Historical performance doesn’t account for our recent contract wins.’ She pressed another button. The intensity increased again. ‘The Singapore deal alone will add three million to revenues in the first year.’

He felt his body responding to the stimulation despite his best efforts. The device was relentless, its vibrations traveling through him, awakening sensations he couldn’t control. He shifted in his chair, trying to find a position that would ease the pressure.

‘Even with the Singapore contract, the valuation remains within acceptable parameters.’ He heard his own voice, calm and measured, and wondered how it was possible. ‘What we’re proposing is a fair price that reflects both current performance and reasonable growth assumptions.’

‘And what about my CEO?’ Alexandra’s eyes glittered. ‘Your proposal calls for his immediate removal. That’s unacceptable.’

The vibration shifted—not more intense, but different. A pulsing rhythm that seemed designed to unsettle. He felt himself growing hard against the confines of the cage, the restriction both painful and arousing.

‘The CEO’s role would be transitional,’ he said. ‘He’d remain as an advisor during the integration period, ensuring continuity of relationships and institutional knowledge.’

‘And then he’d be discarded.’ She stood, moving around the table toward him. ‘After thirty years of building this company, he’d be pushed aside to make room for your people.’ She stopped beside his chair, close enough that he could smell her perfume—something green and floral, like crushed leaves. ‘Is that how Wren Enterprises treats the leaders of the companies it acquires?’

He looked up at her.

She was testing him. Not just his negotiating skills, but his ability to maintain composure under pressure. Physical pressure. Emotional pressure. The pressure of her proximity, her attention, her control.

‘The CEO would be treated fairly,’ he said. ‘As would all employees of the target company. Our goal is integration, not displacement.’

‘Your goal is extraction.’ She leaned down, her face inches from his. ‘You want our intellectual property, our market position, our client relationships. And you’re willing to destroy everything we’ve built to get it.’ She pressed a button on the remote. The intensity spiked. ‘Just like every other acquirer who’s ever come calling.’

He gasped.

He couldn’t help it. The sensation was too intense, too focused, too precisely calibrated to his body’s responses. He felt his hands grip the edge of the table, his knuckles white, his breath coming in short, controlled bursts.

‘Ms Wren—’

‘Stay focused, Daniel.’ Her voice was low. Intimate. ‘You’re negotiating. Not surrendering.’ She moved behind him, her hand resting briefly on his shoulder. ‘Prove to me you can maintain your position even when everything in you wants to break.’

He closed his eyes for a moment.

Then opened them.

‘The terms of this acquisition are negotiable,’ he said, his voice rough but steady. ‘The CEO’s role. The valuation. The integration timeline. All of it. But the strategic rationale is sound. This merger creates value for both organisations, and I’m prepared to work with you to structure a deal that reflects that.’

Alexandra was silent for a long moment.

Then the vibration stopped.

She returned to her seat at the far end of the table, her expression unreadable.

‘You’ve made your point,’ she said. ‘Let’s discuss specific terms.’

The negotiation continued for another hour.

They worked through each issue methodically—valuation, personnel, integration, governance. Throughout it all, Alexandra used the remote at irregular intervals, sometimes increasing the intensity, sometimes decreasing it, sometimes leaving it off entirely. He never knew when the next wave would come, and the uncertainty was almost as challenging as the sensation itself.

But he adapted.

He learned to breathe through the stimulation, to channel his arousal into focus, to let the physical sensation sharpen his mind rather than scatter it. He found that the restriction of the cage—the constant reminder of his lack of control—actually helped him concentrate. It gave him something to push against. Something to resist.

By the time they reached agreement on the major terms, he was exhausted. Sweaty. Desperately aroused and unable to do anything about it.

But he had also negotiated a deal that was favourable to his position.

He had maintained his composure.

He had not broken.

‘Well done,’ Alexandra said, closing her folder. ‘Your performance exceeded my expectations.’

‘Thank you, Ms Wren.’

‘Stand up.’

He stood. His legs were shaky, his body humming with residual tension.

She walked around the table toward him, stopping just in front of him. Her expression was soft in a way he’d rarely seen—almost proud.

‘The negotiation tested your composure,’ she said. ‘But it also tested something else. Your ability to function under conditions of restraint. To perform at a high level while your body was being controlled by someone else.’ She reached out and touched his collar, her fingers tracing the edge where it met his skin. ‘Most men find that intolerable. They need control to feel competent. They can’t function without it.’

‘And me?’

‘You performed better restrained than you would have unrestrained.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Do you understand why?’

He thought about it. About the focus he’d felt during the negotiation. The clarity that had emerged from the chaos of sensation.

‘The restriction gave me something to push against,’ he said slowly. ‘Something to resist. And that resistance… sharpened me.’

‘Yes.’ Her hand moved from his collar to his face, cupping his jaw. ‘That’s the paradox of surrender. When you stop fighting against the wrong things, you gain energy to fight for the right ones.’ Her thumb traced along his cheekbone. ‘You did well, Daniel. I’m proud of you.’

The words settled into him like warm water.

*Proud.*

She was proud of him.

He didn’t know why it mattered so much. He only knew that it did.

She led him back to the study.

The fire had been maintained, its flames still crackling behind the grate. She gestured for him to sit, then took her own chair across from him, her posture as impeccable as ever.

‘The negotiation was the test,’ she said. ‘Now comes the reward.’

‘Reward?’

‘The truth I asked for.’ Her eyes held his. ‘One thing you’ve never told anyone. One piece of yourself you’ve been keeping locked away.’

His stomach tightened.

He’d known this was coming. He’d prepared for it. But now that the moment was here, he felt the familiar urge to deflect. To offer something safe. Something that wouldn’t expose him too deeply.

But that wasn’t what she wanted. And it wasn’t what he needed.

‘I’m afraid,’ he said.

‘Of what?’

‘Of being seen.’ He looked down at his hands. ‘Of being known. Of someone looking at me and seeing all the broken places I’ve spent my life hiding.’ He met her gaze. ‘And I’m even more afraid of not being seen. Of going through my whole life performing, succeeding, winning—and never having anyone know who I actually am.’

Silence.

The fire crackled. The clock ticked.

‘That’s not a unique fear,’ Alexandra said softly. ‘Most people share it to some degree.’

‘There’s more.’

‘Tell me.’

He took a breath.

‘I’ve never let anyone close enough to hurt me. Not really. I’ve had relationships. Lovers. Friends. But I’ve always kept a part of myself back. A part I never showed anyone.’ His voice dropped. ‘Until you.’

‘Until me,’ she repeated.

‘You see things in me I didn’t know were there. You ask questions no one’s ever asked. You touch me in ways that…’ He stopped, searching for words. ‘That make me feel like I’m being dismantled. And rebuilt. And I don’t know how to feel about that.’

‘Do you want to stop?’

The question was simple. The answer was not.

He thought about his life before this. The endless negotiations. The victories that felt like ash. The loneliness that followed him from boardroom to bedroom, never quite lifting no matter how many people surrounded him.

He thought about the collar around his neck. The cage between his legs. The way Alexandra looked at him—not with pity or judgement, but with recognition. As if he were a puzzle she was patiently solving.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to stop.’

‘Then what do you want?’

The question hung in the air.

He knew the answer. He’d written it in the journal last night, in words he’d never expected to commit to paper. But saying it aloud was different. Saying it aloud made it real.

‘I want to belong to someone,’ he said. ‘Not because I’m weak. Because I’m strong enough to choose it.’ He met her eyes. ‘I want to be yours. Completely. Without reservation.’

Alexandra was silent for a long moment.

Her expression gave nothing away, but something shifted in her eyes—a flicker of emotion that might have been surprise. Or recognition. Or something deeper.

‘That’s a significant request,’ she said finally.

‘I know.’

‘You’ve known me for less than a week.’

‘I know.’

‘And you’re prepared to commit yourself—your body, your career, your future—to me. Based on what?’

He considered the question carefully.

‘Based on the fact that you see me,’ he said. ‘Truly see me. In ways no one ever has.’ He leaned forward. ‘Based on the fact that when I’m with you, I feel like I’m becoming the person I was always supposed to be.’ A pause. ‘And based on the fact that when you touched my face in the greenhouse and said you’d been watching me for three years, I didn’t feel afraid. I felt… known.’

She stood.

Walked to the window.

Her back was to him, her silhouette sharp against the grey light.

‘You’re asking for something I’ve only given to one other person,’ she said quietly. ‘And that ended badly.’

‘What happened?’

She didn’t answer for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was distant.

‘He couldn’t handle it. The surrender. The intensity. He thought he wanted to be controlled, but what he actually wanted was to be validated. When I stopped validating and started pushing, he broke.’ She turned to face him. ‘He tried to hurt me. Professionally. Personally. He used the things I’d told him in confidence as weapons.’

‘I would never—’

‘Everyone says that. In the beginning, everyone believes it.’ She moved toward him, stopping just in front of his chair. ‘Trust is built, Daniel. Not given. You’ve shown me something significant today. You’ve told me something significant. But you haven’t proven it. Not yet.’

‘Then let me prove it.’

‘You will.’ Her hand came to rest on his collar, her fingers tracing the leather. ‘Through the Programme. Through the tests I design. Through the surrender you choose to give me, moment by moment, day by day.’ She leaned down, her face inches from his. ‘And if you truly want to be mine—completely, without reservation—then you’ll need to earn it. Through performance. Through honesty. Through trust.’

‘How long?’

‘As long as it takes.’ Her eyes searched his. ‘Are you prepared for that?’

He thought about his life. His career. The emptiness that had followed every victory. The loneliness that had shadowed every success.

He thought about the collar around his neck, and the peace it brought him.

He thought about Alexandra, and the way she saw through every defence he’d ever built.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’m prepared.’

She nodded slowly.

‘Then we continue.’ She straightened, releasing his collar. ‘Return to your suite. Rest. Write in your journal about what happened today—about the negotiation, about the truth you shared, about what you’re feeling right now.’ Her expression was serious. ‘Tonight, we’ll discuss the next phase of the Programme. And tomorrow, we’ll begin the real work.’

‘The real work?’

‘What you’ve experienced so far has been preparation. Assessment. Calibration.’ She moved toward the door. ‘Tomorrow, we begin the process of transformation. The stripping away of everything that isn’t essential. The reconstruction of who you are.’ She paused with her hand on the doorframe. ‘It will be intense, Daniel. More intense than anything you’ve experienced. And it will require everything you have to give.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Are you ready?’

He rose from his chair.

Stood before her.

Let himself be seen.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’m ready.’

She held his gaze for a long moment.

Then nodded.

‘Good.’ She opened the door. ‘I’ll see you at dinner.’

He returned to his suite.

The corridors were quiet, the house still, the only sound his own footsteps against the marble. He felt different. Lighter. As if something had been lifted from him, or added to him, or both.

He sat at the writing desk and opened the journal.

The pages he’d filled last night stared back at him—words of fear and longing and desperate hope. But today, he had something new to add. Something that felt like a beginning.

He picked up the pen.

Wrote.

*Today I negotiated while she controlled my body. I performed better restrained than I would have unrestrained. She told me she was proud of me, and I felt something I haven’t felt in longer than I can remember.*

*Worth.*

*I told her the truth. The real truth. That I want to belong to someone. That I want to be hers. And she didn’t laugh or dismiss it or use it against me. She told me to prove it. To earn it. Through trust and honesty and surrender.*

*I don’t know what the next phase holds. I don’t know what she has planned. But for the first time in my life, I’m not afraid of the unknown.*

*I’m looking forward to it.*

He closed the journal.

Leaned back in his chair.

And let himself rest.


CHAPTER SEVEN - First Crack

The days that followed blurred together.

Daniel fell into a rhythm that felt almost natural—morning presentations, afternoon sessions, evening dinners, nights spent writing in his journal until his eyes burned. The protocol became second nature, its restrictions transforming from burdens into gifts. Each rule he followed was a small act of surrender. Each instruction he obeyed was a thread binding him closer to her.

And she was everywhere.

In the mornings, she would receive him in the study, her eyes moving over his collared form with an ownership that made his pulse quicken. She would question him about his journal entries, probing the depths of his psyche with a precision that left him exposed and aching. She would correct his posture, his speech, his breathing—small adjustments that somehow felt more intimate than any touch.

In the afternoons, she would test him. Negotiations with the remote. Mental exercises while bound. Tasks that required focus while she stimulated him at irregular intervals, keeping his body in a constant state of aroused anticipation.

And in the evenings, she would dine with him, conversation flowing easily between professional topics and personal revelations, the dynamic between them shifting and deepening with each passing hour.

But something else was happening too.

He was beginning to change.

Not just his behaviour—though that was changing too, his movements more measured, his speech more considered, his default state one of calm alertness rather than constant agitation. Something deeper was shifting, some fundamental realignment of his relationship with himself.

He felt more present. More grounded. More aware of his own body, his own thoughts, his own desires.

And more aware of her.

Every time she looked at him, he felt it like a physical touch. Every time she said his name, something inside him responded with a yearning that bordered on desperation. Every time she praised him—which she did with increasing frequency—he felt a warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with the fire in the grate.

He was falling.

He knew it. Could feel it happening, could track his own descent with the analytical precision that had made him successful in business.

And he didn’t want to stop.

Wednesday brought rain.

Heavy sheets of it, hammering against the windows, turning the world outside into a grey blur. Daniel woke to the sound and lay still for a moment, letting it wash over him, feeling the peace that had become his constant companion in this strange, transformed state.

The collar was still around his throat. He touched it now, running his fingers along the leather, feeling the place where it had moulded to his skin. It had become a part of him. A second pulse. A reminder of who he belonged to.

He rose.

Dressed in the lavender suit—the one that still made him feel slightly ridiculous, its colour too soft, too feminine, too far from the sharp blacks and navy he’d worn his entire career. But Alexandra had selected it for him, and wearing it was an act of obedience. Of surrender. Of trust.

He fastened the rabbit-ear cufflinks and studied himself in the mirror.

The man who looked back was still recognisable, but changed. The tension that had lived in his jaw was gone. The defensive set of his shoulders had softened. His eyes were clearer, as if some fog had lifted.

He looked… settled.

It was a strange word to associate with himself. He’d spent his entire life in motion—chasing the next deal, the next promotion, the next victory. Rest had always felt like weakness. Stillness had always felt like failure.

But now, in this place, with her, he was learning a different truth.

That stillness could be strength. That surrender could be power. That falling might not be the same as failing.

The morning session was different.

When he entered the study at nine o’clock and knelt on the rug, Alexandra was not alone.

A man stood by the window, his back to the room, his silhouette sharp against the grey light. He was tall—nearly as tall as Daniel—with broad shoulders and the confident posture of someone accustomed to authority.

Daniel’s stomach tightened.

‘You may rise,’ Alexandra said.

He stood, keeping his eyes down, waiting for her to explain.

‘Daniel, this is Julian Hart. Senior Strategy Director. He’s joined us for the week to assist with a strategic review.’ Her voice was calm, professional, giving nothing away. ‘Julian, this is Daniel Cross. Our Bunny Executive Candidate.’

Daniel looked up.

Julian Hart had turned from the window, and now Daniel could see his face—handsome in a sharp, predatory way, with dark eyes that seemed to assess everything in a single glance. A smile played at the corner of his mouth, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

‘Bunny Executive Candidate,’ Julian repeated, his voice smooth. ‘That’s an unusual title.’

‘It’s an unusual Programme,’ Alexandra said. ‘Mr Cross has been selected for intensive leadership development. He’s shown remarkable progress.’

‘I’m sure.’ Julian’s eyes moved over Daniel, taking in the lavender suit, the collar, the cufflinks. Something flickered in his expression—recognition? Curiosity? ‘Though I have to say, the dress code is rather unexpected. Pastels? Is that a new executive trend I’ve missed?’

Daniel felt heat rise to his cheeks.

‘The attire is part of the Programme’s holistic approach to leadership development,’ Alexandra said, her voice utterly level. ‘It encourages flexibility. Adaptability. The ability to perform regardless of external circumstances.’

‘How interesting.’ Julian moved closer, his eyes never leaving Daniel. ‘And the collar? Is that also part of the holistic approach?’

Daniel’s hand rose instinctively to his throat, then stopped. He let it fall to his side.

‘Yes,’ Alexandra said. ‘It is.’

She didn’t elaborate. Didn’t explain. Simply let the word hang in the air, a statement of fact that neither denied nor justified.

Julian’s smile widened slightly.

‘I look forward to observing this Programme in action,’ he said. ‘It sounds… unconventional.’

‘It is.’ Alexandra rose from her chair. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse us, Mr Cross and I have a morning session to conduct. I trust you can find your way to the conference room? The strategic review materials are waiting for you there.’

‘Of course.’ Julian inclined his head, his eyes flicking briefly to Daniel before returning to Alexandra. ‘I’ll see you both at lunch.’

He left, closing the door behind him.

The silence that followed was heavy.

‘He doesn’t know,’ Daniel said carefully. ‘What the Programme actually involves.’

‘He knows there’s a Programme. He knows it’s selective. He knows it’s unusual.’ Alexandra’s expression was unreadable. ‘Beyond that, he has only speculation.’ She moved toward her desk, picking up a folder. ‘But he’s perceptive. And suspicious. And motivated to discover things that aren’t his to discover.’

‘Motivated how?’

She looked at him directly.

‘Julian was passed over for the Bunny selection this year. He doesn’t know you were chosen—that process is confidential—but he knows he wasn’t. And he resents it.’ She set the folder down. ‘He’ll be watching you. Watching us. Looking for any hint of impropriety he can use to undermine the Programme. Or me.’ Her eyes held his. ‘You need to be careful around him.’

Daniel absorbed this. The landscape was shifting. What had felt like a private, protected space was now being observed. Judged. Potentially threatened.

‘What should I do?’

‘Nothing different.’ Alexandra’s voice was firm. ‘The Programme continues as planned. Your training continues as planned. But you should be aware that your behaviour will be scrutinised by someone who wishes to see you fail.’ She paused. ‘Can you handle that?’

He thought about the past week. The sessions. The surrender. The way he’d begun to feel settled in his own skin for the first time in his life.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can handle it.’

‘Good.’ She opened the folder. ‘Then let’s begin.’

The morning session was intense.

Alexandra pushed him harder than she had in days, the remote stimulation constant and demanding. She had him negotiate again—this time a crisis simulation where multiple problems emerged simultaneously, each requiring immediate attention while his body fought for composure.

But he held.

He breathed through the stimulation. Focused through the distraction. Maintained his performance even as his body screamed for release.

And when it was over, when the remote was finally silent and he sat trembling in his chair, Alexandra looked at him with something that might have been pride.

‘You’re improving,’ she said. ‘Your resilience has increased significantly since the first session.’

‘Thank you, Ms Wren.’

‘This afternoon, we’ll add a new element. But first…’ She reached across the table and touched his face, her fingers cool against his flushed skin. ‘You’ve earned a moment of rest. Lunch is in one hour. Julian will be present, along with two other executives who arrived this morning for the strategic review.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Remember what I said. He’ll be watching.’

‘I understand.’

‘Good.’ She withdrew her hand. ‘Go to your suite. Change into the blue suit. Compose yourself.’ Her voice dropped. ‘And Daniel?’

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t let him see you sweat.’

The blue suit was a relief.

After the lavender, the soft navy felt almost normal—professional, conservative, safe. He fastened the collar around his throat, studying himself in the mirror, trying to see what Julian would see.

A man in a pastel suit and a leather collar. Bunny-ear cufflinks. A flush on his cheeks that no amount of cold water could entirely erase.

He looked compromised. Controlled. Owned.

The thought sent a spike of arousal through him, followed immediately by a flush of shame. What was happening to him? He was a vice president on the fast track to C-level, a man who’d spent his career projecting authority and competence. And now he was standing in a borrowed suit, wearing another person’s collar, worrying about how he appeared to a rival executive.

This was what she wanted, he realised. Not to humiliate him—though there was humiliation in it—but to strip away the performance. To make him stop caring about appearances and start caring about something deeper.

About who he actually was.

He took a breath.

Straightened his shoulders.

And walked to lunch.

The dining room was larger than the private space where he and Alexandra usually ate.

A long table of polished wood, surrounded by chairs that could accommodate twenty or more. The executives had already gathered—three of them, including Julian, arranged along one side of the table. Alexandra sat at the head, her posture impeccable, her expression calm.

Daniel’s place was beside her. To her right.

The positioning was deliberate. He understood that now. Every arrangement, every detail, was calculated to establish hierarchy. To reinforce the power dynamic between them.

He took his seat, aware of the eyes on him. Julian was directly across, his dark gaze assessing, calculating.

‘Daniel,’ Alexandra said. ‘You know Julian, of course. And this is Margaret Chen, Chief Financial Officer, and Thomas Wright, Head of Operations.’

He nodded to each of them. ‘A pleasure.’

‘Mr Cross,’ Margaret said, her voice cool but polite. ‘I’ve heard interesting things about your work on the Meridian acquisition. An aggressive approach, but effective.’

‘Thank you. It was a challenging negotiation.’

‘I’m sure.’ Her eyes moved briefly to his collar, then away. ‘Alexandra tells us you’re participating in some kind of leadership development programme. That must be… illuminating.’

‘It is.’

‘Unusual methodology, from what I understand.’ Thomas leaned forward, his expression curious. ‘The company’s never had a programme like this before. What exactly does it involve?’

Daniel felt Alexandra’s hand come to rest on his thigh beneath the table. A subtle pressure. A reminder.

‘Focus,’ he said. ‘Discipline. The development of resilience under pressure.’ He met Thomas’s eyes. ‘It’s been transformative.’

‘In what way?’

The hand on his thigh pressed slightly. He felt a vibration begin—low, subtle, almost imperceptible. The remote.

He kept his expression neutral.

‘I’ve learned to function at a higher level by developing greater internal control,’ he said. ‘The programme pushes participants beyond their comfort zones. Forces them to confront limitations they didn’t know they had.’ He felt the vibration increase slightly, his body responding despite his best efforts. ‘And shows them what they’re capable of when those limitations are removed.’

‘Fascinating.’ Julian’s voice was silk. ‘And the collar? What function does that serve?’

Daniel felt the vibration increase again. His breath caught almost imperceptibly.

‘You’ve already asked that question,’ Alexandra said, her voice cutting through the tension. ‘And I’ve already answered it. The collar is part of the Programme’s methodology. The specifics are proprietary.’ She picked up her wine glass, her expression utterly calm. ‘Now, shall we discuss the strategic review? I believe there are several items requiring attention.’

The conversation shifted. Margaret and Thomas began discussing operational challenges, their attention moving away from Daniel and his unusual situation.

But Julian’s eyes never left him.

And the vibration never stopped.

Lunch was torture.

Not painful—Alexandra kept the intensity at a level that was arousing without being overwhelming—but relentless. Every time he began to relax, to focus on the business discussion, she would increase the stimulation slightly. Every time he thought he had adapted, she would shift the rhythm.

His body was on fire. His mind was struggling to maintain focus. And all the while, Julian watched from across the table, his dark eyes missing nothing.

Daniel could feel himself slipping.

The arousal was building, pressure against the cage, his body desperate for release that couldn’t come. His face was flushed. His breathing was slightly uneven. His hands trembled slightly against the tablecloth.

He was losing control.

And Julian saw it.

‘Daniel,’ Julian said during a pause in the conversation. ‘You look unwell. Are you feeling alright?’

The table went silent. All eyes turned to him.

‘I’m fine,’ he said, his voice rougher than he intended. ‘Just… tired. The Programme is demanding.’

‘I imagine it is.’ Julian’s smile was predatory. ‘Perhaps you need rest. It would be a shame if the Programme’s demands compromised your ability to participate in the strategic review.’

The implication was clear. Julian was suggesting that Daniel was unfit. That the Programme was harming rather than helping. That Alexandra’s methods were suspect.

Alexandra’s hand pressed harder against his thigh.

‘Daniel’s participation in the strategic review is not in question,’ she said, her voice cold. ‘His performance has exceeded expectations. And his development has been remarkable.’ She turned to look at him, her eyes meeting his. ‘Isn’t that right, Daniel?’

He held her gaze.

Felt the vibration still thrumming through him.

And made a choice.

‘Yes,’ he said, his voice steadier now. ‘The Programme has been the most valuable development experience of my career. I’m grateful for the opportunity.’ He turned to Julian. ‘And I’m more than capable of contributing to the strategic review. Thank you for your concern.’

Julian’s smile didn’t falter, but something flickered in his eyes.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you are.’

The afternoon session was worse.

Alexandra had warned him about the new element, but he hadn’t anticipated what it would be.

After lunch, the executives dispersed to various meetings. Margaret and Thomas went to the conference room. Julian retired to the library, where he could be seen through the glass doors, his eyes occasionally lifting to watch the corridor.

And Daniel was led to the garden.

The rain had stopped, leaving everything wet and gleaming. The paths were dark with moisture, the flowers bowing under the weight of water. The air was cool and clean, smelling of earth and growth.

Alexandra walked beside him, her posture as impeccable as ever, her expression calm.

‘This afternoon’s exercise is about composure in public spaces,’ she said. ‘You’ve proven you can maintain focus during controlled sessions. Now we test your ability to perform when the environment is less predictable.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re going to walk through the garden. Have a conversation. Act like a normal professional engaged in a normal discussion.’ She produced the remote from her pocket. ‘And throughout, I’ll be using this. At intensities I determine. In a space where anyone might see you.’

His stomach tightened. ‘Anyone?’

‘The executives are here for the strategic review. They’ll be moving through the house, the grounds. At any moment, one of them might appear on the path behind us, in front of us, across the lawn.’ She stopped walking and turned to face him. ‘You won’t know when. You won’t know who. And you’ll have to maintain composure regardless of what I’m doing to you.’

‘That’s… risky.’

‘Everything worthwhile is.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Do you trust me?’

He thought about the question. About what it actually meant.

He thought about the collar around his neck. The cage between his legs. The way she’d touched his face and told him she was proud. The way he’d fallen further and harder than he’d ever fallen for anyone.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I trust you.’

‘Then walk with me.’

They walked.

The garden was beautiful in the aftermath of the rain, every surface gleaming, every leaf dripping. The air was cool against Daniel’s skin, a relief after the heat of the house. For a moment, he almost forgot what was coming.

Then the vibration began.

It started low, a gentle hum against his most sensitive flesh. He felt his body respond immediately, arousal spiking despite the inappropriate context. His breath caught slightly, but he kept walking, kept his expression neutral.

‘Tell me about your mother,’ Alexandra said.

He blinked at the subject change. ‘My mother?’

‘Yes. You’ve mentioned her briefly. I’d like to know more.’

He struggled to focus on the question while the stimulation continued. ‘There’s not much to tell. She was… absent. After my father left, she withdrew. Into herself. Into silence.’

‘And how did that affect you?’

‘It made me…’ He paused, the vibration increasing slightly. ‘Self-reliant. I learned not to need anyone.’

‘But you did need someone.’

‘I… yes.’ He felt his face heating, his body responding to the stimulation despite his best efforts. ‘I always needed someone. I just didn’t know how to ask.’

‘And now?’

‘Now I’m learning.’

The vibration increased again. He stumbled slightly on the path, catching himself before he fell.

‘Daniel.’ Alexandra’s voice was soft. ‘Someone’s coming.’

He looked up.

A figure was approaching on the path ahead—Thomas Wright, walking briskly, his attention apparently on his phone. He hadn’t seen them yet, but in moments, he would be close enough to notice everything.

The vibration didn’t stop.

‘You need to maintain composure,’ Alexandra said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘Whatever I’m doing to you. Whatever you’re feeling. You will not let him see you falter.’

Daniel’s heart raced. His body was on fire, the stimulation relentless, his arousal pressing against the cage with an urgency that bordered on pain. And Thomas was getting closer, closer, close enough now to see their faces.

‘Daniel!’ Thomas’s voice was jovial. ‘Good to see you outside. Getting some fresh air?’

Daniel forced a smile. ‘Yes. The garden is beautiful after the rain.’

‘Indeed it is.’ Thomas fell into step beside them. ‘I was just reviewing the operational projections. Some fascinating data on the Asia-Pacific expansion. I’d love your perspective on the supply chain implications.’

The vibration increased.

Daniel felt his knees weaken slightly. His breath caught. He was a heartbeat away from losing control, from showing something that couldn’t be explained, from exposing everything.

‘I’d be happy to share my thoughts,’ he said, his voice remarkably steady. ‘Though perhaps we could discuss it during tomorrow’s session? I’m afraid I’m not fully prepared to speak to the specifics at the moment.’

Thomas nodded, seemingly satisfied. ‘Of course. Tomorrow works. I’ll look for you after lunch.’ He raised a hand in farewell. ‘Enjoy your walk.’

He continued down the path, disappearing around a corner.

The moment he was gone, Daniel’s composure cracked. He gasped, doubling over slightly, his hands bracing against his knees. The vibration was overwhelming now, his body screaming for release that couldn’t come.

‘Easy.’ Alexandra’s hand was on his back, her touch grounding. ‘Breathe. Let it pass.’

He breathed.

In through his nose. Out through his mouth. The vibration eased slightly—not stopping, but diminishing to a level he could manage.

‘You did well,’ she said. ‘He didn’t see anything.’

‘I almost lost it.’

‘But you didn’t.’ She helped him straighten. ‘That’s the point of the exercise. Not to avoid difficulty, but to function through it.’ Her eyes met his. ‘You’re stronger than you think, Daniel. Remember that.’

He nodded, still trying to catch his breath.

‘Now.’ She released him, stepping back. ‘We have another half-hour of walking ahead of us. And I expect you to maintain your composure throughout.’ Her smile was slight but real. ‘Can you do that?’

He looked at her.

At the woman who had taken him apart and was putting him back together in a shape he was only beginning to recognise.

At the woman who saw him more clearly than anyone ever had.

At the woman he was falling toward with every breath.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can do that.’

‘Then walk with me.’

They continued through the garden, the vibration rising and falling in unpredictable waves, his body learning a new kind of endurance.

And somewhere behind them, watching from a window in the house, Julian Hart observed it all.

The crack came later.

After the garden walk, after dinner, after another evening of conversation and connection that left Daniel feeling simultaneously exhausted and alive. He was in his suite, preparing for bed, when the knock came.

He opened the door.

Julian stood in the corridor, his smile as smooth as ever.

‘Daniel,’ he said. ‘I hope I’m not disturbing you.’

‘What do you want?’

‘Straight to the point. I appreciate that.’ Julian leaned against the doorframe. ‘I wanted to discuss something with you. Something I think you’ll find interesting.’

‘I’m tired. Whatever you have to say can wait until tomorrow.’

‘It really can’t.’ Julian’s smile didn’t falter. ‘It’s about Alexandra. And the Programme. And what’s actually happening between the two of you.’

Daniel’s stomach tightened.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Don’t you?’ Julian’s eyes moved over him, taking in the collar still fastened around his throat. ‘You wear a collar. You blush at lunch like a man being… stimulated. You walk through the garden with her, gasping and trembling, while no one else is close enough to hear.’ He leaned closer. ‘I’ve been around long enough to recognise what that looks like. And it’s not leadership development.’

‘You’re mistaken.’

‘Am I?’ Julian’s voice dropped. ‘I’ve seen the way she looks at you. The way you look at her. The dynamic between you isn’t professional—it’s personal. Intimate.’ His eyes glittered. ‘And if the board knew what was actually happening in this Programme, there would be consequences. For her. And for you.’

Daniel felt something cold settle in his chest.

‘What do you want?’

‘What I’ve always wanted.’ Julian straightened. ‘Recognition. Advancement. The position that should have been mine.’ His smile sharpened. ‘Step aside, Daniel. Withdraw from the Programme. Tell everyone you’ve realised it’s not for you. And I’ll forget what I’ve seen.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘Then I go to the board. With my observations. My concerns. And my questions about whether Alexandra Wren is fit to lead this company when she’s… involved… with subordinate executives.’ His eyes held Daniel’s. ‘Your choice.’

He turned and walked down the corridor, leaving Daniel standing in the doorway, his heart pounding, his carefully constructed world suddenly uncertain.

He didn’t sleep.

He lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, Julian’s words echoing in his mind. The threat was real. The consequences were real. Everything he’d been building—the trust, the surrender, the connection with Alexandra—was suddenly fragile. Exposed.

He thought about telling her. About confessing the conversation, letting her handle it, trusting her to navigate the politics.

But something held him back.

Pride, maybe. The desperate need to prove he could handle this himself. That he wasn’t so broken, so dependent, that he couldn’t solve a problem without her help.

Or fear. The terror that if he told her, she would end it. Would decide he wasn’t worth the risk. Would withdraw the one thing that had made him feel whole in longer than he could remember.

He didn’t know what to do.

So he did the only thing he knew how to do.

He wrote in his journal.

*Julian knows. Or suspects. He threatened me tonight—told me to withdraw from the Programme or he’d go to the board. I should tell Alexandra. I know I should. But I can’t bear the thought of losing this. Losing her.*

*I’ve spent my whole life being strong. Independent. Self-reliant. But this programme has shown me how weak I actually am. How desperate for connection. How willing to submit.*

*Is it weakness? Or is it strength to finally admit what I need?*

*She asked me if I trusted her. I said yes. But now I’m keeping a secret. Hiding a threat. Pretending everything is fine when it isn’t.*

*Is that betrayal? Or is it protection?*

*I don’t know anymore.*

*All I know is that I’ll do anything to keep this. To keep her. Even if it means fighting battles I’m not sure I can win.*

He closed the journal.

Turned off the light.

And lay in the dark, waiting for morning.


CHAPTER EIGHT - Performance Review

He woke with a weight on his chest.

Not physical—though the cage was still present, still restrictive, still a constant reminder of his constrained state. This was something else. A pressure that had settled over him during the night and refused to lift.

Julian’s words.

*Step aside, Daniel. Withdraw from the Programme.*

*If you refuse, I go to the board.*

He lay still in the grey pre-dawn light, listening to the birds begin their morning chorus outside his window. The collar was still fastened around his throat. He’d worn it to bed again, as he did every night now. It had become so natural that he sometimes forgot it was there—until moments like this, when his fingers found the leather and traced its edge, and he remembered.

He belonged to someone.

That knowledge should have been comforting. And it was, in some deep, fundamental way. But it was also terrifying. Because belonging to someone meant that someone could take it away. Could decide he wasn’t worth the trouble. Could withdraw the connection that had become the centre of his world.

And now there was Julian. A threat that hovered at the edges of everything, waiting to crack the foundation he’d built.

He should tell her.

He knew he should. The honesty requirement was explicit—one of the core tenets of the Programme. All questions must be answered truthfully and completely. Deflection, omission, or dishonesty would be addressed through structured correction.

But this wasn’t a question. She hadn’t asked him about Julian. Hadn’t asked if anything was wrong. And surely the rule applied to things she asked, not things he volunteered.

Surely.

The rationalisation felt hollow even as he formed it. But he held onto it anyway, turning it over in his mind like a smooth stone, trying to convince himself it was enough.

The morning presentation was at nine.

He dressed with care, choosing the pale yellow suit—the softest of the pastels, the one that made him feel most exposed. The silk shirt was white today, pristine against his skin, and the rabbit-ear cufflinks caught the light as he fastened them.

The collar remained in place.

He studied himself in the mirror.

The man who looked back was composed. Controlled. The dark circles under his eyes were faint, barely visible, easily attributed to the demanding nature of the Programme. His posture was straight, his shoulders back, his expression calm.

Nothing to see. Nothing to worry about.

He was fine.

The study was warm when he entered.

Alexandra was already present, seated behind the desk in a suit of deep burgundy that made her look like royalty. Her hair was pulled back in its usual severe style, her jewellery minimal—just the gold rabbit-ear earrings and a thin band on her right hand.

He knelt.

The position came automatically now, his body folding into submission with a grace that still surprised him. He kept his eyes down, focusing on the pattern of the rug, waiting for her acknowledgement.

‘Good morning, Daniel.’

Her voice was calm. Measured. But something in it made him look up.

Her eyes were on him, and there was an intensity in her gaze that he’d come to recognise. The look of someone assessing. Evaluating. Searching for something beneath the surface.

‘Good morning, Ms Wren.’

‘Rise. Sit.’

He stood, his knees protesting slightly, and took the chair across from her. The seat was lower than hers, forcing him to look up at an angle that reinforced the hierarchy between them.

She studied him for a long moment without speaking.

‘You didn’t sleep well.’

It wasn’t a question. He felt a flicker of panic—how did she know?—before forcing himself to remain calm.

‘I slept fine.’

‘Daniel.’ Her voice was soft but carried an edge. ‘I can see the tension in your shoulders. The fatigue in your eyes. The way you’re holding yourself like you’re expecting an attack.’ She leaned forward. ‘The honesty requirement applies to more than just the questions I ask. It applies to everything. At all times.’ Her eyes held his. ‘What’s wrong?’

His heart pounded.

He could tell her. Right now. Could confess everything—Julian’s approach, the threat, the ultimatum. Could let her handle it, trust her to navigate the politics, accept whatever consequences came.

But the words wouldn’t come.

Some stubborn part of him—some remnant of the independent, self-reliant man he’d been before this Programme—insisted he could handle it himself. That he didn’t need to run to her with every problem. That proving his strength meant fighting his own battles.

‘It’s nothing,’ he said. ‘Just the intensity of the Programme. It’s been demanding.’

She was silent for a long moment.

Then she nodded slowly.

‘Today will be more demanding still.’ She opened a folder on her desk. ‘This is your formal performance review. We’ll be examining your progress, identifying areas for development, and setting objectives for the remainder of the Programme.’ Her expression was unreadable. ‘You will kneel for this session. And you will answer every question honestly. Completely.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Ms Wren.’

‘Then remove your jacket. Fold it over the chair. And kneel.’

He knelt on the rug before her desk.

The position was different from his usual presentation. This wasn’t the formal kneel at the door—this was something more exposed, more vulnerable. He was facing her directly, his hands resting on his thighs, his eyes cast down toward the floor.

She circled him slowly, her heels clicking against the wood.

‘Standards have always been important to you,’ she said, her voice coming from somewhere behind him. ‘High performance. Recognition. The constant drive to prove yourself.’

‘Yes.’

‘And yet, before this Programme, you never felt satisfied. No matter how much you achieved, it was never enough.’

‘No. It wasn’t.’

‘Why?’

He considered the question. It was the central mystery of his life—the emptiness that had followed every victory, the hunger that had never been sated.

‘Because I was chasing the wrong things,’ he said slowly. ‘External validation. Promotions. Deals. Recognition from people whose opinions shouldn’t have mattered.’ He paused. ‘I was trying to fill a hole that couldn’t be filled.’

‘And now?’

‘Now I’m learning that the hole was never the problem.’ He felt her presence behind him, close enough that he could sense the warmth of her body. ‘The problem was that I was trying to fill it alone. Instead of letting someone else in.’

Her hand came to rest on his shoulder.

‘That’s good insight,’ she said. ‘But insight is easy. Application is harder.’ She moved around him, coming into his field of vision. ‘You’ve made progress in the Programme. Your focus has improved. Your composure under pressure has strengthened. Your ability to surrender has deepened.’ Her eyes held his. ‘But there are areas that concern me.’

‘What areas?’

She crouched before him, bringing her face level with his.

‘You’re still holding back. Still protecting something. There’s a part of you that you refuse to surrender, no matter how much you think you’ve given.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I can feel it in the way you respond to me. A hesitation. A reserve. A wall that you won’t let anyone past.’

He felt his chest tighten.

‘I’m trying—’

‘I know you’re trying. But trying isn’t the same as doing.’ She rose, moving back behind the desk. ‘Today, we’re going to address that. Through the review process, through whatever means necessary.’ She opened the folder. ‘We’re going to find the part of you that’s still hiding. And we’re going to bring it into the light.’

The review began.

She questioned him methodically, systematically, covering every aspect of his performance in the Programme. His focus during negotiations. His composure during stimulation exercises. His emotional honesty during journal reviews. His physical responsiveness during controlled sessions.

Each question required an answer. Each answer led to another question. And throughout it all, he remained on his knees, looking up at her from his vulnerable position.

‘When you negotiated the mock merger, how did you feel?’

‘Focused. Sharpened. The stimulation helped me concentrate.’

‘And when I increased the intensity beyond what you’d previously experienced?’

He remembered. The spike of sensation that had nearly broken him. The desperate effort to maintain composure while his body screamed for release.

‘Overwhelmed. But I held.’

‘How did it feel to hold? To deny your body what it wanted?’

He searched for words. ‘It felt… powerful. Like I was proving something. Not just to you, but to myself.’

‘And what were you proving?’

‘That I could survive it. That I was strong enough.’ He paused. ‘That I was worthy.’

She nodded slowly.

‘And what about when you walked through the garden? When Thomas appeared on the path? How did that feel?’

He remembered the terror. The desperate effort to appear normal while his body was being stimulated remotely. The moment of almost-failure before he’d pulled himself back.

‘Frightening. Exhilarating.’ He met her eyes. ‘I almost lost it.’

‘But you didn’t.’

‘No. I didn’t.’

‘Why not?’

He thought about it. ‘Because I couldn’t bear to disappoint you.’

The words came out before he could stop them. He felt exposed, vulnerable, stripped of every defence.

Alexandra’s expression softened slightly.

‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘That’s honest. But it’s not the whole truth, is it?’

His stomach tightened.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean there’s something else. Something you’re not telling me.’ She rose from behind the desk, moving toward him. ‘I’ve watched you carefully, Daniel. I’ve seen the way you respond to me, the way you’ve opened yourself, the way you’ve surrendered. And I’ve also seen the way you’ve been holding something back since yesterday afternoon.’ She stopped directly in front of him, close enough that he could smell her perfume—something green and floral, like crushed leaves. ‘What happened after dinner last night?’

His heart pounded.

She knew. She somehow knew. And she was giving him a chance to confess, to be honest, to meet the requirement he’d been skirting.

Julian’s face flashed through his mind. The smooth smile. The implicit threat. The ultimatum that hung over everything.

‘Nothing happened,’ he said. ‘I wrote in my journal. Went to bed. That’s all.’

She was silent for a long moment.

Then she crouched before him again, her hand coming to rest on his collar.

‘Daniel,’ she said softly. ‘I can feel your pulse through this leather. It’s racing. Your pupils are dilated. Your breathing is shallow.’ Her eyes searched his. ‘You’re lying to me. And we both know it.’

He felt panic rise in his chest.

‘I’m not—’

‘Stop.’ Her voice was firm. ‘The honesty requirement is not optional. It’s fundamental to everything we’re building. Without trust, there can be no surrender. Without truth, there can be no connection.’ Her grip tightened slightly on his collar. ‘Tell me what happened. Right now. Whatever it is, we’ll face it together.’

He opened his mouth.

Closed it.

The words were right there, ready to spill out. *Julian came to my room. He threatened to expose us. He wants me to withdraw from the Programme.*

But something held him back. The fear that confessing would make it real in a way he couldn’t control. The desperate hope that he could still handle it himself. The terror that she would decide he wasn’t worth the risk.

‘I can’t,’ he said finally. ‘I can’t tell you. Not yet.’

She released his collar.

Stood.

Her expression had shifted. The softness was gone, replaced by something harder. Colder.

‘Then we’re done here for now.’ She moved back behind the desk. ‘Return to your suite. Write in your journal. Every thought, every feeling, every fear. And tonight, at dinner, you’ll tell me what you’ve been hiding.’ Her eyes met his. ‘This is not a request, Daniel. It’s a requirement. If you can’t be honest with me, there is no Programme. There is no us. There is nothing.’

He felt the words land like blows.

Nothing.

He’d finally found something real, something that made him feel whole, and he was risking it over a threat he was too afraid to name.

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ Her voice was ice. ‘Because right now, I’m not sure you do. I’m not sure you understand anything about what we’re building here. What it requires. What it costs.’ She turned away. ‘Go. I’ll see you at dinner. With the truth. Or not at all.’

He returned to his suite.

The corridors felt longer than usual. The house felt colder. Every step was weighted with the knowledge that he was destroying the one thing that had made him feel alive.

He sat at the writing desk.

Opened the journal.

Stared at the blank page.

The truth was there, waiting to be written. Julian’s face. The smooth voice. The threat that hung over everything. But writing it would make it real, and real meant confessing, and confessing meant…

What?

What would she do if she knew? Would she end the Programme? Would she face the board? Would she fight for him, or would she decide he wasn’t worth the risk?

He didn’t know.

And the not knowing was paralyzing.

He wrote.

*She knows I’m hiding something. She gave me a chance to confess, and I couldn’t do it. I froze. I lied. I failed.*

*Julian came to me last night. He knows—or suspects—what’s happening between us. He threatened to go to the board. He wants me to withdraw from the Programme, or he’ll destroy everything.*

*I should tell Alexandra. I know I should. The honesty requirement is clear. Deflection, omission, or dishonesty will be addressed through structured correction.*

*But I’m terrified.*

*Not of Julian. Not of the board. Not of the consequences.*

*I’m terrified of losing her.*

*In one week, she’s become the centre of my world. The one person who sees me clearly. The one person who makes me feel whole. And if I tell her about Julian, she might decide I’m not worth the trouble. She might end this. End us.*

*I’m choosing to protect a secret instead of trusting her with the truth. I know it’s wrong. I know it violates everything the Programme stands for. But I can’t seem to stop.*

*Is this my failure? Or is this my fear?*

*Or are they the same thing?*

He closed the journal.

Sat in silence.

And tried to find the courage to do what he knew he had to do.

The hours crawled past.

He ate nothing. Couldn’t stomach food. Couldn’t focus on anything except the conversation ahead. Every possible scenario ran through his mind—confession, rejection, anger, disappointment. He rehearsed what he would say, how he would explain, why he’d kept the secret in the first place.

None of it felt adequate.

At seven o’clock, he dressed for dinner. The same blue suit. The same collar. The same cufflinks. But the man who put them on felt different. Hollowed out. Empty.

He was about to lose everything.

He could feel it.

The private dining room was set for two.

Alexandra was already present when he entered, standing by the window, her back to him. She was wearing a dress tonight—unusual for her—a sleek column of dark green that made her look like something from another era. Her hair was down, flowing over her shoulders in soft waves.

She turned when he entered.

Her face was calm, but her eyes were distant. Guarded.

‘Sit,’ she said.

He sat.

She took her place across from him, and for a long moment, neither of them spoke. The silence stretched, heavy with everything that had been left unsaid.

‘I’m waiting,’ she said finally.

He took a breath.

‘Julian came to my room last night.’

She didn’t react. Simply waited.

‘He knows. Or suspects. He’s seen things—the collar, the way I respond to you, the dynamic between us at lunch. He’s put it together.’ Daniel’s voice was rough. ‘He gave me an ultimatum. Withdraw from the Programme, or he goes to the board with his observations.’

‘What observations?’

‘That you’re involved with a subordinate executive. That the Programme is a cover for something inappropriate. That your fitness to lead the company is compromised by… personal entanglements.’ He met her eyes. ‘He wants what he thinks I’ve taken. The position. The recognition. The path to promotion.’

Alexandra was silent for a long moment.

Then she laughed.

It was a soft sound, almost surprised.

‘Is that all?’ she asked.

Daniel blinked. ‘Is that all? He threatened to go to the board—’

‘I heard what he threatened.’ She leaned back in her chair, her expression shifting. The distance was gone, replaced by something sharper. More calculating. ‘Julian Hart has been a problem for years. Ambitious, talented, and entirely without scruples. He was passed over for the Bunny selection because he lacks the essential quality for the Programme.’

‘Which is?’

‘Honesty with himself.’ She picked up her wine glass. ‘He’s spent his career performing confidence he doesn’t feel, asserting authority he hasn’t earned, and resenting anyone who succeeds where he fails.’ She took a slow sip. ‘His threat is real, but it’s also desperate. A final attempt to seize something he thinks he deserves.’

‘But the board—’

‘The board trusts me. They’ve authorised the Programme, in principle if not in detail. And Julian has no evidence of anything improper—only speculation and innuendo.’ Her eyes met his. ‘He can make noise. He can raise questions. But he can’t destroy what we’re building here. Not unless we let him.’

Daniel felt something loosen in his chest.

‘You’re not… angry?’

‘I’m angry that you didn’t tell me.’ She set down her glass. ‘I’m angry that you chose to carry this alone instead of trusting me with it. I’m angry that you let fear dictate your choices when everything we’ve built is supposed to be about trust.’ Her expression softened slightly. ‘But I understand why you did it. The instinct to protect what you value is strong. Even when the protection is misguided.’

‘What happens now?’

She rose from her chair, moving around the table toward him. She stopped directly in front of him, her presence commanding, her eyes holding his.

‘Now,’ she said, ‘we address the dishonesty. The omission. The failure to trust me with something that affects us both.’

‘How?’

She reached down and touched his collar.

‘You’re going to stand up. You’re going to remove your jacket. And you’re going to kneel for me. Here. Now.’ Her voice dropped. ‘And I’m going to remind you why honesty matters. Why trust matters. Why surrender isn’t just about what you give—it’s about what you keep trying to hold onto.’

He knelt on the floor of the dining room.

The position was different from the study—no desk between them, no furniture to provide structure. Just him, on his knees, looking up at her as she stood before him.

The arousal was immediate.

Despite everything—the fear, the confession, the uncertainty—his body responded to the position with a hunger that had become familiar. The cage pressed against him, restrictive, demanding, a constant reminder of his constrained state.

‘Look at me,’ Alexandra said.

He looked up.

Her face was calm, but her eyes were intense. Searching.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asked.

‘I was afraid.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of losing you.’ The words came out rough. ‘Of you deciding I wasn’t worth the risk. Of everything ending because I’d brought a threat into something that was supposed to be safe.’

‘And what did you think would happen if you didn’t tell me? If you kept the secret and Julian carried out his threat anyway?’

He hadn’t thought that far ahead. Hadn’t let himself think it.

‘I don’t know. I was trying not to think about it.’

‘But you thought about it last night. And this morning. And all afternoon.’ She crouched before him, her eyes level with his. ‘You’ve been carrying this since yesterday, and it’s been eating you alive. I could see it. Feel it. Even when you wouldn’t say it.’ Her hand came to rest on his face. ‘That’s what secrets do, Daniel. They poison everything. They isolate you. They make you feel alone even when you’re not.’ Her thumb traced along his cheekbone. ‘Do you understand now why honesty is a requirement?’

‘Yes.’

‘Say it. Tell me what you understand.’

He took a breath.

‘I understand that honesty isn’t just about truth. It’s about trust. It’s about choosing to share the burden instead of carrying it alone. It’s about believing that the person you’re surrendering to will face the challenges with you instead of running away.’ He met her eyes. ‘I failed to trust you. And I’m sorry.’

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she nodded.

‘Apology accepted.’ She rose, moving to stand behind him. ‘But there are still consequences for dishonesty. And you need to feel them.’ Her hands came to rest on his shoulders. ‘I’m going to touch you now. I’m going to stimulate you until you’re desperate. And I’m not going to let you come. Not tonight. Not until you’ve earned back the trust you broke.’

He heard her reach for something—the remote, he realised. She must have brought it with her.

‘Close your eyes,’ she said.

He closed them.

The vibration began.

Low at first, then building. The device hummed against him, sending waves of sensation through his body. He felt himself harden against the cage, the restriction both painful and arousing.

‘Breathe,’ she said. ‘Feel it. Don’t fight it.’

He breathed.

In through his nose. Out through his mouth. The sensation was building, his body responding with an intensity that bordered on overwhelming.

‘You kept a secret from me,’ she said, her voice coming from somewhere behind him. ‘You chose fear over trust. Protection over surrender.’

‘I’m sorry—’

‘I know you are.’ The vibration increased. ‘But sorry isn’t enough. You need to feel the consequence of your choice. You need to understand, in your body, what it costs to hide something from me.’

He gasped.

The stimulation was intense now, pushing him toward an edge he couldn’t reach. His body strained against the cage, desperate for release that wouldn’t come.

‘Please—’

‘Please what?’

‘Please let me come. Please. I can’t—’

‘You can.’ Her voice was firm. ‘You can do this. You will do this. Because I’m telling you to.’ She moved around him, crouching before him again. ‘Look at me.’

He opened his eyes.

Her face was close to his, her eyes holding his gaze with an intensity that made him feel seen in ways he couldn’t articulate.

‘This is what it means to belong to me,’ she said softly. ‘Not just the pleasure. Not just the surrender. The discipline. The consequence. The trust that I will push you exactly as far as you need to go, and not a step further.’ Her hand came to rest on his collar. ‘Do you trust me?’

His body was on fire. His mind was spinning. Every fibre of his being was screaming for release.

And yet.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I trust you.’

‘Then hold. For me. Show me you can endure this. Show me you understand what you did wrong, and that you’re committed to doing better.’ Her eyes searched his. ‘Can you do that?’

He didn’t know if he could.

But he would try.

‘I can do it.’

‘Good.’ She stood, moving back from him. ‘Stay on your knees. I’m going to keep the stimulation at this level for five minutes. And you’re going to hold. Without breaking. Without begging. Without failing.’ Her voice was steady. ‘Prove to me that you’re worth the trust I’ve placed in you.’

He held.

The five minutes felt like hours. The stimulation was relentless, pushing him to the edge of what he could bear. His body shook with the effort of maintaining control. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His hands trembled against his thighs.

But he didn’t break.

He focused on her face, on the calm certainty in her eyes, on the knowledge that she believed he could do this. And somehow, impossibly, that belief became a lifeline. Something to hold onto when everything else was spinning out of control.

When the vibration finally stopped, he collapsed forward, catching himself on his hands before he hit the floor. His breath came in ragged gasps. His body ached with denied release.

But he had held.

He had not failed.

She crouched before him again, her hand coming to rest on his face.

‘Good,’ she said softly. ‘That’s good. You did well.’ She helped him sit back on his heels. ‘How do you feel?’

He tried to find words.

‘Desperate. Frustrated.’ A breath. ‘Proud.’

‘Proud of what?’

‘Of holding. Of not breaking. Of proving…’ He met her eyes. ‘Of proving I could do it.’

She smiled.

It was a genuine smile. Warm. Real.

‘That’s the lesson,’ she said. ‘Not the denial itself, but what you learn about yourself in the denial. The strength you didn’t know you had. The trust you didn’t know you were capable of.’ She helped him stand. ‘You failed to trust me with the truth. But you succeeded in trusting me with your body. That’s something. That’s growth.’

He rose on unsteady legs, his body still trembling from the intensity of what he’d experienced.

‘What happens now?’

‘Now we eat dinner. And discuss Julian. And figure out how to handle the threat he represents.’ She moved toward her chair. ‘And tomorrow, we continue the Programme. The negotiation exercises. The public composure training. The development of your focus and discipline.’ Her eyes met his. ‘But tonight, you’ll sleep in the collar. And the cage. Without release. As a reminder of what you learned.’

He nodded.

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ She tilted her head. ‘What did you learn, Daniel? Tell me.’

He thought about it.

About the fear that had driven him to secrecy. About the desperate need to protect what he valued. About the lie he’d told, and the trust he’d broken, and the discipline that had followed.

‘I learned that secrets are poison,’ he said slowly. ‘That trust is a choice, and I made the wrong one. That protecting someone doesn’t mean hiding things from them—it means facing things together.’ He met her eyes. ‘And I learned that I’m stronger than I thought. That I can endure things I didn’t believe I could. That surrender isn’t weakness—it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done.’

She nodded slowly.

‘That’s good insight.’ She gestured to the chair across from her. ‘Now sit. Eat. You’ve earned it.’ Her expression softened. ‘And Daniel? Thank you for telling me the truth. Eventually.’

He sat.

The food appeared—served by silent staff, each course a small work of art. And as he ate, as the intensity of the evening faded into something calmer, he felt something settle in his chest.

The secret was out.

The threat remained.

But he wasn’t carrying it alone anymore.


CHAPTER NINE - The Hike

The morning arrived with false promise.

Sunlight streamed through his windows, casting golden rectangles across the floor, warming the air with the kind of gentle warmth that suggested spring had finally decided to stay. The grounds would be drying after yesterday’s rain. The paths would be passable. The garden would be lush and green and alive.

A perfect day for a team-building exercise.

He stood at the window, coffee in hand, watching the groundskeepers move across the lawn below. They were setting up something near the eastern trailhead—tables, perhaps, or equipment. The annual executive team-building hike was a Wren Enterprises tradition, Alexandra had explained. An opportunity for leadership to bond outside the sterile environment of boardrooms and conference calls.

This year, the retreat would host the event.

And he would be expected to participate.

The collar was still around his throat. The cage still held him in its unyielding grip. After last night—after the confession, the discipline, the desperate holding—he’d slept fitfully, his body aching with denied release, his mind churning with everything that had happened.

Julian knew. Alexandra knew. The threat was out in the open now, no longer a secret eating him alive from the inside. But that didn’t mean it was resolved. Julian was still here. Still watching. Still waiting for an opportunity to strike.

And today, on a public trail, surrounded by executives who had no idea what was happening beneath the surface, that opportunity might present itself.

He finished his coffee.

Dressed in the activewear that had been laid out for him—tailored athletic clothes in soft grey, the fabric fitted enough to reveal the shape of his body, the collar of the shirt cut to expose the leather band at his throat. There was no hiding it today. No suit jacket to provide concealment. No strategic positioning that could keep the leather from view.

He would be seen.

And everyone would know.

The group gathered at the trailhead at nine.

Six executives total—Thomas Wright, Margaret Chen, Julian Hart, two directors from operations whose names Daniel couldn’t immediately recall, and himself. Alexandra stood at the front, her own activewear sleek and professional, her presence commanding despite the casual setting.

Daniel took his position slightly behind her, to her right. The placement was instinctive now. He no longer had to think about where he belonged in relation to her. His body simply moved to the correct spot.

‘I’m pleased you could all join us for this year’s team-building hike,’ Alexandra began, her voice carrying easily in the crisp morning air. ‘The eastern trail is approximately four miles, with moderate elevation gain and several scenic overlooks. We’ll stop at the halfway point for a brief rest and some team exercises.’ Her eyes moved across the group, landing briefly on each person. ‘This is an opportunity to connect outside the formal structures of the office. I encourage you to take advantage of it.’

She gestured to the trail ahead.

‘Shall we begin?’

They set off in a loose formation, Alexandra at the front, the executives fanning out behind her. Daniel found himself beside Thomas, who fell into easy conversation about the operational challenges they’d discussed the day before.

The trail was beautiful, winding through forest and meadow, offering glimpses of the valley below. The morning sun filtered through the leaves, dappling the path with shifting patterns of light and shadow. Birds sang in the branches overhead. The air smelled of pine and earth and new growth.

It was, by any measure, a lovely day.

And then the vibration began.

It started subtly.

A low hum against his most sensitive flesh, barely perceptible at first, more suggestion than sensation. He stumbled slightly on a root, catching himself before he fell, turning the motion into something that looked like a deliberate step over an obstacle.

Thomas didn’t seem to notice, continuing his monologue about supply chain optimisation.

Daniel’s heart pounded.

She was doing it now. Here. On a public trail, surrounded by executives who had no idea what was happening beneath the surface. Testing his composure in a way that went far beyond the controlled environment of the study or the private spaces of the house.

He glanced toward the front of the group.

Alexandra was walking calmly, her posture relaxed, her attention apparently on the trail ahead. She hadn’t looked back. Hadn’t given any indication that she was aware of what was happening to him.

But she had to be. The remote was in her pocket—he’d seen her slip it there before they left. She knew exactly what she was doing.

The vibration increased slightly.

He bit the inside of his cheek, using the small pain to focus his mind. His body was responding to the stimulation despite every effort to control it—heat building in his core, arousal pressing against the cage, his breath coming slightly faster than the exertion warranted.

‘—and that’s why I think the regional distribution model needs an overhaul,’ Thomas was saying. ‘What do you think, Daniel?’

He pulled himself back to the conversation with effort.

‘I think you’re right,’ he said, his voice steadier than he felt. ‘The current model was designed for a different market landscape. The Asia-Pacific expansion alone creates pressures that the existing infrastructure can’t handle.’ He paused, collecting his thoughts as the vibration continued its relentless hum. ‘But any overhaul needs to be carefully staged. We can’t afford disruption to existing operations while we’re building the new system.’

Thomas nodded, apparently satisfied with the response.

They continued walking.

The trail grew steeper as they climbed.

The group spread out slightly, the fitter executives pulling ahead while others fell back to catch their breath. Daniel maintained his position in the middle, neither leading nor lagging, trying to keep his breathing even and his face neutral.

The vibration was increasing now in waves—building toward something, then receding, then building again. It was designed to keep him off balance, to prevent him from adapting to any single level of intensity. Every time he thought he could manage it, she would shift the pattern, and he would be fighting for control all over again.

Margaret Chen fell into step beside him.

‘You’re looking flushed,’ she observed. ‘The climb getting to you?’

He forced a smile. ‘I’m fine. Just not as fit as I should be.’

‘The Programme seems demanding.’ Her eyes moved to his collar, then away. ‘Alexandra mentioned it involves… unconventional methods.’

‘Some.’

‘And you’re finding it valuable?’

The vibration spiked sharply. He gasped before he could stop himself, turning the sound into something that might have been a cough.

‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘Something in my throat.’ He took a breath, forcing his body back under control. ‘Yes. I’m finding it valuable. More than valuable, actually. Transformative.’

‘Transformative how?’

She was probing. Looking for information. Maybe out of simple curiosity, maybe out of something else. He couldn’t tell, and he couldn’t afford to let his guard down long enough to figure it out.

‘It’s helped me develop focus,’ he said carefully. ‘Discipline. The ability to perform under pressure.’ The vibration shifted again, becoming a pulsing rhythm that seemed designed to unsettle. ‘It’s been challenging, but in a good way. A necessary way.’

Margaret studied him for a long moment.

‘You’re wearing a collar,’ she said.

The observation landed like a blow.

He felt his face heat further—flushed now from more than just exertion and stimulation.

‘Yes.’

‘Is that part of the Programme?’

‘Yes.’

She was quiet for a moment, processing this.

‘And you’re comfortable with that? Being marked in such a… visible way?’

He thought about his answer carefully. The truth was complicated. He wasn’t comfortable in the way she probably meant—he still felt a spike of shame every time someone’s eyes landed on the leather band. But he was comfortable in a deeper sense. Comfortable with what it represented. Comfortable with who he was becoming.

‘It’s taught me that comfort isn’t always the goal,’ he said. ‘Sometimes growth requires discomfort. Sometimes the things that challenge us most are the things we need most.’

Margaret nodded slowly, as if filing this information away.

‘You’ve changed,’ she said. ‘Since I last saw you. Before the retreat.’ Her eyes searched his face. ‘I can’t quite put my finger on how, but you’re different. More… settled, somehow.’

The vibration increased again, pushing toward the edge of what he could manage.

‘I feel different,’ he admitted. ‘More settled is a good way to put it.’

She studied him a moment longer, then moved ahead to join Alexandra at the front of the group.

Daniel breathed a sigh of relief.

And then he saw Julian watching him from behind.

The halfway point offered a scenic overlook.

The group gathered on a rocky outcropping, looking out over the valley below. The view was spectacular—rolling hills dotted with farms, a river glinting silver in the distance, the whole scene bathed in the golden light of late morning.

‘Beautiful,’ Thomas said. ‘I forget sometimes how gorgeous this part of the country is.’

Staff had apparently preceded them—the rock was scattered with cushions, and a table had been set up with water, fruit, and light refreshments. Daniel accepted a bottle of water, grateful for something to do with his trembling hands.

The vibration had stopped when they reached the overlook, giving him a moment of respite. His body was still thrumming with residual arousal, the cage still restrictive, but the active stimulation had ceased. He could think again. Breathe again.

‘Before we continue,’ Alexandra said, commanding the group’s attention, ‘I’d like to do a brief team exercise. Something to build trust and communication.’ Her eyes moved across the group. ‘We’ll pair up. One person will be blindfolded. The other will guide them through a short walking course using only verbal instructions. No touching allowed.’

There were murmurs of interest. Acceptance. This was the kind of thing that happened at corporate retreats—silly exercises designed to build camaraderie, usually endured rather than enjoyed.

‘I’ll assign the pairs,’ Alexandra continued. ‘Thomas, you’ll be with Margaret. Dennis, you’ll be with Carol. Julian, you’ll be with Daniel.’

Daniel’s stomach dropped.

He looked at Julian, who was watching him with that same sharp smile.

‘Perfect,’ Julian said. ‘I’ve been hoping for a chance to get to know our Bunny Executive Candidate better.’

The blindfold was soft.

Daniel felt it settle over his eyes, blocking out the light, leaving him in darkness. Julian’s hands were professional as he tied it—firm but not rough, efficient and impersonal.

‘Ready?’ Julian asked.

‘Ready.’

‘Good. The course is about fifty yards, winding through some trees and over a few obstacles. Nothing too challenging.’ His voice dropped slightly. ‘Unless you make it challenging.’

Daniel kept his face neutral.

‘I’m sure you’ll guide me well.’

‘Oh, I will. I’m excellent at giving instructions.’ Julian’s voice was smooth. ‘The question is whether you’re excellent at following them.’

The exercise began.

‘Step forward. About two feet. There’s a root you need to clear.’

Daniel stepped forward, lifting his foot over the imaginary obstacle. He was acutely aware of his vulnerability—blindfolded, exposed, dependent on someone who wished him ill.

‘Slight left turn. Keep walking. You’re doing well.’

The voice was reasonable. Professional. But there was an edge beneath it—a careful watchfulness, as if Julian was waiting for something.

‘Stop. There’s a branch ahead. You’ll need to duck under it.’

Daniel ducked, feeling nothing above him.

‘Good. Continue forward. Slowly—there’s a drop-off to your right.’

He walked carefully, every step an act of faith. He could hear the other pairs around him—Thomas’s booming voice directing Margaret, Carol’s laughter as Dennis steered her wrong. But his attention was fixed on Julian’s instructions, trying to parse the hidden meanings beneath each word.

‘Now, turn right. About forty-five degrees. There’s a path through the rocks.’

He turned.

Walked.

Waited for the next instruction.

And felt the vibration begin again.

His breath caught.

The stimulation was subtle at first—just enough to make him aware, to send a pulse of sensation through his body. He wasn’t supposed to know it was coming. He was supposed to be focused on the exercise, on following Julian’s instructions, on navigating the course without sight.

But Alexandra was watching. And she was testing him.

‘Everything okay?’ Julian asked, his voice carrying a knowing edge.

‘Fine.’

‘You sound… distracted.’ A pause. ‘Is something interfering with your focus?’

The vibration increased.

Daniel bit his lip, forcing himself to breathe through the sensation.

‘I’m fine. Please continue.’

‘Step forward. There’s a log you need to step over. About a foot high.’

He lifted his foot, stepping over nothing, trying to focus on the exercise while his body responded to the relentless stimulation.

‘Good. Now, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.’ Julian’s voice was conversational, casual. ‘What exactly does the Programme involve? Beyond the collar and the pastel suits and the… interesting afternoons.’

The vibration increased again.

Daniel’s hands were shaking. He clenched them at his sides.

‘I’ve told you. Leadership development. Focus. Discipline.’

‘Yes, but what kind of discipline involves wearing a collar and blushing every time Alexandra looks at you?’ Julian’s voice dropped. ‘I’ve seen the way you respond to her. The way you react when no one else is looking. That’s not professional development, Daniel. That’s something else entirely.’

The vibration spiked sharply.

He gasped, unable to stop himself.

‘Stop,’ he said. ‘I need to stop.’

‘Stop? We’re not finished with the course.’ Julian’s voice was innocent, concerned. ‘Is something wrong? Are you feeling unwell?’

The stimulation was overwhelming now, pushing him toward an edge he couldn’t reach, his body straining against the cage with desperate urgency.

‘I can’t—’

He stumbled.

His foot caught on something—a root, a rock, he couldn’t tell—and he pitched forward, his hands reaching out for support that wasn’t there. He hit the ground hard, his knees slamming against the earth, his palms scraping against rough stone.

The blindfold slipped.

Light flooded in, disorienting, and he blinked against the brightness. He was on the ground, in the dirt, his body trembling from the stimulation that still thrummed through him.

And Julian was standing over him, his face filled with that sharp, predatory smile.

‘Oh dear,’ Julian said. ‘That looked like quite a fall.’ He raised his voice, calling out to the group. ‘I think Daniel needs some help over here. He seems to have lost his footing.’

The aftermath was humiliating.

Thomas and Margaret rushed over, their faces filled with concern that might have been genuine. Alexandra approached more slowly, her expression unreadable, her eyes moving between Daniel on the ground and Julian standing above him.

‘What happened?’ Thomas asked, crouching beside Daniel. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘I’m fine.’ Daniel pushed himself up on trembling arms, his body still shaking from the stimulation that had only just ceased. ‘I just lost my footing. The blindfold—I couldn’t see—’

‘He seemed distracted during the exercise,’ Julian offered smoothly. ‘I was giving him instructions, but he kept… stopping. Gasping. Like something was wrong.’ His voice carried a note of innocent concern that made Daniel’s stomach turn. ‘I asked if he needed to stop, and he said he was fine. Then he just… fell.’

Alexandra’s eyes found Daniel’s.

There was something in her gaze—assessment, calculation, perhaps a flicker of something that might have been disappointment. But her voice was perfectly level when she spoke.

‘Help him up, Thomas. Let’s get him to a seat.’

Strong hands lifted him from the ground. He stood on unsteady legs, his knees throbbing from the impact, his palms stinging where the stone had scraped away skin. He could feel the dirt on his clothes, the grass stains on his knees, the general dishevelment of his appearance.

He looked exactly like what he was.

A man who had lost control.

Margaret guided him to one of the cushions, pressing a bottle of water into his hands. He drank mechanically, his mind racing, trying to figure out how much Julian had seen. How much he had revealed. How badly he had damaged his own position.

‘Daniel.’ Alexandra’s voice cut through his spiralling thoughts. She had crouched before him, her face level with his, her voice pitched for his ears alone. ‘What happened?’

The question was not really a question. She knew what had happened. She had been the one controlling the stimulation, pushing him to the edge, testing his composure in the most challenging circumstances possible.

What she was really asking was: *Why did you break?*

‘I lost focus,’ he said, his voice low. ‘The stimulation—it became too much. I couldn’t maintain composure and follow the exercise at the same time.’

Her eyes searched his face.

‘And what did Julian see?’

‘He saw me react. He saw me fall.’ Daniel closed his eyes briefly. ‘He’s going to use this. He’s going to tell everyone that I’m unstable. Unfit. That the Programme is compromising my performance instead of enhancing it.’

‘Do you think that’s true?’

The question caught him off guard.

‘What?’

‘Do you think the Programme is compromising your performance? Do you think you’re worse now than you were before?’

He thought about the negotiations he’d won, the focus he’d developed, the clarity that had replaced the constant noise in his head. He thought about the way he’d learned to breathe through pressure, to function through distraction, to find strength in surrender.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I think I’m better. Stronger. More capable than I’ve ever been.’

‘Then that’s what matters.’ Alexandra rose, her voice returning to its normal volume. ‘The rest is just noise.’ She turned to address the group. ‘I think we should cut the hike short. Daniel’s taken a bit of a tumble, and there’s no sense pushing on if he’s injured.’

‘I’m not injured—’

‘Still.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Better to be cautious. We’ll head back to the house. Rest. Continue the strategic review tomorrow when everyone’s fresh.’

There were murmurs of agreement. The executives began gathering their things, preparing for the return journey.

Julian approached, his expression sympathetic.

‘I’m sorry about what happened,’ he said. ‘I thought I was giving clear instructions. If I’d known you were struggling—’

‘It’s fine.’ Daniel’s voice was flat. ‘These things happen.’

‘They do.’ Julian’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Though I have to say, for someone in a leadership development programme, you seem to have some trouble maintaining your footing.’ He clapped Daniel on the shoulder. ‘Maybe that’s something to work on.’

He walked away before Daniel could respond.

The return journey was silent.

Daniel walked at the back of the group, his body aching, his mind churning with shame and frustration. He had broken. In front of everyone. Had fallen to his knees like a puppet with cut strings, his body betraying him in the most public way possible.

And Julian had seen.

Julian had watched him gasp and stumble and fall, and he would use that moment. Would spin it into evidence of instability, of unfitness, of a Programme that was failing rather than succeeding.

The cage still held him. The collar still circled his throat. But for the first time since the retreat began, he felt the weight of those things as a burden rather than a gift.

What if Julian was right?

What if this was destroying him instead of rebuilding him?

He pushed the thought away. It was the fear talking. The shame. The part of him that was still clinging to old definitions of strength, old ideas about what it meant to be a man.

He was not being destroyed.

He was being reshaped.

And reshaping was painful.

The house was quiet when they returned.

The executives dispersed to their various rooms, murmuring about rest and refreshments and the evening’s schedule. Thomas asked Daniel if he needed anything. Margaret gave him a long, searching look that he couldn’t interpret. Julian disappeared without a word, his sharp smile lingering in Daniel’s mind like an afterimage.

Alexandra guided him to her study.

The room was familiar now—the leather chairs, the polished desk, the fire that always seemed to be burning. She closed the door behind them and gestured for him to sit.

He sat.

She remained standing, her back to the fire, her face half in shadow.

‘Tell me what happened. Not the events—I know the events. Tell me what happened inside you.’

He took a breath.

‘I was managing. The stimulation, the blindfold, Julian’s questions. I was holding it together.’ He paused, trying to find the right words. ‘And then something shifted. The intensity increased, and Julian asked about the Programme, and I realised he was probing. Testing. Looking for cracks.’ He met her eyes. ‘And I felt those cracks opening. I felt myself losing grip. And I couldn’t stop it.’

‘Why couldn’t you stop it?’

‘Because I was trying to do too many things at once. Follow Julian’s instructions. Manage the stimulation. Answer his questions without revealing anything. Maintain my composure in front of the group.’ He shook his head. ‘It was too much. I broke.’

She was quiet for a long moment.

Then she moved toward him, crouching before his chair in a position that mirrored his own frequent posture.

‘Listen to me carefully,’ she said. ‘What happened today was not a failure. It was data. Information about where you are in your development and where you still need to grow.’ Her voice was soft but certain. ‘You broke because you were trying to do everything alone. You were managing, holding, controlling—trying to maintain complete authority over your own experience. And that’s not what this Programme is about.’

‘Then what is it about?’

‘Surrender.’ Her hand came to rest on his knee. ‘Not just physical surrender. Mental surrender. The willingness to let go of control, to trust that you don’t have to manage every variable, that you can fall apart and still be held.’ Her eyes held his. ‘You didn’t fall because you were weak. You fell because you were still trying to be strong in the old way. The way that’s been killing you for years.’

He felt something shift in his chest.

‘I don’t know how to do it differently.’

‘I know.’ Her hand moved to his face, cupping his jaw. ‘That’s what the rest of this Programme is for. Teaching you a new way of being strong. A new way of holding yourself.’ She leaned closer. ‘And the first lesson is this: when you break, you don’t hide it. You don’t pretend it didn’t happen. You acknowledge it. Learn from it. Let it become part of your growth.’

‘I feel like I’ve failed.’

‘Then feel that. Let yourself feel it. And then let it go.’ Her thumb traced along his cheekbone. ‘Can you do that?’

He didn’t know if he could.

But he nodded anyway.

She left him alone for the afternoon.

Gave him time to shower, to change, to process everything that had happened. He stood under the hot water for a long time, letting it wash away the dirt and sweat, trying to let it wash away the shame as well.

It didn’t work.

The shame remained, lodged somewhere deep in his chest, a weight that wouldn’t lift. He had fallen. Had broken. Had shown weakness in front of people who were watching for exactly that.

But as the water ran over him, he began to think about what Alexandra had said.

*You didn’t fall because you were weak. You fell because you were still trying to be strong in the old way.*

The old way. The way that had kept him climbing, achieving, performing for his entire adult life. The way that had never let him rest, never let him be vulnerable, never let him admit that he needed anything from anyone.

Was that strength? Or was it just armour?

He turned off the water.

Dried himself.

Looked at his reflection in the steamed mirror.

The man who looked back was tired. Stressed. Worn down by years of constant effort. But there was something else there too. Something that hadn’t been present a week ago.

A steadiness in the eyes. A softness around the mouth. A sense that the armor was cracking, and something real was beginning to show through.

He was not being destroyed.

He was being revealed.

The evening brought another dinner.

But this time, Alexandra had arranged for it to be private. Just the two of them in her personal dining room, away from the executives and their questions and their watching eyes.

She was waiting when he arrived, seated at the small table near the window. The dress she wore was simpler than before—dark blue, almost black, with a neckline that revealed the hollow of her throat. Her hair was down, falling in soft waves around her shoulders.

She looked beautiful.

And more than that, she looked present. Available. Not the distant CEO who conducted his sessions with clinical precision, but something softer. More accessible.

‘Sit,’ she said. ‘Eat. You need your strength.’

The meal was simple—roasted chicken, vegetables, a glass of wine. He ate mechanically at first, his mind still churning with the day’s events. But gradually, the food and the wine began to work on him, loosening the tension in his shoulders, quieting the noise in his head.

‘Tomorrow will be difficult,’ Alexandra said, breaking the comfortable silence that had fallen between them. ‘Julian will use what happened today. He’ll find opportunities to undermine you, to question your fitness, to suggest that the Programme is failing.’

‘I know.’

‘And the other executives will be watching. Looking for signs that he’s right. Looking for evidence of instability, of weakness, of anything that might give them an advantage.’ Her eyes met his. ‘You need to be prepared for that.’

‘How do I prepare for something like this?’

‘By remembering who you are.’ She set down her fork. ‘Not who you were before the Programme. Not who Julian thinks you are. But who you’re becoming. The man I’ve watched grow over the past week—the one who learns from his failures instead of hiding from them, who surrenders instead of fighting, who trusts instead of protects.’ She reached across the table and took his hand. ‘That man is strong. Stronger than Julian will ever be. Because his strength comes from somewhere deeper than ego.’

Daniel felt the words land in his chest.

‘And what if that man isn’t enough? What if Julian succeeds in destroying everything?’

‘Then we rebuild.’ Her grip tightened on his hand. ‘Together. That’s what trust means, Daniel. Not that bad things won’t happen, but that whatever happens, we face it together.’ She released him and leaned back. ‘Julian can threaten. He can scheme. He can try to turn the board against me. But he can’t touch what we’ve built here. Not unless we let him.’

‘You sound very certain.’

‘I am.’ Her expression was calm, certain. ‘I’ve been dealing with men like Julian my entire career. Ambitious, threatened, desperate to prove themselves at any cost. They burn hot and fast, and then they burn out. Because their ambition is hollow. It comes from insecurity, not vision.’ She picked up her wine glass. ‘You’re different. Your ambition comes from somewhere real. Somewhere that can be shaped and directed and refined. That’s why I selected you. That’s why you’re going to succeed.’

He wanted to believe her.

And in this moment, in this quiet room with her eyes on his and her certainty wrapping around him like a warm blanket, he almost could.

After dinner, she led him to the study.

The fire was still burning, casting flickering shadows across the walls. She settled into her chair by the hearth and gestured for him to kneel.

He did.

The position was familiar now, his body folding into submission with an ease that would have shocked him a week ago. He kept his eyes down, waiting for her to speak.

‘Tonight, we’re going to do something different,’ she said. ‘No stimulation. No exercises. No tests.’ Her voice was soft. ‘Tonight, I want you to simply be with me. In this position. Surrendered and still.’

He looked up, confused.

‘Just… be?’

‘Just be.’ She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing along his jaw. ‘You’ve been running for so long. Fighting, achieving, proving yourself. You’ve forgotten what it feels like to simply exist. To stop striving and just… rest.’

He hadn’t realised how true that was until she said it.

‘I don’t know if I can. My mind doesn’t stop.’

‘Then let me stop it for you.’ Her hand moved to his collar, fingers curling around the leather. ‘Focus on this. On the feeling of my hand on your collar. On the weight of the leather against your throat. On the knowledge that you belong to me.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Let everything else fall away.’

He tried.

Focused on her hand, on the collar, on the strange comfort of being owned. His mind wanted to race, wanted to worry about Julian and the board and the days ahead. But he kept bringing his attention back to the present moment. To her. To the fire. To the leather that marked him as hers.

And gradually, slowly, the noise began to fade.

His breathing deepened. His shoulders dropped. The tension that had lived in his body for as long as he could remember began to ease.

‘That’s it,’ she said softly. ‘Just let go. Let me hold you for a while.’

They stayed like that for a long time.

Him kneeling at her feet, her hand on his collar, the fire crackling in the hearth. No demands. No expectations. Just presence. Just connection. Just the simple act of being together in silence.

And for the first time in his life, Daniel Cross felt something he had never felt before.

Peace.

When she finally spoke again, her voice was gentle.

‘You need to sleep now. Tomorrow will be challenging, and you need your rest.’

He nodded, not wanting to move, not wanting to break the spell that had fallen over them.

‘Will I… will you…’ He stopped, unsure how to ask what he wanted to ask.

She seemed to understand anyway.

‘Tonight, you’ll sleep alone. In your own bed. But you’ll wear the collar. And the cage.’ Her hand moved to his face, cupping his jaw. ‘And you’ll know that you belong to me. That I’m thinking of you. That whatever happens tomorrow, you are not alone.’

He rose on unsteady legs, his body stiff from kneeling.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘For everything. For not giving up on me when I failed.’

‘You didn’t fail.’ Her eyes were warm. ‘You learned. That’s what this Programme is about. Not perfection—growth.’ She rose and pressed a kiss to his forehead. ‘Now go. Sleep. And remember that you are mine.’

He walked back to his suite in a daze.

The collar was still around his throat. The cage still held him. But neither felt like a burden anymore. They felt like gifts. Reminders that he was not alone, that someone had claimed him, that he belonged somewhere for the first time in his life.

He undressed and climbed into bed.

Closed his eyes.

And for the first time in years, he slept without dreaming of falling.

The morning came too soon.

He woke to grey light filtering through the windows and a heaviness in his chest that had nothing to do with sleep. Today would be hard. Julian would be circling, looking for weakness. The executives would be watching, measuring, judging.

But he would not face it alone.

He dressed in the pale green suit—the one that made him feel like spring, like new growth, like possibility. He fastened the rabbit-ear cufflinks and touched the collar at his throat.

The leather was warm from his skin.

He was ready.


CHAPTER TEN - The Reprimand

He had expected the morning to bring relief.

After the peace of the previous night—after kneeling before her in silence, after feeling her hand on his collar, after sleeping without dreams for the first time in years—he had allowed himself to believe that the worst was behind him. That the fall on the trail was a momentary stumble, quickly forgotten, absorbed into the larger narrative of his transformation.

He was wrong.

The note arrived with his breakfast.

White paper. Her handwriting. Three words.

*Study. Nine o’clock. Alone.*

No warmth in the instruction. No hint of the woman who had held him in silence by the fire, who had spoken of trust and togetherness and facing challenges as one. This was something else. Something colder.

He ate without tasting. Showered without feeling the water. Dressed in the pale blue suit—the one she’d once said brought out his eyes—and fastened the cufflinks with fingers that trembled slightly.

The collar remained in place.

It felt heavier this morning.

The study door was closed when he arrived.

He knocked once and waited, his heart beating too fast, his palms damp against the fine fabric of his trousers. The seconds stretched into what felt like minutes before her voice came through the wood.

‘Enter.’

He opened the door.

She was standing at the window, her back to him, silhouetted against the grey morning light. Her suit was black today—severe, formal, a visual declaration that this was not a casual meeting. Her hair was pulled back in its usual tight style, exposing the line of her neck, the sharp angle of her jaw.

She did not turn when he entered.

‘Close the door,’ she said.

He closed it.

‘Lock it.’

He turned the lock. The sound seemed to echo in the quiet room.

‘Kneel.’

He crossed the room and knelt on the rug before her desk, his eyes cast down, his body assuming the position that had become instinctive. He heard her move across the room, her heels clicking against the wood, until she stood directly in front of him.

Then she crouched, bringing her face level with his.

‘Do you know why you’re here?’

Her voice was cold. Controlled. Devoid of the warmth he’d begun to associate with their private moments.

‘Because of yesterday. The hike.’

‘Because of yesterday.’ She studied his face with an expression he couldn’t read. ‘Because you fell. Because you broke. Because you showed weakness in front of executives who are now wondering whether the Programme is a legitimate leadership tool or a liability that could damage the company’s future.’

He felt the words land like blows.

‘I know. I—’

‘I’m not finished.’ Her voice sharpened. ‘You fell because you were unable to maintain composure during a simple team exercise. You fell because you allowed external stimulation to overwhelm your focus. You fell because you were so busy trying to manage everything at once that you forgot the most fundamental principle of this Programme.’

She paused.

‘Surrender.’

He opened his mouth to respond, but she pressed a finger to his lips.

‘You fell,’ she continued, ‘because you were still trying to control the outcome. Still trying to hold everything together. Still fighting to maintain your composure instead of letting go and trusting that you would be caught.’ Her eyes hardened. ‘And in doing so, you handed Julian exactly what he wanted. Evidence of instability. Proof that the Programme is failing rather than succeeding.’

‘I understand, and I’m sorry—’

‘Sorry isn’t enough.’ She rose, moving away from him, her heels striking the floor with sharp, deliberate steps. ‘Sorry is what you say when you’ve made a mistake. This wasn’t a mistake, Daniel. This was a failure. A failure of discipline. A failure of focus. A failure of trust.’

She stopped at the window, her back to him again.

‘And failures have consequences.’

He remained on his knees, his heart pounding, his mind racing.

He had expected comfort after yesterday. Had expected her to reassure him, to tell him that everyone stumbles, that what mattered was getting back up. Instead, he was facing something he hadn’t anticipated.

Coldness.

Distance.

The CEO, not the woman.

‘Rise,’ she said without turning. ‘Sit in the chair.’

He stood on legs that felt unsteady and moved to the chair across from her desk. The seat was lower than hers, as always—a deliberate architectural choice that reinforced the hierarchy between them.

She turned to face him, her expression unreadable.

‘The terms of the Programme are clear,’ she said. ‘Complete obedience. Absolute honesty. Total surrender. And in exchange, you receive focus, discipline, and the opportunity to become something more than you were.’ She moved behind the desk, her hands resting on the polished surface. ‘But that exchange only works if both parties hold up their end. If you fail in your commitments, the entire structure collapses.’

‘I haven’t failed in my commitments—’

‘Haven’t you?’ Her voice was ice. ‘You kept a secret from me about Julian’s threat. You broke during a public exercise. You showed weakness to executives who are now questioning your fitness for leadership.’ Her eyes pinned him to the chair. ‘Every one of those is a failure. And every failure must be addressed.’

He felt panic rising in his chest.

‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘Intent is irrelevant. Results are what matter.’ She opened a folder on her desk—his file, he realised, the one she’d been building since the Programme began. ‘You’ve made progress, Daniel. Significant progress. Your focus has improved. Your composure under controlled conditions has strengthened. Your ability to surrender has deepened.’ She turned a page. ‘But your performance in uncontrolled conditions—conditions that involve external observers, public visibility, and real stakes—that remains inadequate.’

She closed the folder.

‘And that inadequacy will be corrected.’

She moved around the desk, coming to stand before him.

‘Remove your jacket,’ she said. ‘Fold it over the arm of the chair.’

He complied, his hands trembling as he slipped off the garment and laid it carefully aside. The silk shirt was thin enough to show the shape of his body beneath, the collar at his throat a dark band against his skin.

‘Stand.’

He stood.

She circled him slowly, her eyes moving over his body with clinical precision. He felt exposed under her gaze—not just physically, but emotionally. As if she could see everything he was trying to hide.

‘You’ve been wearing the cage for four days now,’ she said, coming to stand behind him. ‘Four days without release. Four days of constant restraint. How does it feel?’

The question seemed rhetorical, but he knew better than to leave it unanswered.

‘Difficult. Distracting.’ He paused. ‘Necessary.’

‘Necessary how?’

‘It helps me focus. Keeps me aware of what I’m trying to achieve.’ He swallowed. ‘Who I belong to.’

‘And yet, despite four days of restraint, despite the collar around your throat, despite every session we’ve had, you still couldn’t maintain composure on a simple walk through the woods.’ Her voice was close to his ear now. ‘What does that tell you?’

‘That I have more work to do.’

‘That you have significantly more work to do.’ She moved around to face him. ‘And that work begins now.’

She reached into her pocket and withdrew the key.

He stared at it, his body responding instantly to the sight of the small piece of metal. After four days of denial, after the intense stimulation of the hike, after the desperate holding of the past several nights, the key represented something he craved beyond reason.

Release.

She held it up between them, letting the light catch the gold.

‘You want this.’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve earned it?’

The question was a trap. He knew it was a trap. But he couldn’t see the way out.

‘I… I don’t know. Have I?’

‘What do you think?’ Her voice was cold. ‘You fell. You broke. You showed weakness in front of executives who are now wondering whether you’re fit for the position you’re seeking. Do you think that earns release?’

He felt shame wash through him.

‘No.’

‘No,’ she agreed. ‘It doesn’t.’ She lowered the key, slipping it back into her pocket. ‘Release is earned through performance. Through composure. Through demonstrating that the Programme is working, not failing. And yesterday, you demonstrated the opposite.’

She moved back to the desk and sat, her eyes never leaving his.

‘The restraint continues. For another four days, minimum. Longer if your performance doesn’t improve.’ Her voice was clinical. ‘And there will be additional consequences. Protocol adjustments designed to address the specific weaknesses you’ve displayed.’

‘What kind of adjustments?’

She opened a drawer and withdrew a slim leather case.

‘This,’ she said, setting it on the desk between them, ‘is a tracking protocol. It monitors your location, your activity, your compliance with scheduled tasks. You’ll wear it at all times, and I’ll receive updates on your performance throughout the day.’

He stared at the case.

‘Like a… like an ankle monitor?’

‘Like a performance tool.’ Her voice was matter-of-fact. ‘You’ve shown that you struggle to maintain focus when left to your own devices. This will provide structure. Accountability. Evidence of your commitment to improvement.’

He felt something twist in his chest.

This was different from what they’d done before. This wasn’t about pleasure or surrender or the intimacy of belonging to someone. This was clinical. Mechanical. Like being treated as a problem to be solved rather than a person to be shaped.

‘And if I don’t want to wear it?’

Her expression hardened.

‘Then the Programme ends. You leave. You face the consequences of returning to the company without the transformation you were selected for.’ She leaned back in her chair. ‘Julian will interpret your departure as evidence that the Programme couldn’t handle you. That you were too weak to complete it. That Alexandra Wren selected the wrong candidate for her annual experiment.’

The words landed with deliberate precision.

Julian. The board. His career. Everything he’d built and everything he stood to lose.

He had no choice.

Not really.

‘I’ll wear it,’ he said quietly.

‘Good.’ She rose, moving around the desk to stand before him. ‘Give me your left arm.’

He extended his arm, and she took his wrist in her cool grip. The device was slim—more like a bracelet than a monitor, elegant in its design. She fastened it around his wrist, the leather soft against his skin, the small screen dark until she pressed a button that brought it to life.

Numbers appeared. A timer. His name.

‘Daniel Cross. Bunny Executive Candidate. Programme Day Eight.’ She looked up at him. ‘Every task you complete, every commitment you meet, every moment of composure you maintain—it’s all recorded. And every failure is recorded as well.’ Her grip tightened slightly. ‘This is your accountability. Your evidence of progress. Or lack thereof.’

He looked down at the device on his wrist.

It was elegant, as she’d said. Barely noticeable against the sleeve of his shirt. But its weight was more than physical. It represented a shift in their dynamic—from something that felt like mutual growth to something that felt more like correction.

‘Is this because of Julian?’ he asked. ‘Because of the threat he represents?’

‘This is because of you.’ Her voice was cool. ‘Julian is an external factor. He’ll be dealt with in due course. But your performance, your composure, your ability to maintain focus under pressure—those are internal factors. And they’re the only things you can control.’ She released his wrist. ‘I’m giving you a tool to help you control them. What you do with that tool is up to you.’

She returned to her chair, her posture formal, her expression businesslike.

‘We have a session this afternoon,’ she said. ‘Negotiation simulation. You’ll be tested on your ability to maintain composure while under stress. Your performance in that session will determine whether the restraint protocol continues at its current level or is intensified.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes what?’

He hesitated, then remembered.

‘Yes, Ms Wren.’

‘Good.’ She opened the folder again. ‘You’re dismissed. Return to your suite. Review the materials I’ve sent to your tablet. And prepare yourself for this afternoon.’ Her voice dropped slightly. ‘I suggest you use the time to reflect on what discipline means. Not just the physical discipline of restraint, but the mental discipline of focus. The emotional discipline of trust.’ She looked up. ‘Because this afternoon, you’ll need all three.’

He left the study in a daze.

The corridors that had become familiar now felt different. Longer. Colder. Every step seemed to echo with the weight of what had just happened.

She had been harsh. Clinical. Distant in a way she hadn’t been since the earliest days of the Programme. And he understood why—she was right about his failures, about what his public break had cost them both—but understanding didn’t make it easier to bear.

He had disappointed her.

That was the real punishment. Not the continued restraint, not the tracking device on his wrist, but the knowledge that he had failed to meet her expectations. That he had given Julian exactly what he wanted. That he had shown weakness when the situation demanded strength.

He returned to his suite and sat heavily on the edge of the bed.

The device on his wrist glowed softly, the timer counting the minutes until his afternoon session. He stared at it, feeling its weight, its significance.

Four more days of restraint. Minimum. Longer if his performance didn’t improve.

He had been so focused on the physical aspects of the Programme—the cage, the collar, the stimulation—that he hadn’t fully appreciated the mental challenge. The constant demand for focus, for composure, for the ability to surrender even when every instinct screamed for control.

That was the real test.

And he was failing it.

The materials on his tablet were dense.

Performance metrics. Psychological assessments. Leadership frameworks that had been adapted for the Programme’s unique methodology. He read them all, trying to absorb the information, trying to prepare for whatever the afternoon would bring.

But his mind kept drifting.

To her face in the study, cold and distant. To the key she’d held and then taken away. To the device on his wrist that marked him as a problem to be solved.

He wanted to be angry. Wanted to feel indignation at being treated like a recalcitrant employee rather than a participant in a mutual process of growth. But he couldn’t muster the emotion. Because underneath the hurt, he knew she was right.

He had broken. Had failed. Had given Julian exactly what he wanted.

And if he couldn’t learn to maintain composure under pressure—if he couldn’t find a way to surrender even when everything was falling apart around him—then he didn’t deserve to be her Bunny. Didn’t deserve the focus and discipline and transformation she was offering.

The timer on his wrist counted down.

Two hours until the afternoon session.

Two hours to prepare for a test he wasn’t sure he could pass.

He tried to meditate.

It was a skill she’d taught him in the early days of the Programme—focusing on his breath, letting thoughts pass without attachment, finding the stillness beneath the constant noise of his mind. He sat on the floor of his suite, his back against the bed, his eyes closed, and tried to find that stillness.

But it kept slipping away.

Every time he thought he’d found it, his mind would drift to the afternoon session. To what she might do. To how he would be tested. To whether he could maintain composure this time or whether he would break again.

The device on his wrist pulsed softly—a reminder, he realised, of the time passing. Of the expectations waiting to be met.

He opened his eyes and looked at the screen.

*Ninety minutes remaining.*

He needed to calm down. Needed to find his centre. Needed to approach this afternoon with the mental discipline she’d demanded.

But all he could think about was the look on her face when she’d said *sorry isn’t enough*.

Lunch arrived at noon.

A server brought it to his suite—light fare that he barely tasted. He ate mechanically, his body requiring fuel even as his mind refused to focus on anything except the hours ahead.

When the knock came at his door, he assumed it was someone collecting the dishes.

Instead, it was Thomas.

The older executive stood in the doorway, his expression neutral but his eyes sharp.

‘Do you have a moment?’ Thomas asked.

Daniel hesitated, then stepped aside.

‘Sure. Come in.’

Thomas entered, his gaze moving around the suite with an air of casual assessment.

‘Comfortable accommodations,’ he observed. ‘Alexandra spares no expense.’

‘She doesn’t.’

An awkward silence fell between them. Daniel found himself acutely aware of his appearance—the pastel suit, the visible collar, the device on his wrist that he’d forgotten to hide.

Thomas noticed the latter.

‘Interesting accessory,’ he said, nodding toward the monitor. ‘New technology?’

‘Something like that.’ Daniel tucked his arm behind his back. ‘Performance tracking. Part of the Programme.’

‘Ah.’ Thomas settled into one of the chairs, his posture relaxed but his attention sharp. ‘I wanted to check in after yesterday. The hike. That fall looked painful.’

‘It was nothing. Just lost my footing.’

‘On a flat path with clear instructions.’ Thomas’s voice was mild, but his eyes were probing. ‘Seemed like more than nothing. You looked… distracted. Overwhelmed.’ A pause. ‘Almost like you were struggling with something internally.’

Daniel kept his face neutral.

‘The Programme is demanding. Sometimes it catches up with you.’

‘I imagine it does.’ Thomas studied him for a long moment. ‘I’ve known Alexandra for years. Worked with her through multiple iterations of her leadership initiatives. She’s brilliant. Demanding. Ruthless when she needs to be.’ His expression softened slightly. ‘But she’s also fair. If you’re here, it’s because she sees something in you worth developing.’ He leaned forward. ‘Don’t waste that opportunity.’

‘I don’t intend to.’

‘Good.’ Thomas rose, moving toward the door. ‘Because there are others who would take your place in a heartbeat.’ He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. ‘Julian, for instance. He’s been making noise about the Programme. Suggesting that it’s inappropriate. That it’s compromising executive performance rather than enhancing it.’ His eyes met Daniel’s. ‘People are listening. And yesterday’s fall gave them something to talk about.’

Daniel felt a chill run through him.

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m saying that this afternoon’s session matters. Not just for you, but for Alexandra. For the Programme itself.’ Thomas’s expression was serious. ‘If you break again, if you show weakness again, the people who are watching will use it. They’ll say that Alexandra’s methods are flawed. That her judgement is questionable. That she’s not fit to lead.’ He paused. ‘Don’t let that happen. For her sake as much as yours.’

He left before Daniel could respond.

The afternoon session was held in the main conference room.

It was a space he’d been in before—large enough to seat twenty, dominated by a polished table and a wall of windows overlooking the grounds. But today, it felt different. Smaller. More oppressive.

Alexandra was already present when he arrived, standing at the head of the table, her posture formal. She wore the same severe black suit as that morning, her hair still pulled back, her expression still cold.

Thomas was there too, along with Margaret Chen. Observers, he realised. Witnesses to whatever was about to happen.

‘Take your seat,’ Alexandra said.

He sat.

‘You’ve reviewed the materials I sent.’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ She began to pace slowly around the table. ‘This afternoon’s exercise is a negotiation simulation. You’ll be presented with a series of scenarios, each designed to test your ability to maintain focus under pressure. You’ll need to respond quickly, accurately, and without visible hesitation.’ She stopped behind his chair. ‘And throughout the exercise, you’ll be stimulated. The intensity will increase as the scenarios progress. Your task is to maintain composure while delivering the correct responses.’

He felt his body tense.

‘What happens if I can’t maintain composure?’

‘Then the exercise ends. Your performance will be recorded as inadequate. And the restraint protocol will be intensified.’ Her voice was cool. ‘But I don’t expect that to happen. I expect you to succeed. Because you’ve learned from yesterday’s failure. Because you understand what’s at stake. Because you’re committed to demonstrating that this Programme works.’ She moved to face him. ‘Unless, of course, I’m wrong about you.’

The challenge in her voice was unmistakable.

She was testing him. Not just his composure, but his resolve. His commitment. His willingness to prove himself.

He would not fail.

Not again.

‘I’m ready,’ he said.

She studied him for a long moment.

Then she pressed a button on the remote in her hand.

The vibration began.

The first scenario was simple.

A merger negotiation. He was presented with key facts and asked to deliver a position statement. The stimulation was low—barely perceptible—but enough to make him aware of his body, of the cage that still held him, of the arousal that had been building for days.

He delivered the statement.

Clear. Measured. Controlled.

‘Good,’ Alexandra said. ‘Next scenario.’

The second was harder.

A conflict between departments. He had to mediate, proposing solutions while navigating the competing interests. The stimulation increased slightly, sending waves of sensation through his body.

He focused on his breath. On the words. On the structure of the problem.

He delivered the response.

‘Adequate,’ she said. ‘Next.’

The third scenario involved a board presentation.

He had to explain a strategic decision to stakeholders who were skeptical, hostile even. The stimulation increased again, becoming difficult to ignore. His body was responding—heat building, arousal pressing against the cage—but he pushed through.

He delivered the presentation.

‘Acceptable. Next.’

The fourth scenario was a crisis.

A public relations disaster. He had to manage the response while fielding questions from multiple directions. The stimulation was intense now, pulsing in waves that seemed designed to throw him off balance.

He felt his composure slipping.

Felt his breath coming faster. Felt his hands trembling against the table. Felt the desperate need for release that had been building for days threatening to overwhelm him.

But he remembered yesterday. Remembered the fall. Remembered the look on her face when she’d said *sorry isn’t enough*.

He would not fail.

Not again.

He breathed through the sensation. Found the stillness she’d taught him to seek. Delivered the response.

‘Good.’ Her voice was cool, but he detected something beneath it. Satisfaction, perhaps. Pride. ‘Final scenario.’

The fifth was designed to break him.

He could feel it in its construction—the multiple variables, the competing demands, the impossible timeline. And the stimulation increased to a level that pushed against every limit he’d established.

His body was on fire. His mind was screaming. Every fibre of his being wanted to surrender to the sensation, to let it overwhelm him, to break beneath the pressure.

But he didn’t.

He closed his eyes for a moment. Found the stillness. Remembered her hand on his collar. Remembered what it felt like to belong to someone.

And he delivered the response.

When he finished, the room was silent.

Then Alexandra spoke.

‘Acceptable.’ She turned off the stimulation. ‘The exercise is complete. You may go.’

He walked back to his suite on unsteady legs.

His body was still trembling from the intensity of the session. His mind was still reeling from the effort of maintaining composure. But underneath it all, there was something else.

Pride.

He had done it. Had faced the test and passed. Had proven to her—and to himself—that yesterday’s failure was not the final word on his development.

He looked down at the device on his wrist.

The screen glowed softly, recording his performance.

*Session completed. Performance: satisfactory.*

He allowed himself a small smile.

It wasn’t perfect. Wasn’t the complete validation he craved. But it was progress. Evidence that he could learn from his failures. That he could grow.

That he was becoming someone worthy of the trust she’d placed in him.


CHAPTER ELEVEN - The Challenge

The night brought no relief.

He lay in the darkness of his suite, staring at the ceiling, his body still humming with residual tension from the afternoon session. The stimulation had ended hours ago, but its effects lingered—a persistent awareness of his own flesh, of the cage that held him, of the desperate need that had been building for days without release.

Four more days. Minimum.

The device on his wrist glowed softly in the darkness, counting the hours, recording his compliance. He had passed the afternoon’s test, had demonstrated that he could maintain composure under pressure, but the victory felt hollow. Pyrrhic. As if he had proved something without truly understanding what it meant.

Thomas’s words echoed in his mind.

*If you break again, if you show weakness again, the people who are watching will use it.*

But what constituted weakness? What constituted strength? The Programme seemed to demand contradictory things—surrender on one hand, composure on the other. The ability to let go and the ability to hold firm. The willingness to submit and the determination to endure.

He turned onto his side, trying to find a comfortable position.

The collar around his throat pressed against the pillow, a constant reminder of his status. Her Bunny. Her project. Her possession.

He had wanted this. Had agreed to this. Had signed the contract and knelt at her feet and asked for stricter protocol.

But in the quiet darkness of his room, with his body aching and his mind racing, he found himself asking questions he hadn’t dared to ask before.

What did she really want from him?

What did he really want from her?

And where did the Programme end and something else begin?

Morning arrived with grey skies and the sound of rain against the windows.

He rose early, his body stiff from restless sleep, his mind still churning with unanswered questions. The device on his wrist showed a new message.

*Morning session cancelled. Afternoon meeting rescheduled. Report to study at 10 AM. Bring your negotiation notes.*

No signature. No warmth. Just instruction.

He showered, dressed in the pale lavender suit that had been laid out for him, and fastened the rabbit-ear cufflinks with mechanical precision. The collar remained in place—he had stopped thinking about removing it, stopped imagining a version of himself that didn’t wear her mark.

The study was empty when he arrived.

He knelt by her desk, assuming the position that had become instinctive, and waited. The minutes stretched into a quarter hour, then half an hour. His knees began to ache against the hard floor, but he didn’t move. Didn’t shift. Didn’t break position.

He had learned that much, at least.

When she finally entered, she didn’t acknowledge his presence. She moved to the window, her back to him, her posture rigid.

‘I’ve received reports about yesterday’s session,’ she said without turning. ‘Your performance was… adequate.’

Adequate. Not good. Not excellent. Just adequate.

‘Thank you, Ms Wren.’

‘Thomas and Margaret both noted improvement in your composure. Your ability to maintain focus under pressure has clearly developed.’ She turned to face him, her expression unreadable. ‘Julian, however, has raised questions.’

Of course Julian had raised questions.

‘What kind of questions?’

‘He’s asked to observe future sessions. Has expressed concern about the Programme’s methodology. Has suggested that the board should review the leadership development framework to ensure it meets appropriate standards.’ Her voice was cool, but he detected an undercurrent of something else. Frustration, perhaps. Or anger. ‘In other words, he’s positioning himself to challenge the Programme’s legitimacy.’

‘And what happens if he succeeds?’

‘Then everything we’ve built together ends. The Programme is discredited. Your position within the company is undermined. And I’m forced to explain to the board why I invested significant resources in an initiative that produced public failures rather than measurable results.’ Her eyes met his. ‘So you see, Daniel, your performance is not merely personal. It has institutional implications.’

He felt the weight of her words settle over him.

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ She crossed to stand before him, looking down at his kneeling form. ‘Because I’m not sure you truly grasp what’s at stake. Julian isn’t simply ambitious. He’s dangerous. He’s been building alliances with board members for months, positioning himself as the reasonable alternative to my allegedly extreme methods.’ Her voice dropped. ‘And yesterday’s fall gave him exactly the ammunition he needed.’

He wanted to defend himself. To explain that the fall was a momentary lapse, that he had recovered, that his afternoon performance had demonstrated resilience. But he knew protest would only make things worse.

So he remained silent.

‘Fortunately,’ she continued, ‘Thomas and Margaret are supportive. They see the progress you’ve made. They believe in the Programme’s value.’ She crouched before him, bringing her face level with his. ‘But belief is fragile. One more public failure, one more moment of weakness, and even the supporters will begin to question their judgement.’

‘What do you need from me?’

‘I need you to be perfect.’ Her voice was soft but intense. ‘Not adequate. Not satisfactory. Perfect. I need you to demonstrate such complete composure, such total focus, that no one can question whether this Programme works.’ Her hand came to rest on his collar, fingers curling around the leather. ‘Can you do that?’

He wanted to say yes. Wanted to promise her the perfection she demanded.

But the questions from the night before were still echoing in his mind.

‘Before I answer,’ he said carefully, ‘I need to understand something.’

Her expression flickered—surprise, perhaps, at his hesitation.

‘What do you need to understand?’

‘This Programme.’ He met her eyes. ‘The sessions, the restraint, the exercises. I understand why they’re necessary. I understand what they’re designed to achieve.’ He took a breath. ‘But I don’t understand what you get from it. What you’re really after.’

Her hand tightened on his collar.

‘I’m after your transformation. Your development. Your evolution into the kind of leader this company needs.’

‘That’s the official answer.’ He held her gaze. ‘But what’s the real one?’

The silence stretched between them.

He had never challenged her before. Had never questioned her motives or probed beneath the surface of her instructions. The Programme demanded surrender, not interrogation. Obedience, not understanding.

But something had shifted in him. Perhaps it was the public failure on the hike, the humiliation of breaking in front of Julian. Perhaps it was the harsh reprimand of the morning before, the clinical correction that had felt more like punishment than growth. Perhaps it was simply the exhaustion of constant vigilance, of never knowing what test would come next.

Whatever the reason, he found himself unable to simply accept.

‘You want the truth?’ Her voice was ice.

‘Yes.’

She released his collar and rose, moving away from him.

‘The truth is that I’ve been running this Programme for five years. Five Bunny Executive Candidates, all carefully selected, all thoroughly vetted. And every single one has failed.’ She turned to face him. ‘Not professionally. They’ve all gone on to successful positions within the company or elsewhere. But they’ve failed personally. Fallen in love. Developed attachments. Tried to turn our professional arrangement into something it was never meant to be.’

He felt the words land.

‘I don’t understand what that has to do with—’

‘It has everything to do with you.’ Her voice sharpened. ‘Because you’re different. You have the same ambition, the same drive, the same desperate need for recognition that they all had. But underneath that, there’s something else. Something I haven’t seen before.’ She crossed her arms. ‘A capacity for actual surrender. Not just physical submission, but mental surrender. The willingness to let go of control completely.’

‘And that’s valuable to you because…?’

‘Because it’s rare.’ She moved toward the window, her back to him again. ‘Most men who submit are playing a role. Performing submission while secretly maintaining control. You actually surrender. And that…’ She paused. ‘That affects me in ways I didn’t anticipate.’

He rose from his knees, his body stiff, his mind racing.

‘Are you saying that this—’ He gestured between them. ‘That we—’

‘I’m saying that you’re dangerous.’ Her voice was quiet. ‘Not professionally. Personally. You threaten the walls I’ve built to protect myself. You make me question whether my methods are sustainable.’ She turned to face him. ‘And yes, I enjoy controlling you. I enjoy watching you struggle and succeed. I enjoy seeing you transform beneath my hands.’ Her expression hardened. ‘Does that answer your question?’

He stood frozen.

He had expected her to deflect. To redirect. To bring the conversation back to professional development and corporate necessity.

He had not expected honesty.

‘Why tell me this now?’

‘Because you asked.’ She crossed to stand before him. ‘Because you challenged me. And because I’m tired of pretending that this is purely professional when it hasn’t been for days.’ Her eyes searched his face. ‘I enjoy humiliating you, Daniel. I enjoy the power. I enjoy watching you submit. And that enjoyment is a weakness. One I’ve been trying to ignore.’

He felt the impact of her words.

The admission changed everything. Shifted the ground beneath his feet. Made him question assumptions he hadn’t even realised he was making.

‘Does that change what you want from me?’ he asked.

‘It changes what I’m willing to admit I want.’ Her hand came up to rest against his chest, over his heart. ‘I wanted a project. Someone to shape and refine and release into the world as evidence of my methods. I didn’t want…’ She stopped, as if the words were stuck. ‘I didn’t want this.’

‘This being what?’

‘Connection.’ The word seemed to cost her. ‘Attachment. The very things I’ve spent five years avoiding.’ She pulled her hand back. ‘You asked what I really get from the Programme. The answer is that I get to feel powerful. In control. Safe from the vulnerability that comes with genuine intimacy.’ Her voice dropped. ‘But with you, none of that is working the way it’s supposed to.’

He absorbed this.

‘The restraint,’ he said slowly. ‘The collar. The sessions. All of that is supposed to create distance, not closeness.’

‘Yes.’

‘But it’s had the opposite effect.’

‘Yes.’ Her expression was unreadable. ‘Which is why I’ve been harsher since the hike. Why I’ve intensified the protocol. Why I’ve treated you more like a problem to be solved than a person to be developed.’ She met his eyes. ‘I’m trying to re-establish the boundaries that you’ve somehow eroded.’

He understood now.

The clinical correction. The tracking device. The coldness in her voice when she discussed his failures. It wasn’t just about his performance—it was about her own defences.

She was pushing him away.

‘Is that what you want?’ he asked. ‘To re-establish those boundaries?’

‘I don’t know.’ The admission seemed to surprise her as much as it surprised him. ‘For five years, I’ve operated under a simple rule: never get attached. Never let them get close. Never let the power dynamic become confused with something more.’ She moved to her desk, leaning against it. ‘And now I’m questioning whether that rule is serving me. Whether it ever did.’

He took a step toward her.

‘You could have lied,’ he said. ‘Could have told me this was all about leadership development. Could have maintained the professional frame.’

‘Would you have believed me?’

He considered the question.

‘Probably not.’

‘Then lying would have been pointless.’ Her expression was weary. ‘And I’m tired of pretending. Tired of maintaining a facade that’s crumbling anyway.’ She looked at him. ‘What do you want, Daniel? Not from the Programme—from me. From… this.’

The question hung in the air between them.

He had been asking himself the same thing for days. Had been probing his own motivations, trying to understand why he stayed, why he surrendered, why he craved her approval with an intensity that went beyond professional ambition.

‘I want to be seen,’ he said slowly. ‘Not the performance, not the achievement, not the success. The person underneath all of that.’ He took another step toward her. ‘I want to be held. Not physically—though that too—but mentally. Emotionally. I want to belong to someone in a way that means something.’

‘And do you feel that with me?’

‘Yes.’ The word came out before he could second-guess it. ‘Even when you’re harsh. Even when you’re cold. There’s something underneath that feels real. Something that makes me feel like I matter.’

She was silent for a long moment.

Then she moved.

Crossed the space between them.

Pressed her hand against his chest again, feeling his heartbeat.

‘You terrify me,’ she said quietly. ‘More than Julian. More than the board. More than any professional challenge I’ve ever faced.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Because I can feel myself wanting things I’ve spent years convincing myself I don’t need.’

‘What things?’

‘Someone to trust. Someone to be vulnerable with. Someone who sees me as more than the CEO, more than the untouchable authority figure.’ Her voice was barely a whisper. ‘Someone who stays.’

He covered her hand with his own.

‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘You say that now. But the Programme ends in four days. And when it ends, you’ll go back to your life, your career, your regular existence.’ She pulled her hand back. ‘And I’ll be left with nothing but another successful transformation to add to my record.’

‘Is that what happened before? They left?’

‘They all left. One way or another.’ She moved away, putting distance between them. ‘Some left professionally—transferred to other divisions, other companies. Some left emotionally—withdrew into themselves, stopped responding to my direction. And some left personally—demanded more than I could give, tried to turn our arrangement into something I wasn’t prepared for.’

‘And you’re afraid I’ll do the same.’

‘I’m afraid you already are.’ Her voice was sharp. ‘I’m afraid that every session, every moment of connection, every time you look at me with those trusting eyes, you’re building expectations I can’t meet.’ She turned to face him. ‘I’m not capable of what you want, Daniel. I don’t know how to be the person you see when you look at me.’

He heard what she was saying.

Heard the fear underneath the words, the vulnerability she was trying so hard to conceal.

But he also heard something else.

‘You say you’re not capable,’ he said. ‘But you’re already doing it. You’re already being that person. The one who holds me, who shapes me, who makes me feel like I belong.’ He moved toward her again. ‘You’re just too afraid to admit it.’

Her expression hardened.

‘You’re crossing a line.’

‘I know.’ He didn’t stop. ‘But you crossed it first. When you told me the truth. When you admitted that I affect you. When you said you enjoy this.’ He stopped before her. ‘You can’t take that back. Can’t pretend it didn’t happen. Can’t pretend that this is still just professional.’

She stared at him.

And he saw something shift in her eyes. Fear, yes. But also something else.

Desire.

‘You’re right,’ she said finally. ‘I can’t take it back. And I don’t want to.’ Her voice dropped. ‘But wanting something doesn’t mean it’s wise. Doesn’t mean it won’t destroy us both.’

‘Or it could save us.’

She laughed, a sound that held no humour.

‘Save us? From what?’

‘From being alone. From building walls so high that no one can reach us. From becoming the kind of people who can’t connect, can’t trust, can’t love.’ He held her gaze. ‘I’ve been that person, Alexandra. I know what it looks like. I know what it costs. And I don’t want to go back to it.’

‘And you think I can save you from that?’

‘I think we can save each other.’

The words hung between them.

He saw her wrestling with something—years of carefully constructed defences, perhaps, or the fear of what it would mean to let someone in.

Then she reached up and touched his face.

‘You’re asking for something I don’t know how to give,’ she said quietly. ‘But I’m tired of not trying.’ Her thumb traced along his cheekbone. ‘I’m tired of being safe.’

He turned his face into her palm, feeling the warmth of her touch.

‘I’m not asking for promises. Not asking for forever.’ He met her eyes. ‘Just for honesty. For whatever this can become.’

She studied him for a long moment.

Then she nodded.

‘Alright. Honesty.’ Her hand dropped from his face. ‘Here’s my truth, Daniel. I enjoy humiliating you. I enjoy controlling you. I enjoy the power I have over your body and your mind.’ Her voice was steady. ‘And I don’t want to stop. Even if that means exposing myself to the very risks I’ve spent years avoiding.’

‘Then don’t stop.’

‘But it changes things. If I admit what this really is—if we both admit it—then we can’t pretend it’s just professional development anymore. We can’t hide behind the Programme’s framework.’ She stepped back. ‘We have to decide what we actually want. And whether we’re willing to fight for it.’

He understood.

The Programme had been a shelter. A structure that allowed them both to explore something without naming it, without committing to it. But that shelter was crumbling.

And they had a choice.

Hide behind the ruins.

Or step into the open.

‘I want this,’ he said. ‘Whatever it is. Whatever it becomes.’

‘Even if it’s complicated? Even if it threatens your career? Even if Julian uses it against you?’

‘Even then.’

She was silent for a moment.

Then she moved.

Fast.

Her hand came up to grip his collar, pulling him toward her, her mouth finding his in a kiss that was anything but gentle. He felt the force of her—years of restraint channeled into a single moment of contact, a single assertion of something that had been building since the day he arrived.

When she pulled back, they were both breathing hard.

‘That’s what this is,’ she said. ‘Not professional. Not structured. Not safe.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Can you handle that?’

He touched his lips, still feeling the pressure of hers.

‘Can you?’

She laughed, a genuine sound this time.

‘I have no idea.’ Her hand remained on his collar. ‘But I’m willing to find out.’

They spent the afternoon in the study.

Not in sessions, not in exercises, but in conversation. Real conversation. About their pasts, their fears, their hopes for futures neither of them had dared to imagine.

He learned about her childhood—competitive, pressured, driven to succeed by parents who valued achievement above all else. About her early career—fighting for respect in rooms full of men who assumed she didn’t belong. About the first man she’d let close, and how he’d used her vulnerability against her when the relationship ended.

She learned about his failures—the deals that had fallen through, the promotions he’d been denied, the constant fear that he would never be enough. About his family—distant, disapproving, always waiting for him to stumble. About the loneliness that had haunted him for years, even as he built a facade of success and confidence.

They talked until the light shifted from afternoon to evening.

And when the words ran out, they simply sat together. Her in her chair by the fire. Him on the floor beside her, his head resting against her knee.

The collar was still around his throat. The cage still held him. But something had shifted.

The walls were coming down.

When the knock came at the door, they both startled.

Alexandra rose, her expression shifting back to professional neutrality.

‘Come in.’

It was a staff member, bearing a message.

‘Ms Wren, Mr Hart has requested a meeting with the executive committee for tomorrow morning. He says there are urgent matters to discuss regarding the leadership programme.’

Alexandra’s expression didn’t change.

But Daniel saw her hand tighten on the arm of her chair.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Please inform Mr Hart that his request has been received and will be considered.’

The staff member withdrew.

The room was silent.

‘Julian,’ Daniel said.

‘Julian.’ She turned to face him. ‘He’s moving faster than I anticipated.’

‘What’s he planning?’

‘I don’t know. But it won’t be good.’ She moved to the window, looking out at the darkening grounds. ‘He’s been waiting for an opportunity. And yesterday’s conversation—the one where we admitted what this really is—might have given him exactly what he needs.’

‘How would he know about that?’

‘There are no secrets in a place like this.’ Her voice was grim. ‘Staff talk. Executives notice things. And Julian has been watching both since the moment you arrived.’ She turned back to him. ‘Whatever happens tomorrow, we need to be prepared. He’ll come at us with everything he has.’

‘And what do we have?’

She looked at him for a long moment.

‘Each other,’ she said finally. ‘For whatever that’s worth.’

He rose from his position on the floor.

‘It’s worth everything.’

She almost smiled.

‘Then let’s make sure we don’t lose it.’


CHAPTER TWELVE - The Serving

The invitation arrived at dawn.

Formal card stock. Gold lettering. The Wren Enterprises logo embossed in the corner.

*The Board of Directors cordially invites you to attend the Annual Spring Executive Reception. Cocktails and conversation. Seven o’clock in the evening. Dress: Business Formal. Attendance is mandatory for all Programme participants.*

Mandatory.

The word carried weight in Alexandra’s vocabulary. It meant there was no choice. No alternative. No escape from whatever she had planned.

Daniel read the invitation three times, his stomach tightening with each pass. The Spring Executive Reception was a tradition—one of the few social events on the corporate calendar that brought together board members, senior executives, and select stakeholders in an evening of networking and relationship building.

He had attended before. Twice. Always as a rising star, someone to watch, a young executive with potential.

He would be attending tonight as something else entirely.

The wardrobe had been laid out while he slept.

He discovered it when he returned from his morning run—a pursuit he’d been allowed to continue, though the device on his wrist tracked his every step. The suit was unmistakable. Pale pink. A shade lighter than anything he’d worn before, almost absurd in its softness. The shirt was white silk, the tie a deeper rose that matched the pocket square. The cufflinks were the same rabbit-ear design he’d grown accustomed to, but larger today. More visible. More difficult to ignore.

And beneath the neatly pressed trousers, positioned with unmistakable intention:

A tail plug.

Not the simple silicone device he’d found in his original wardrobe. This one was different. Tapered but substantial. With a fluffy white attachment that could not be mistaken for anything other than what it was.

A bunny tail.

He stood before the bed, staring at the arrangement, feeling his face heat.

This was different from the sessions. Different from the private humiliation of kneeling or the controlled exposure of the hiking exercise. This was public. This was deliberate. This was a statement.

He was being displayed.

The note was tucked beneath the collar that lay beside the suit.

Her handwriting. Economical and precise.

*You questioned whether I enjoy this. Tonight, you’ll have your answer. Wear everything provided. Arrive at 6:45. Your role is service—drinks, canapes, attention. You will be visible. You will be perfect. And you will remember that you are mine.*

No signature.

He didn’t need one.

He prepared himself slowly.

The plug first. Lubricated, positioned, pressed into place with careful control. The sensation was familiar now—his body had learned to accept intrusion, to hold what was given. But the tail was something new. A weight that sat between his cheeks, a constant reminder of what he was wearing, of how he would look if anyone noticed the slight bulge in the tailored trousers.

The cage remained. She hadn’t mentioned removing it, and he hadn’t asked.

The collar came next. He fastened it around his own throat, feeling the leather settle into its familiar position. This one was more ornate than before—thin black leather with a small silver clasp at the back, elegant enough to pass as an accessory, obvious enough to anyone who looked closely.

Then the suit.

The fabric was finer than anything he’d worn. Italian wool, cut to follow every line of his body. The colour was devastating—pale pink that seemed designed to emphasise his masculinity while simultaneously undermining it. The shirt was sheer enough to show the shape of his chest beneath. The cufflinks caught the light with every movement.

He looked in the mirror.

What stared back was a contradiction. A tall, athletic man in a suit that whispered of softness and submission. A successful executive wearing rabbit ears on his cuffs and a collar around his throat. A powerful professional who was, at this moment, entirely owned.

The effect was unsettling.

He hoped that was the point.

The reception was held in the main ballroom.

He had been in this space before—charity galas, award ceremonies, the kind of events where Wren Enterprises showcased its success to the world. But tonight, the room felt different. Smaller. More intimate. The lighting was soft, the music subtle, the crowd manageable.

Board members. Senior executives. Key stakeholders.

And Julian.

Daniel spotted him immediately, standing near the bar with Thomas and two board members Daniel recognised but couldn’t name. Julian was wearing a charcoal suit—conservative, professional, unremarkable. His eyes met Daniel’s across the room, and a slow smile spread across his face.

*You look ridiculous,* the smile said. *And everyone can see it.*

Daniel looked away first.

The device on his wrist vibrated once—a signal, he’d learned, that she was watching. That she was pleased with his arrival. That she was waiting.

He found Alexandra near the French doors, holding court with a group of older men who Daniel assumed were board members. She wore a deep green gown—elegant, imposing, unmistakably authoritative. Her hair was swept up, exposing her neck, her shoulders. She looked like a queen holding audience.

Their eyes met.

Her expression didn’t change. But her hand moved—subtle, almost invisible—to her collarbone. A gesture that mirrored the one he couldn’t see, couldn’t feel, but knew was there.

*Your collar. My mark. Remember.*

He remembered.

The first hour passed in a blur of service.

He moved through the room as instructed, carrying a tray of champagne, offering drinks to guests with a smile that felt more forced than genuine. The pink suit drew looks—some curious, some amused, some appraising in ways that made his skin prickle.

‘Interesting choice,’ one board member said, accepting a glass. ‘Not the usual executive attire.’

‘It’s part of the Programme,’ Daniel replied, his voice steady. ‘A reminder that leadership requires flexibility.’

‘Flexibility.’ The man’s eyes moved over him, lingering on the collar. ‘Is that what we’re calling it now?’

He didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond. He simply smiled and moved on.

The tail shifted with every step. The plug pressed against sensitive flesh. The cage held him in a grip that had become almost comfortable, almost familiar. But the combination of sensations was overwhelming—a constant reminder of his status, his submission, his complete surrender to the woman who watched from across the room.

She was speaking with Julian now.

Their conversation looked professional—heads bent together, voices low, expressions neutral. But Daniel saw the way Julian glanced toward him. The way his smile widened whenever Daniel’s tray dipped slightly or his step faltered.

He knew.

He knew exactly what Daniel was wearing. What he was doing. What it meant.

And he was enjoying every moment.

The second hour brought new challenges.

‘Ah, the Bunny Executive Candidate.’ Julian had broken away from Alexandra and approached Daniel directly, his champagne glass in hand. ‘I’ve been wanting to speak with you.’

Daniel kept his expression neutral.

‘Mr Hart. How can I help you?’

‘Oh, I don’t need help.’ Julian’s eyes moved over him, cataloguing every detail. ‘I’m simply curious. This Programme of Alexandra’s—it’s quite unusual, isn’t it? The clothing, the… accessories.’ His gaze landed on the collar. ‘The visible markers of status.’

‘The Programme has been valuable for my development.’

‘Has it?’ Julian stepped closer, his voice dropping. ‘Because from where I’m standing, it looks like something else entirely. Something that might raise questions about fitness for leadership. About judgment. About whether someone who allows himself to be… displayed… in this manner can be trusted with significant corporate responsibilities.’

Daniel felt his pulse quicken.

‘My performance speaks for itself. The negotiation simulations, the strategic exercises—’

‘All conducted in private, under controlled conditions.’ Julian’s smile was sharp. ‘But tonight, you’re in public. Serving drinks. Wearing pastels and a collar.’ He laughed softly. ‘Tell me, Daniel—do the board members see a future executive when they look at you? Or do they see a man who’s lost his way?’

The words landed like blows.

But Daniel remembered what Alexandra had said. What they had discussed in the study.

*I enjoy humiliating you. I enjoy controlling you. I enjoy the power I have over your body and your mind.*

And his response:

*I want this. Whatever it is. Whatever it becomes.*

He straightened his spine.

‘I think the board members see exactly what Ms Wren intends them to see,’ he said, his voice calm. ‘Someone willing to submit to a rigorous development process. Someone who doesn’t let ego prevent him from learning. Someone who understands that true strength comes from discipline, not posturing.’ He met Julian’s eyes. ‘What do you see, Mr Hart?’

Julian’s smile flickered.

‘I see a man who’s compromised himself. Who’s let a woman strip away his dignity and call it growth.’ He leaned closer. ‘And I see an opportunity to ensure that man never holds real power in this company again.’

‘Then you’re welcome to try.’ Daniel lifted his tray slightly. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have guests to serve.’

He walked away before Julian could respond.

The third hour brought Alexandra to his side.

She appeared without warning, falling into step beside him as he crossed the room. Her hand came to rest briefly on his lower back—a touch so light it might have been accidental, but which sent electricity through his body.

‘You’re doing well,’ she murmured. ‘The board members are impressed by your composure.’

‘Julian isn’t.’

‘Julian doesn’t matter.’ Her hand pressed slightly harder. ‘What matters is that you’re exactly what I told them you would be. Disciplined. Graceful. Completely under control.’ Her voice dropped further. ‘And wearing everything I gave you.’

‘Including the tail.’

‘Including the tail.’ He heard the smile in her voice. ‘Does it make you feel humiliated?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ Her hand moved higher, settling between his shoulder blades. ‘That humiliation is a gift. A reminder that you belong to me. That you would do anything I asked, wear anything I provided, submit to any degradation I deemed appropriate.’ Her lips brushed his ear. ‘And that you would do it willingly. Gratefully. Because you understand what it means to be truly owned.’

He felt his body respond despite himself—heat building, arousal pressing against the cage, his breath coming slightly faster.

‘Ms Wren—’

‘Don’t speak.’ Her hand pressed him forward. ‘Continue your service. I’ll be watching.’

She melted back into the crowd.

And he was alone again, carrying his tray, wearing his pastels, feeling the tail shift with every step and the collar press against his throat.

Hers.

Completely.

The fourth hour brought the challenge.

He was refilling his tray at the bar when he felt the presence beside him. Turned to find one of the senior board members—a man named Harrison, whose investment group controlled significant shares in Wren Enterprises—watching him with an expression of frank assessment.

‘You’re Daniel Cross,’ Harrison said. It wasn’t a question.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’ve been watching you tonight.’ Harrison’s eyes moved over him slowly. ‘Interesting approach to leadership development. Very… unconventional.’

‘So I’ve been told, sir.’

‘Does it bother you? The clothing, the role, the… public display?’ Harrison’s gaze landed on the collar. ‘The obvious markers of submission?’

Daniel considered his answer carefully.

‘At first, yes. It bothered me.’ He met the older man’s eyes. ‘But I’ve come to understand that discomfort is part of growth. That sometimes the things that challenge us most are the things we need most.’

‘That sounds like something Alexandra would say.’

‘It’s something I’ve learned through experience.’

Harrison studied him for a long moment.

‘I’ve known Alexandra Wren for fifteen years,’ he said finally. ‘Watched her build this company from nothing. Watched her fight for every inch of respect in an industry that didn’t want to give it to her.’ He swirled his drink. ‘She’s brilliant. Ruthless. Absolutely committed to excellence in everything she does.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘But she’s also isolated. Alone in ways that most people don’t see. Most people don’t care to see.’

Daniel remained silent, uncertain where this was going.

‘She’s never brought anyone into her Programme who she thought might actually matter to her,’ Harrison continued. ‘Until now.’ He leaned closer. ‘I don’t know what’s happening between the two of you. I don’t know whether it’s appropriate or whether it will end in disaster. But I do know this—Alexandra Wren doesn’t make mistakes about people. If she selected you, if she’s invested this much in your development, then you’re worth something to her.’ He straightened. ‘Don’t make her regret it.’

He walked away before Daniel could respond.

The fifth hour brought exhaustion.

His feet ached from standing. His back ached from the weight of the tray. His body ached from the constant stimulation of the plug, the cage, the knowledge of what he was doing and what it meant.

But he kept moving.

Kept serving.

Kept smiling.

The room had thinned out—guests departing, conversations winding down, the energy shifting from active networking to quiet reflection. He found himself near the French doors, looking out at the gardens beyond, the moonlight casting silver shadows across manicured lawns.

‘You survived.’

He turned to find Alexandra beside him. She had stepped away from the remaining guests, her expression softer than he’d seen it all evening.

‘I survived,’ he agreed.

‘No. More than survived.’ She moved closer, her shoulder almost touching his. ‘You thrived. Every board member I spoke with mentioned your composure. Your grace. Your willingness to serve without complaint.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Your obvious submission to my authority.’

‘Julian noticed too.’

‘Julian noticed what I wanted him to notice.’ She turned to face him. ‘That you’re mine. That you would endure anything I asked. That there is no depth of humiliation I cannot ask you to descend to—and no depth you would not willingly explore.’

‘That’s what you wanted?’

‘That’s what I needed.’ Her hand came up to touch his collar. ‘Julian has been building a case against the Programme. Gathering evidence of instability, of inappropriate conduct, of compromised judgment. Tonight, he saw exactly what I wanted him to see—not a man who has lost his way, but a man who has found something worth submitting to.’ Her fingers tightened on the leather. ‘And he knows, now, that he cannot break what we’ve built.’

‘Can’t he?’

‘No.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Because what we’ve built isn’t about the Programme. It’s not about the sessions or the exercises or the public displays. It’s about trust. Surrender. The willingness to be seen, truly seen, and to remain standing.’ She stepped closer. ‘Julian thinks he can use this against us. But he doesn’t understand that there’s nothing to use. We’ve already admitted everything. To each other, if not to the world.’

He felt the truth of her words.

They had crossed a line. In the study, in their conversation, in the kiss she had given him. They had acknowledged what this really was—what it had always been—and in doing so, they had taken away Julian’s most powerful weapon.

The threat of exposure.

There was nothing to expose anymore.

‘What happens now?’ he asked.

‘Now, we finish the evening. We let Julian see you leave with your head held high, still wearing my collar, still carrying my mark.’ She smiled slightly. ‘And tomorrow, we face whatever he brings. Together.’

‘Together,’ he repeated.

The word felt strange on his tongue. He was not accustomed to togetherness. Had spent his entire career building walls, cultivating independence, proving that he needed no one.

But now, standing in the moonlight with her hand on his collar and her eyes on his face, he felt something he hadn’t felt in years.

Hope.

The reception ended at midnight.

The remaining guests filtered out, offering perfunctory goodbyes and meaningful glances. Julian was among the last to leave, pausing at the door to offer Alexandra a nod that was almost mocking.

‘Interesting evening,’ he said. ‘Very… educational.’

‘I’m glad you could attend,’ Alexandra replied, her voice cool. ‘We value transparency in our leadership development initiatives.’

‘Transparency.’ Julian smiled, his eyes moving between Alexandra and Daniel. ‘Yes, I imagine you do. Though I wonder whether the board would value the same transparency if they understood exactly what this Programme entails.’ His gaze landed on Daniel’s collar. ‘The accessories alone might raise eyebrows among the more conservative members.’

Alexandra’s expression didn’t waver.

‘The board has full confidence in my methods, Julian. They’ve seen the results. They understand that unconventional approaches sometimes yield exceptional outcomes.’ She stepped forward, placing herself slightly between Julian and Daniel. ‘What they don’t have confidence in is executives who spend their time plotting against colleagues rather than contributing to the company’s success.’

Julian’s smile flickered.

‘I’m not plotting against anyone. I’m simply asking questions that others are afraid to ask.’ He straightened his jacket. ‘Questions about judgment. About appropriate boundaries. About whether someone who engages in… whatever this is… can be trusted with the responsibilities of senior leadership.’

‘And those questions will be answered at the appropriate time, through the appropriate channels.’ Alexandra’s voice was ice. ‘Until then, I suggest you focus on your own performance rather than obsessing over Daniel’s development.’

‘Of course.’ Julian moved toward the door, pausing at the threshold. ‘But you should know, Alexandra—I’m not the only one watching. The board has questions. Serious questions. And tonight’s display has given them fresh material to consider.’ His smile returned, sharper than before. ‘I’d be careful, if I were you. Not everyone finds this kind of transparency as compelling as you seem to think.’

He left.

The silence that followed was heavy.

Daniel exhaled slowly, becoming aware of how tightly he’d been holding himself.

‘He’s more dangerous than I realised,’ he said.

‘He’s desperate.’ Alexandra moved away from the door, her heels clicking against the marble floor. ‘And desperate people do desperate things.’ She turned to face him. ‘But that doesn’t mean we can dismiss him. He’s been building alliances for months. Laying groundwork. Waiting for exactly this kind of opportunity.’

‘Tonight.’

‘Tonight.’ She nodded. ‘Every moment you spent serving drinks, every word you exchanged with board members, every time Julian saw you in that suit, wearing my collar, carrying that tray—he was cataloguing it. Building his case.’ Her expression was grim. ‘By morning, he’ll have a narrative ready. One that paints you as compromised and me as exploiting that compromise for personal gratification.’

‘Is he wrong?’

The question slipped out before he could stop it.

Alexandra’s eyes sharpened.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean…’ He took a breath, choosing his words carefully. ‘We admitted what this is. What it’s become. The Programme is no longer just about professional development. It hasn’t been for days.’ He gestured to his collar, his suit, the plug he could still feel shifting inside him. ‘Tonight wasn’t just about testing my composure or demonstrating discipline. It was about ownership. About marking me in front of everyone, showing them that I belong to you.’ He met her eyes. ‘And you enjoyed it. You said so yourself.’

She was silent for a long moment.

‘You’re asking whether Julian’s narrative has merit.’

‘I’m asking whether we’re fooling ourselves into thinking we can separate what we do from what we feel.’ He stepped closer. ‘I’m asking whether the Programme can survive the truth.’

Alexandra turned away, moving toward the windows that overlooked the moonlit gardens. Her silhouette was elegant, imposing—the CEO in her element, even now.

‘The Programme has always been a framework,’ she said finally. ‘A structure that allows for exploration without the messiness of undefined boundaries. But frameworks are only useful when they reflect reality. When they become masks for something else…’ She paused. ‘They become liabilities.’

‘Is that what this is? A liability?’

‘It’s what Julian will try to make it.’ She turned back to face him. ‘He’ll argue that I’ve compromised my judgment by developing personal feelings for a subordinate. That the Programme has become a vehicle for my own gratification rather than legitimate leadership development. That my fitness to lead the company is called into question by my inability to maintain professional boundaries.’ Her voice was steady, but he heard the strain beneath it. ‘And he’ll use tonight—your collar, your service, the obvious pleasure I took in displaying you—as evidence.’

Daniel absorbed this.

‘Then we get ahead of it,’ he said. ‘Control the narrative before he can.’

‘How?’

‘By being honest. With the board, with ourselves.’ He moved toward her. ‘You told me that transparency is what we value. That there’s nothing to expose because we’ve already admitted everything to each other.’ He stopped before her. ‘Maybe that’s the answer. Maybe instead of hiding, we show them what this really is. What it could be.’

‘A relationship between a CEO and a subordinate executive?’ Her voice was sharp. ‘Do you have any idea how many corporate governance rules that would violate? How many questions it would raise about favoritism, coercion, abuse of power?’

‘I’m not talking about announcing an affair. I’m talking about demonstrating that what we’ve built is legitimate. That the Programme works. That I’m better—stronger, more focused, more capable—because of what you’ve done with me.’ He held her gaze. ‘Let them see the results, Alexandra. Not the methods, but the outcomes. Let them judge me on my performance, not on what I wear or who I belong to.’

She studied him for a long moment.

‘You’re asking me to trust the board. To believe that they’ll see past Julian’s insinuations and recognise the value of what we’ve created.’

‘I’m asking you to trust yourself.’ He reached out, touching her arm. ‘You built this company. You’ve faced challenges before. And you’ve never let anyone dictate your methods or your choices.’ His voice softened. ‘Don’t start now.’

She was quiet for a long time.

The ballroom had emptied completely. Staff moved in the periphery, clearing glasses and folding linens, but the space itself felt hollow. A stage after the performance ends.

‘Do you know why I started the Programme?’ Alexandra asked.

‘You told me. To develop leadership potential. To identify and refine executive talent.’

‘That’s what I tell the board.’ She moved to a chair near the windows, sinking into it with a grace that seemed almost involuntary. ‘The truth is more complicated.’

He waited.

‘My father was a difficult man,’ she continued, her voice distant. ‘Controlling. Demanding. He had very specific ideas about what success looked like, and he was relentless in pursuing them. My mother was the same way—they were a matched set. Both brilliant, both ruthless, both absolutely convinced that their way was the only way.’ She laughed softly. ‘They owned a manufacturing company. Built it from nothing. And they expected me to follow in their footsteps, to maintain the legacy they’d created.’

‘But you didn’t.’

‘No.’ Her eyes met his. ‘I wanted something different. Not just success—power. The ability to shape things according to my own vision, not theirs. To build something that was mine, completely and irrevocably mine.’ She looked away. ‘But I learned from them. Learned that control is the only thing that matters. That without it, you’re at the mercy of everyone else’s agendas, everyone else’s needs.’

‘And the Programme?’

‘The Programme is… an attempt to reconcile those lessons with something softer.’ She paused. ‘Every year, I select someone who I think has potential. Not just professional potential, but personal potential. The capacity to be shaped. To surrender.’ Her voice dropped. ‘And every year, I’ve failed. Either they couldn’t truly submit, or I couldn’t truly let them in. The control I’d learned to value became a wall instead of a tool.’

‘Until now.’

‘Until now.’ She rose, moving toward him. ‘You’re different, Daniel. Not because you’re more talented or more ambitious than the others. But because you actually want what I’m offering. Not the development, not the career boost, not the professional advantage.’ She stopped before him. ‘You want to be seen. To belong. To be held.’ Her hand came up to touch his face. ‘And I want to hold you. That’s what terrifies me.’

He turned his face into her palm, feeling the warmth of her touch.

‘Then let it terrify you,’ he said. ‘Let it be complicated and messy and whatever else it needs to be. But don’t let Julian use your fear against you.’ He met her eyes. ‘Don’t let him win.’

She kissed him.

Not like before—not the fierce, claiming pressure of the study. This was softer. More uncertain. A question rather than a statement.

He answered it.

His hands came up to frame her face, feeling the elegant bones beneath her skin, the softness of her hair where it escaped its pins. She tasted like champagne and something deeper—satisfaction, perhaps, or relief. The relief of finally being honest.

When they broke apart, they were both breathing hard.

‘We should go somewhere private,’ he said.

‘We are private.’ She glanced around the empty ballroom. ‘The staff won’t disturb us. And the security cameras… I had them disabled for the reception.’ A smile played at the corners of her mouth. ‘I didn’t want any record of tonight’s display. For reasons that should now be obvious.’

‘Then we should—’

‘Stay.’ Her hand came to rest on his chest, over his heart. ‘I want to look at you. Here. Where everyone saw what you were willing to do for me.’ Her eyes searched his face. ‘Where you proved that you belong to me, completely and without reservation.’

He felt his body respond to her words—to the ownership in her voice, the possessiveness that should have felt demeaning but instead felt like sanctuary.

‘I do belong to you,’ he said. ‘Completely. Without reservation.’

The words settled between them, heavier than any contract, more binding than any collar.

She exhaled slowly, as if she’d been holding her breath for hours.

‘Say it again.’

‘I belong to you.’ He took her hand from his chest and pressed it to his lips. ‘My career. My body. My submission. Whatever you want to take, whatever you want to keep—it’s yours.’

Her fingers curled against his mouth.

‘Do you understand what you’re offering? What it means to belong to someone like me?’ Her voice was low, intense. ‘I don’t do things halfway, Daniel. I don’t share. I don’t compromise. Once you’re mine, you’re mine. In every way that matters.’

‘I understand.’

‘And you still want this? After tonight? After Julian’s threats, after the board’s questions, after everything you’ve endured?’

He answered by dropping to his knees.

It was instinct now—the movement, the position, the bow of his head. Not performative surrender, but genuine submission. The kind that came from somewhere deeper than strategy or ambition.

‘I want this,’ he said, looking up at her. ‘I want you. Whatever that means. Whatever it costs.’

She stared down at him, her expression unreadable.

Then her hand came to rest on his head, fingers threading through his hair.

‘Stand up,’ she said softly. ‘Not here. Not like this.’ She pulled him to his feet. ‘When I take you further, when I make you truly mine, it won’t be on a ballroom floor with the staff waiting to clear the glasses.’ Her hand moved to his collar, touching the leather with something approaching reverence. ‘It will be in my bed. In my space. On my terms.’

‘Tonight?’

She considered the question.

‘Tonight,’ she said finally. ‘But first, we finish what we started. We face whatever Julian has prepared. We show the board—and everyone else watching—that this Programme produces results, not scandals.’ Her hand tightened on his collar. ‘Can you wait until then? Can you maintain your composure, your service, your submission, knowing what’s coming?’

‘What is coming?’

‘Surrender.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Complete and total. The kind you’ve been building toward since the moment you arrived.’ She released his collar. ‘But not yet. Tonight, you return to your suite. You remove the suit, the plug, the external markers. But you keep the collar. And you keep the cage.’ Her smile was sharp. ‘Some things should remain under my control until I decide otherwise.’

He felt a mixture of anticipation and disappointment—craving more, but understanding the discipline she was teaching him.

‘And if I want more now?’

‘Then you’ll learn that wanting is part of the experience.’ She stepped back, putting distance between them. ‘Discipline isn’t just about obedience, Daniel. It’s about learning to sit with desire without acting on it. To feel need without demanding satisfaction.’ Her expression softened slightly. ‘Trust me. What’s coming will be worth the wait.’

She dismissed him shortly after.

He walked back to his suite through empty corridors, his footsteps echoing against marble floors. The pastel suit felt like a costume now—the uniform of a role he’d played all evening. But the collar around his throat was real. The cage between his legs was real. The sense of belonging to someone, of being claimed and kept, was the most real thing he’d ever felt.

The suite was dark when he entered.

He moved through the familiar routine—hanging the suit, folding the shirt, placing the cufflinks in their case. The plug he removed and cleaned, setting it aside with the other items she’d provided. His body felt strange without it, empty in a way that was almost uncomfortable.

He stood before the mirror, studying himself.

Naked except for the collar and the cage. The latter was visible now, a clear device that held him in a state of constant denial. His body had learned to accept it—the initial discomfort had faded into something more nuanced, a background hum of arousal and frustration that sharpened his focus rather than distracting from it.

But his face was what drew his attention.

He looked different. Not older, not tired, but somehow more settled. As if the striving that had defined him for so long had finally found a direction. A purpose.

Her.

He touched the collar, feeling the leather against his throat.

*I belong to you.*

The words echoed in his mind, and he let them settle there. Let them become real.

Sleep came slowly.

His body ached from the evening—the constant movement, the weight of service, the strain of maintaining composure while Julian probed and board members watched. But his mind was louder than his muscles, racing through conversations and calculations and the thousand small moments that had made up the night.

Julian’s smile.

Harrison’s warning.

Alexandra’s hand on his collar, her lips against his ear.

*I enjoy humiliating you. I enjoy controlling you.*

And his own response, rising from somewhere he hadn’t known existed:

*I want this. Whatever it is. Whatever it becomes.*

He had meant it. Every word. But meaning something and understanding its implications were different things. In the darkness of his suite, with the collar pressing against his throat and the cage holding him in check, he allowed himself to consider what he’d committed to.

She wasn’t offering an affair. Wasn’t offering the kind of relationship he’d had before—casual, convenient, easily compartmentalised. She was offering ownership. The real kind, with consequences and obligations and no exit strategy that didn’t involve pain.

He thought about his career. His reputation. The years he’d spent building something that could be destroyed by a single revelation about what he’d agreed to, what he’d endured, what he’d secretly craved.

He thought about his family—the distant parents who would view this as weakness, the colleagues who would question his judgment, the rivals who would use it against him.

He thought about Julian, circling like a vulture, waiting for the moment when all of this would become ammunition.

And then he thought about Alexandra.

Her face when she’d admitted fear. Her voice when she’d spoken of loneliness. Her touch when she’d kissed him—not claiming, but connecting.

*I’m tired of being safe.*

He understood that exhaustion. Had lived with it for years without naming it. The constant vigilance, the endless performance, the impossible task of being everything everyone expected while feeling nothing of what he pretended.

She’d stripped all that away. Not gently—never gently—but completely. And underneath the ambition and the arrogance and the desperate need for recognition, she’d found something he’d hidden from everyone, including himself.

The desire to surrender.

To belong.

To be held.

He closed his eyes.

And for the first time in longer than he could remember, he slept without dreaming.

The morning arrived with sunlight and the sound of birds.

He woke slowly, his body stiff but his mind clear. The collar was still around his throat. The cage still held him. But something had shifted during the night—a settling, as if pieces that had been loose were finally finding their places.

The device on his wrist glowed with a new message.

*Study. Nine o’clock. Wear what you slept in.*

He read the words twice, feeling their implications.

What he’d slept in was the collar and nothing else.

She wanted him exposed.

He arrived at the study at 8:57.

The door was open—a change from their usual routine, a signal that this meeting was different from the ones before. He entered to find Alexandra standing at the window, her silhouette outlined against the bright morning light.

She wore a simple dress today. Navy blue. Professional but softer than the severe suits she favoured for formal occasions. Her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in a way he hadn’t seen before.

She turned when he entered.

Her eyes moved over him—the collar at his throat, the cage between his legs, the vulnerability of his naked body in the familiar space where she’d conducted every session.

‘You followed the instruction.’

‘I did.’

‘And how does it feel? To stand before me like this? No suit, no pretense, no barriers?’

He considered the question.

‘Honest,’ he said finally. ‘Terrifying. Right.’

She nodded slowly.

‘Come here.’

He crossed the room, stopping before her. This close, he could see details he’d missed before—the faint shadows beneath her eyes, the tension in her shoulders, the way her hands clenched slightly at her sides.

She was nervous.

The realisation shocked him. Alexandra Wren, who had controlled every moment of his experience since he arrived, who had humiliated him and shaped him and claimed him without visible hesitation—she was nervous.

‘Last night changed things,’ she said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Not just between us. In the board’s perception. In Julian’s calculations.’ Her eyes met his. ‘In my own understanding of what I want.’

‘What do you want?’

‘You.’ The word came without hesitation. ‘Not as a project. Not as a Bunny Executive Candidate. Not as a professional experiment.’ Her hand came up to touch his chest, over his heart. ‘As mine. In every way that word implies.’

‘You have me.’

‘Do I?’ Her voice sharpened. ‘Because last night, when Julian threatened to expose us, you asked whether we were fooling ourselves. Whether the Programme could survive the truth.’ Her hand pressed harder against his chest. ‘That question told me you still have doubts. Still wonder whether this is real, whether it can last, whether I’m worth the risk.’

‘I don’t doubt you.’

‘Then doubt yourself. Doubt your ability to survive what’s coming.’ She stepped back. ‘Julian has called a board meeting for this afternoon. Emergency session. He’s going to present evidence—testimony from staff who’ve seen us together, documentation of the Programme’s more unusual elements, probably photographs from last night.’ Her expression was grim. ‘He’s going to argue that I’ve compromised the company’s governance. That my relationship with you represents a conflict of interest so severe that it threatens shareholder value.’ She paused. ‘He’s going to try to have me removed as CEO.’

Daniel felt the weight of her words.

‘Can he do that?’

‘With the right evidence, the right allies, the right narrative—yes.’ She moved to her desk, leaning against it. ‘The board has tolerated my methods because I’ve delivered results. But tolerance is fragile. If they believe I’ve let personal feelings cloud my judgment, that fragility shatters.’ Her eyes met his. ‘And everything I’ve built falls apart.’

‘Then we fight back. Show them—’

‘There’s nothing to show.’ Her voice was flat. ‘Julian’s narrative isn’t wrong. I have let personal feelings cloud my judgment. I have crossed lines that shouldn’t be crossed. I have compromised the governance principles I spent years establishing.’ She spread her hands. ‘The only question is whether the board cares more about rules or results.’

‘They care about money. About performance. About the company’s success.’ He stepped toward her. ‘You’ve made Wren Enterprises profitable, powerful, respected. One board meeting won’t undo years of achievement.’

‘Won’t it?’ She laughed, a sound without humour. ‘You’d be surprised how quickly the powerful can fall when the right accusation is made. When the right narrative takes hold.’ She straightened. ‘I’ve seen it happen to others. Always assumed I was too careful, too strategic, to let it happen to me.’ Her expression hardened. ‘I was wrong.’

He absorbed this.

‘What do you need from me?’

‘Your trust.’ She moved toward him, stopping inches away. ‘Your willingness to follow my lead, no matter where it goes. Your commitment to the story we’ll tell, the front we’ll present, the future we’ll build.’ Her hand came to rest on his collar. ‘Can you give me that? Can you stand beside me and tell the board that everything we’ve done was legitimate? That the Programme works? That I’m still fit to lead this company?’

He looked at her—really looked, seeing past the CEO, past the untouchable authority figure, to the woman underneath. The one who had admitted loneliness and fear and the desire for something she’d never allowed herself to have.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can give you that.’

‘Then we have a chance.’ She released his collar. ‘Get dressed. The meeting is at two. I’ll need you there—not as my subordinate, not as my project, but as my partner.’ Her expression shifted, something softer breaking through the professional mask. ‘Can you do that? Can you be my partner?’

He answered by taking her hand.

‘I already am.’


CHAPTER THIRTEEN - Observation

The hours between Alexandra’s revelation and the board meeting stretched like taffy.

Daniel returned to his suite and dressed in the clothes that had been laid out—a return to more conventional attire, dark trousers and a pressed white shirt, the collar exchanged for one in deep brown leather that could pass for a simple choker to the untrained eye. The cage remained. He had stopped expecting its removal.

His mind raced through scenarios, contingencies, arguments he could make if called upon to defend the Programme. But each line of reasoning circled back to the same central truth: the Programme had never been what it appeared. And defending it meant defending something he barely understood himself.

The device on his wrist buzzed at noon.

*Conference Room B. Twelve-thirty. Mr Harrison wishes to observe your progress before the afternoon session.*

He read the message twice.

Harrison. The board member from the reception. The one who had warned him not to make Alexandra regret her choice.

What did he want?

Conference Room B was smaller than the spaces they usually occupied.

Intimate, almost. A single table with two chairs. A sideboard bearing refreshments. Windows that looked out onto the garden rather than the corporate grounds. It felt less like a meeting room than a private parlour.

Harrison was already present.

The older man stood by the window, his hands clasped behind his back, his posture relaxed but alert. He wore a grey suit that probably cost more than Daniel’s monthly salary, and his expression when he turned was one of careful assessment.

‘Mr Cross. Thank you for joining me.’

‘It’s an honour, Mr Harrison.’

‘Is it?’ The older man smiled slightly. ‘I suspect you’re wondering why I’ve asked for this meeting. Whether it’s a trap, a test, or something else entirely.’ He gestured to the chair. ‘Please. Sit.’

Daniel sat.

Harrison remained standing, moving slowly around the room.

‘I’ve been on the board of Wren Enterprises for eleven years,’ he said. ‘In that time, I’ve watched Alexandra Wren build something remarkable. A company that employs thousands, generates billions in revenue, and influences markets around the world.’ He paused by the sideboard, pouring two glasses of water. ‘I’ve also watched her work through every senior executive she’s ever mentored. Six, total. All men. All ambitious. All convinced they were special.’

He handed Daniel a glass.

‘And were they?’

Harrison settled into the opposite chair.

‘That depends on your definition of special.’ He sipped his water. ‘Most were talented, certainly. Driven. Capable of growth under the right conditions.’ His eyes met Daniel’s. ‘But none of them mattered to her. Not personally. Not in the way you seem to.’

Daniel kept his expression neutral.

‘I’m not sure I understand what you’re implying.’

‘I’m implying that Alexandra Wren has never, in fifteen years of knowing her, shown the kind of interest in a subordinate that she’s shown in you.’ Harrison’s gaze was sharp. ‘The collar at last night’s reception was not subtle. The way she positioned you, displayed you, made sure everyone understood your status—’ He shook his head. ‘That wasn’t professional development. That was marking territory.’

‘With respect, Mr Harrison, I’m not sure how this concerns the board.’

‘It concerns the board because it concerns Alexandra.’ Harrison leaned forward. ‘I told you last night that she doesn’t make mistakes about people. I meant it. But I also told you not to make her regret her choice.’ His voice hardened. ‘Julian Hart has been building a case for months. He’s convinced the board that Alexandra has lost perspective. That her judgment is compromised. That the Programme has become a vehicle for personal gratification rather than corporate benefit.’ He paused. ‘This meeting today could determine whether she remains CEO of the company she built.’

‘I understand the stakes.’

‘Do you?’ Harrison’s eyes searched his face. ‘Because what I need to understand—what the board needs to understand—is whether you’re the problem or the proof.’ He sat back. ‘Julian says you’re a liability. Evidence of poor judgment, compromised governance, inappropriately personal involvement between a CEO and a subordinate.’ He spread his hands. ‘But I’ve watched you. Last night, certainly, but before that too. In meetings, in negotiations, in the way you carry yourself. You’re not what Julian describes.’ His expression turned assessing. ‘Which raises a question: what are you, exactly?’

Daniel considered his answer carefully.

This was a test. He understood that much. Harrison was probing, trying to determine whether the Programme had produced something valuable or something dangerous.

‘I’m someone who came here thinking I was being rewarded,’ he said finally. ‘Someone who discovered that the reward was actually an invitation to become something more than I was.’ He met Harrison’s eyes. ‘I’m someone who learned that surrender isn’t weakness. That discipline isn’t degradation. That belonging to someone—at least, belonging to Alexandra—isn’t about losing myself.’ He paused. ‘It’s about finding the parts of myself I didn’t know existed.’

Harrison was silent for a long moment.

‘That’s a compelling answer,’ he said. ‘Romantic, even. But it doesn’t address the governance concerns. The fact remains that Alexandra has crossed lines. Developed personal feelings. Let those feelings influence her conduct.’ He rose, moving toward the window. ‘The board’s responsibility is to the company, not to individual executives’ romantic fulfilment.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you also understand that this meeting could go badly? That Julian might succeed in having Alexandra removed, or at minimum censured?’ Harrison turned back to face him. ‘If that happens, what becomes of you? Of whatever this is between the two of you?’

Daniel stood.

‘I’ll follow her,’ he said. ‘Wherever she goes. Whatever she builds next.’ He felt the truth of the words as he spoke them. ‘This isn’t about my career anymore. It’s not about advancement or recognition or proving myself.’ He touched the collar at his throat. ‘It’s about her. It’s been about her since the moment I knelt in her office and realised I didn’t want to get up.’

Harrison studied him.

Then, slowly, he smiled.

‘Good answer,’ he said. ‘Now let’s see whether you can deliver it to the full board.’

The afternoon brought unexpected developments.

As Daniel left the conference room, his device buzzed again.

*Study. Immediately. Mr Thorpe has arrived for your observation session.*

Thorpe.

The name was familiar, though Daniel couldn’t immediately place it. A senior executive, according to Alexandra’s briefing materials, who had expressed interest in the Programme’s methodology. Someone whose support could be valuable if the board meeting went poorly.

An observation session.

The words carried weight he was only beginning to understand.

The study was occupied when he arrived.

Alexandra stood by her desk, her posture impeccable, her expression professionally neutral. Beside her, a man Daniel recognised from company materials—Marcus Thorpe, Chief Strategy Officer, a figure whose influence within Wren Enterprises was exceeded only by the board members themselves.

Thorpe was perhaps fifty. Distinguished. Silver hair, tailored suit, the easy confidence of someone who had succeeded for so long that success had become invisible to him. His eyes moved over Daniel with the practiced assessment of a man accustomed to evaluating people.

‘So this is the Bunny Executive Candidate,’ Thorpe said. His voice was smooth, cultured. ‘I’ve heard a great deal about your development.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Don’t thank me yet.’ Thorpe’s smile was thin. ‘I’m here to observe. To determine whether this Programme of Alexandra’s produces results or simply… entertainment.’ His gaze sharpened. ‘I understand you’ve agreed to participate fully. To submit to whatever exercises she deems appropriate.’

‘I have.’

‘Then let’s begin.’ Thorpe moved to a chair near the window, settling into it with the comfort of ownership. ‘Alexandra, if you would.’

Alexandra turned to Daniel.

‘Kneel.’

The command was familiar now. Daniel moved to the centre of the room and lowered himself to his knees, assuming the position she’d taught him—back straight, head bowed, hands resting on his thighs.

‘Good.’ Her heels clicked against the floor as she circled him. ‘Mr Thorpe has questions about the Programme’s effectiveness. About whether the methods I employ produce genuine transformation or merely performative compliance.’ She stopped before Daniel, her eyes meeting his. ‘You will demonstrate the difference.’

‘How?’

‘By answering honestly. By showing him what you’ve become.’ Her hand came to rest on his head. ‘And by remaining exactly where you are, no matter what happens.’

The examination began with questions.

Thorpe’s voice was casual, almost conversational, but the questions themselves cut deep.

‘What did you want when you arrived here?’

‘Success. Recognition. Advancement.’

‘And now?’

Daniel hesitated.

‘Truth?’

‘Truth.’

‘Now I want her.’ The words came easier than he expected. ‘Not the success or the recognition. Those things still matter, but they’re secondary. What I want—what I actually want—is to belong to someone. To be seen and held and…’ He paused, searching for the right word. ‘Claimed.’

‘And that doesn’t embarrass you? To admit that you want to be owned by a woman?’

‘It should.’ Daniel met Thorpe’s eyes. ‘The man I was three weeks ago would have been mortified. Would have denied it, fought it, run from it.’ He felt Alexandra’s hand tighten slightly in his hair. ‘But the man I am now understands that strength isn’t about dominance. It’s about having the courage to surrender to something real.’

Thorpe glanced at Alexandra.

‘Interesting. But words are easy.’ He leaned forward. ‘What about actions? What are you willing to do to demonstrate this transformation you claim?’

Alexandra spoke before Daniel could respond.

‘That’s enough questions.’ Her voice was cool, authoritative. ‘If you want to observe the Programme’s effectiveness, observe this.’ She moved to her desk, retrieving something Daniel couldn’t see. ‘Daniel. Remove your shirt.’

He reached for his buttons without hesitation.

The action had become automatic—the immediate compliance with her commands, the absence of resistance or self-consciousness. He stripped the shirt away, folding it neatly and setting it aside, then returned to his position.

The collar was clearly visible now. The brown leather that passed for professional at a distance was unmistakably what it was up close. A symbol of ownership, of submission, of belonging to someone else.

‘The device as well,’ Alexandra said.

He hesitated.

The cage. She wanted him to expose the cage.

But only for a moment.

He stood, removed his trousers, and stood before them in nothing but the device that held him, the collar around his throat, and the silence of the room.

‘That’s more like it.’ Thorpe’s voice carried a note of genuine interest. ‘The Programme includes chastity?’

‘It includes impulse control.’ Alexandra circled Daniel, her hand trailing across his shoulders. ‘The device is a tool. A reminder that his body is no longer his own.’ She stopped in front of him. ‘Tell Mr Thorpe what it feels like. To be denied. To know that release requires my permission.’

Daniel felt his face heat.

But he answered.

‘It feels like clarity.’ The words came slowly, each one weighted. ‘At first it was frustration. Anger. Humiliation.’ He felt Thorpe’s eyes on him, assessing, evaluating. ‘But over time, it became something else. A kind of focus I’ve never had before. The constant need sharpens everything—my decisions, my interactions, my awareness of what I actually want versus what I thought I wanted.’

‘And what do you actually want?’

‘To serve.’ The admission surprised him with its sincerity. ‘Not just sexually. Not just in the ways you might expect. I want to serve her vision, her goals, her needs.’ He met Thorpe’s gaze. ‘I want to be useful. To matter. To belong to someone who values what I give.’

Thorpe was quiet for a moment.

Then he laughed—a sound that held genuine appreciation.

‘Well, Alexandra. It seems you’ve outdone yourself.’ He rose from his chair, moving toward Daniel with an assessing gaze. ‘I’ve seen your previous candidates. Watched them progress through the Programme and emerge on the other side.’ He stopped before Daniel, close enough that Daniel could smell his cologne. ‘None of them showed this. This particular combination of submission and strength.’

‘Because none of them were ready for it,’ Alexandra said. ‘They performed surrender. Daniel embodies it.’

‘I can see that.’ Thorpe’s eyes moved over Daniel’s body, lingering on the device. ‘And the chastity? The control? How long has he been denied?’

‘Twelve days. With no release.’

‘And he hasn’t complained? Objected? Asked for relief?’

‘He’s asked. But he’s accepted my refusal. Every time.’ Alexandra moved to stand beside Thorpe. ‘That’s the difference between submission and performance. A performer would eventually break. Demand. Resist.’ She touched Daniel’s shoulder. ‘A true submissive understands that denial is part of the gift. That giving up control means giving up everything—including the expectation of satisfaction.’

Thorpe nodded slowly.

‘Impressive.’ He returned to his chair, settling into it with the ease of someone who had seen enough. ‘You can dress, by the way. I’ve seen what I needed to see.’

Daniel reached for his clothes, moving with deliberate control.

His body was responding to the exposure, to Alexandra’s words, to the presence of another man who had witnessed his vulnerability. The cage held, but the pressure was acute—a reminder of his denial, of the days that had passed, of the release that had been promised but not yet given.

‘You understand that Julian has called a board meeting,’ Thorpe said, his voice casual.

‘I do.’

‘And you understand that he intends to use this—the Programme, the relationship between you and Alexandra—as evidence of compromised judgment.’

‘I understand that as well.’

Thorpe studied him.

‘And you’re not concerned? About what this exposure might cost?’

Daniel finished dressing and turned to face Thorpe.

‘I’m concerned about what it might cost her,’ he said. ‘My career, my reputation—those things matter less than they used to.’ He touched his collar. ‘What matters is whether she loses what she’s built. Whether Julian succeeds in destroying something remarkable because he’s jealous of what he can’t understand.’ He met Thorpe’s eyes. ‘I’ll do whatever is necessary to prevent that. Including walking away from the company entirely if it means protecting her.’

‘Strong words.’

‘True words.’

The room fell silent.

Then Thorpe smiled—a genuine expression, warm and approving.

‘Well then.’ He rose, extending his hand to Alexandra. ‘I think you have what you need. For what it’s worth, you have my support at the meeting. Not because of any personal loyalty, but because this Programme produces results.’ He turned to Daniel. ‘And because some things are worth protecting.’

After Thorpe left, the silence stretched.

Daniel remained where he stood, uncertain whether to speak, to move, to kneel. The encounter had shaken something loose in him—the exposure, the questions, the need to articulate what he had become.

Alexandra moved to the window, her back to him.

‘You did well.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Thorpe’s support is significant. He controls substantial influence on the board.’ She turned to face him. ‘But it doesn’t guarantee anything. Julian has been preparing for months. He’ll have arguments. Evidence. Testimony.’ Her expression was troubled. ‘And no matter how well you performed today, no matter how convincingly you articulated your transformation, there are some truths that cannot be spoken in a boardroom.’

‘What truths?’

‘That this isn’t a Programme anymore. That it stopped being professional the moment I let myself see you as something other than a candidate.’ She crossed the room toward him. ‘That the collar around your throat isn’t a training tool—it’s a declaration. One I made without fully understanding its implications.’ She stopped before him. ‘I’ve been telling myself that this could remain contained. That we could maintain the fiction of professional development while exploring something personal. But that fiction is collapsing.’ Her hand came up to touch his face. ‘And I don’t know how to rebuild it.’

He turned his face into her palm.

‘Maybe you shouldn’t.’

‘Daniel—’

‘Maybe the fiction was always a lie. A way to avoid admitting what this really is.’ He met her eyes. ‘You told me once that you were tired of being safe. That you wanted something real, even if it scared you.’ He took her hand from his face and pressed it to his chest, over his heart. ‘This is real. Whatever happens at that meeting, whatever Julian says, whatever the board decides—this is real.’ He felt his own pulse against her palm. ‘And I would rather lose everything else than lose this.’

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then she kissed him.

Not the controlled, claiming pressure of their previous encounters. This was something rawer—desperate, almost. The kiss of someone who had been holding back for too long and could no longer remember why.

When they broke apart, they were both breathing hard.

‘The meeting is in two hours,’ she said. ‘I need to prepare. You need to prepare.’ She stepped back, putting distance between them. ‘But after—whatever happens—we need to talk. Really talk. About what this is. What it could be.’ Her eyes held his. ‘Whether you’re willing to follow me into whatever comes next.’

‘I already told Thorpe I would.’

‘Then tell me.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Tell me you’ll stay. That this isn’t just a Programme to you, or a career move, or a way to get ahead.’ She moved toward him again, close enough that he could feel her breath. ‘Tell me you want me. Not the CEO. Not the untouchable authority figure. Just me.’

He answered by dropping to his knees.

Not because she commanded it. Not because the Programme required it.

Because he wanted to.

‘I want you,’ he said, looking up at her. ‘All of you. The fear and the strength and the loneliness underneath. The woman who admitted she’s tired of being safe.’ He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. ‘Whatever comes next, whatever we have to face—I’m not going anywhere.’

She looked down at him, her expression shifting through emotions he couldn’t entirely read.

Then she smiled.

Small. Soft. The first genuine smile he’d seen from her that wasn’t edged with calculation or control.

‘Get up,’ she said. ‘We have a board meeting to survive.’


CHAPTER FOURTEEN - Promotion in Question

The board meeting was scheduled for three o’clock.

Daniel spent the intervening hours in his suite, preparing for whatever would come. He reviewed negotiation strategies. Practised responses to potential questions. Tried to anticipate the arguments Julian would make and the evidence he would present.

But beneath the professional preparation, his mind kept circling back to the same refrain.

*What if this is the end?*

Not just the end of the Programme. Not just the end of his position at Wren Enterprises. The end of everything he had built with Alexandra—the trust, the connection, the sense of finally belonging to something that mattered.

The collar around his throat felt heavier than usual.

He touched it often, running his fingers along the leather, feeling the small clasp at the back that only she could undo. A symbol of ownership that had become so natural he sometimes forgot it was there.

But he wouldn’t forget today.

Today, everyone would see it. Everyone would know what it meant. Or at least, what they thought it meant.

At two-forty-five, his device buzzed.

*Boardroom A. Come in through the side entrance. Take your position at the back of the room. Do not speak unless addressed.*

He read the message twice, then made his way through the corridors of the administrative wing.

Boardroom A was the largest meeting space in the building—a long, rectangular room with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto the manicured grounds. A single table dominated the centre, surrounded by high-backed chairs that probably cost more than his first car.

The side entrance led to a small antechamber, separated from the main room by a partition of frosted glass. Through it, he could see shapes moving—the board members taking their places, papers being distributed, a projector being adjusted.

He took his position at the back, as instructed.

From here, he could see everything.

The room filled slowly.

Daniel recognised most of the faces from company events and news articles. Harrison, who had questioned him that morning. Thorpe, who had observed his session with Alexandra. A woman named Chen whose investment firm controlled substantial shares. Several older men whose names he couldn’t place but whose presence radiated authority.

Julian sat near the head of the table, his expression carefully neutral.

And at the centre, flanked by empty chairs that seemed to emphasise her isolation, sat Alexandra.

She looked exactly as she always did—impeccably dressed, perfectly composed, untouchable. But Daniel could see what the others probably missed. The tension in her shoulders. The way her hands rested on the table rather than gripping it. The slight tightness around her eyes that suggested she hadn’t slept any better than he had.

Their eyes met briefly through the glass.

She didn’t acknowledge him.

But she straightened slightly, as if drawing strength from his presence.

The meeting was called to order by Harrison.

‘Thank you all for attending on such short notice,’ he said, his voice carrying the measured tone of someone accustomed to managing difficult conversations. ‘I know this emergency session is unusual, but the matters we need to discuss are time-sensitive and require immediate attention.’ He paused. ‘Mr Hart has requested an opportunity to address the board regarding concerns about the Bunny Leadership Programme and its director. Mr Hart, you have the floor.’

Julian rose smoothly.

‘Thank you, Mr Harrison. Board members.’ He moved to the front of the room, positioning himself where everyone could see him. ‘I’ll be direct. I believe the Bunny Leadership Programme has exceeded its original mandate. What began as an innovative approach to executive development has evolved into something else entirely—something that poses significant risks to this company’s governance, reputation, and long-term stability.’

He produced a folder from his briefcase.

‘Over the past several weeks, I’ve conducted an independent review of the Programme. I’ve interviewed staff members, reviewed documentation, and compiled observations from multiple sources.’ He opened the folder. ‘What I’ve found is deeply concerning.’

Daniel felt his stomach tighten.

Julian began distributing photographs.

Even from the back of the room, Daniel recognised what they showed. The reception. The pastel suit. The collar clearly visible around his throat. His position behind Alexandra, serving drinks, kneeling beside her chair.

‘As you can see,’ Julian continued, ‘the Programme’s participants are subjected to unusual demands. Clothing choices that would be inappropriate in any professional context. Accessories that suggest—’ He paused deliberately. ‘Alternative dynamics between the candidate and the Programme director.’

‘These are taken out of context,’ Thorpe said. ‘The Programme uses unconventional methods. That doesn’t mean—’

‘Let me finish.’ Julian’s voice was smooth. ‘I have additional documentation.’ He produced a second folder. ‘Internal communications between Ms Wren and Mr Cross. Notes from private sessions. Testimony from staff members who observed interactions that went far beyond professional mentorship.’ He looked around the table. ‘I have statements describing Mr Cross kneeling at Ms Wren’s feet during private meetings. Reports of him being led through the building on a leash. Accounts of a romantic relationship that developed under the guise of leadership training.’ His expression hardened. ‘In short, I have evidence that Ms Wren has been using company resources, company time, and company authority to conduct a personal sexual relationship with a subordinate executive.’

The room fell silent.

Alexandra hadn’t moved. Hadn’t spoken. She sat perfectly still, her eyes fixed on some point in the middle distance, as if Julian’s words were simply noise to be filtered out.

‘Is this true?’ Chen asked, her voice sharp. ‘Ms Wren, have you been conducting a personal relationship with a Programme participant?’

Alexandra turned slowly to face the question.

‘I have been developing a relationship,’ she said. ‘Whether that relationship is personal or professional is a matter of interpretation.’ Her voice was steady. ‘The Programme has always been designed to test candidates under conditions of extreme pressure. That includes psychological pressure, emotional pressure, and yes, physical pressure.’ She met Chen’s eyes. ‘What Mr Hart characterises as inappropriate, I characterise as rigorous. What he calls sexual, I call intimate in the way that all deep mentorship is intimate.’ She paused. ‘The question before this board is not whether my methods are unconventional. We already know they are. The question is whether they produce results.’

‘The question,’ Julian interrupted, ‘is whether you’ve compromised your judgment by developing feelings for a subordinate. Whether you can objectively evaluate Mr Cross’s performance when you’ve been sleeping with him—’

‘I haven’t been sleeping with him.’ Alexandra’s voice cut through the room like ice. ‘The Programme includes elements of physical control, including chastity. Mr Cross has not been granted release since his arrival.’ Her expression remained neutral, but Daniel saw something flash in her eyes—anger, perhaps, or defiance. ‘If you’re going to accuse me of misconduct, Mr Hart, at least get the details right.’

The board members exchanged glances.

Julian’s confidence flickered.

‘That doesn’t change the fundamental issue,’ he said. ‘You’ve developed an inappropriate relationship with a subordinate. You’ve used company resources to pursue personal gratification. And you’ve created a governance nightmare that could expose Wren Enterprises to significant legal and reputational risk.’ He turned to the board. ‘I move that Ms Wren be suspended pending a full investigation. That the Bunny Leadership Programme be terminated immediately. And that Mr Cross be removed from his position as Programme participant and reassigned pending review of his involvement in this matter.’

‘Second,’ one of the older board members said.

Daniel felt the world tilt.

This was it. The moment everything collapsed. Julian had succeeded in framing the narrative, in turning Alexandra’s unconventional methods into evidence of misconduct, in painting their connection as something tawdry rather than transformative.

He watched Alexandra’s face for any sign of fear, of doubt, of the vulnerability she’d shown him in private.

But she remained composed.

‘I’d like to speak,’ she said.

Harrison nodded.

‘Thank you.’ Alexandra rose, moving to stand beside Julian as if his accusations were beneath her notice. ‘Board members, I won’t deny that my methods are unconventional. I won’t deny that the Programme includes elements that might seem inappropriate to those who don’t understand its purpose.’ She turned to face them. ‘But I will ask you to consider three things before you vote on Mr Hart’s motion.’

She held up one finger.

‘First, the Programme’s success rate. In five years, every Bunny Executive Candidate who has completed this Programme has gone on to significant leadership roles within Wren Enterprises or elsewhere. Every single one. That’s not exploitation. That’s development of the highest order.’ She held up a second finger. ‘Second, the company’s performance under my leadership. Revenue has grown an average of twelve percent annually. Market share has expanded into three new sectors. Employee satisfaction is at its highest point in company history.’ She held up a third finger. ‘And third, Mr Hart’s motivations.’

She turned to face Julian directly.

‘You’ve accused me of misconduct. Of using company resources for personal gratification. But you haven’t provided any evidence of actual harm—to the company, to shareholders, to Mr Cross himself.’ Her voice sharpened. ‘What you have provided is innuendo. Suggestions. Implications designed to make my methods sound threatening rather than innovative.’ She stepped closer to Julian. ‘I would ask the board to consider whether this motion is really about governance concerns—or whether it’s about your own ambition, Mr Hart. Your desire to see me removed so you can step into a position you’ve been coveting for months.’

Julian’s face flushed.

‘This is a deflection—’

‘It’s a question.’ Alexandra turned back to the board. ‘I have built this company from nothing. I have delivered results year after year. I have developed a leadership programme that produces executives of exceptional quality.’ Her voice softened. ‘And yes, I have developed personal feelings for a subordinate. Feelings that may have influenced my judgment in ways the governance guidelines don’t anticipate.’ She met Harrison’s eyes. ‘But if you remove me now, on the basis of accusations from a competitor who stands to benefit directly from my downfall, you’re not protecting the company. You’re participating in a coup.’

The room was silent.

Daniel held his breath.

Then Harrison spoke.

‘I think we need more information before we vote.’ He turned to face the partition where Daniel stood. ‘Mr Cross, would you please join us?’

Every eye in the room turned toward him.

Daniel stepped through the partition, moving to stand at the foot of the table. The board members regarded him with expressions ranging from curiosity to distaste. Julian’s face was carefully blank.

Alexandra’s eyes held a warning.

*Be careful.*

‘Mr Cross,’ Harrison said. ‘You’ve been the subject of considerable discussion today. I’d like to give you an opportunity to speak for yourself.’

Daniel nodded.

‘Thank you, Mr Harrison.’ He took a breath, steadying himself. ‘I came to this Programme three weeks ago thinking I was being rewarded for exceptional performance. I believed I was being groomed for promotion—that the retreat was an opportunity to demonstrate my readiness for senior leadership.’ He met Harrison’s eyes. ‘I was wrong.’

‘In what way?’

‘The Programme wasn’t about what I could demonstrate. It was about what I could learn.’ He touched his collar. ‘About discipline. Surrender. The difference between performing strength and actually being strong.’ He looked around the table. ‘What you’ve seen in those photographs—what Mr Hart characterises as inappropriate—that’s not exploitation. That’s transformation.’

‘Transformation into what?’ Chen asked.

Daniel considered the question.

‘Into someone who understands that real power comes from knowing when to let go. That submission isn’t weakness—it’s a form of strength most people never develop.’ He turned to face Julian. ‘You’ve accused Ms Wren of using me for personal gratification. But what you don’t understand is that I wanted this. I chose this.’ He met Julian’s eyes. ‘I’m not a victim of the Programme. I’m a beneficiary of it.’

Julian laughed—a sharp, dismissive sound.

‘You’re wearing a collar. You’ve been denied sexual release for twelve days. You kneel at her feet and serve drinks at corporate functions.’ He shook his head. ‘That’s not transformation. That’s degradation. And you’ve been manipulated into believing it’s something noble.’

‘Then explain why I perform better now than I ever have.’ Daniel’s voice was steady. ‘Explain why my focus, my decision-making, my ability to read situations and respond strategically has improved dramatically since I entered the Programme.’ He stepped forward. ‘You can call it degradation if you want. But the results speak for themselves.’ He turned to the board. ‘I was a volatile executive with a history of impulsive decisions and ego-driven mistakes. I’m now someone who understands discipline, who can maintain composure under extreme pressure, who has learned to channel ambition into something more productive than self-aggrandisement.’ He touched his collar again. ‘That’s not degradation. That’s growth.’

Harrison leaned back in his chair.

‘And your relationship with Ms Wren? Is that part of the growth?’

Daniel hesitated.

This was the dangerous question. The one that could confirm Julian’s accusations or undermine them entirely.

‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘It is.’

The board members exchanged glances.

‘I came here for professional development,’ Daniel continued. ‘I stayed for something else.’ He looked at Alexandra. ‘Ms Wren has given me something I didn’t know I needed. Not just discipline. Not just structure. But a sense of belonging. Of being seen and valued for who I actually am, not just what I can achieve.’ He met Harrison’s eyes. ‘If that’s inappropriate—if that’s a governance violation—then I accept the consequences. But I want this board to understand that I’m not here because I was coerced. I’m not here because I was manipulated. I’m here because I want to be. Because I believe in what Ms Wren has built. And because I believe that what we’ve developed together—in the Programme and outside of it—is worth protecting.’

The room fell silent.

Daniel stood at the foot of the table, exposed in every way that mattered. The collar around his throat. The relationship he’d just admitted to. The submission he’d claimed was a form of strength.

He could feel the weight of their judgment pressing down on him.

Then Harrison spoke.

‘Thank you, Mr Cross. You may return to your position.’

Daniel nodded and stepped back, moving to stand beside the partition once more. His heart was racing, his palms sweating. He’d said what needed to be said. Whether it would make a difference, he couldn’t know.

Alexandra caught his eye again.

This time, her expression held something that looked almost like gratitude.

The discussion continued for another hour.

Board members asked questions about governance protocols. About whether the Programme could be restructured to avoid the appearance of impropriety. About whether Alexandra’s relationship with Daniel represented a conflict of interest that could be managed rather than a violation that required punishment.

Julian argued passionately for her removal.

Thorpe argued equally passionately for her retention.

Chen asked practical questions about legal exposure.

And through it all, Alexandra sat perfectly still, answering each challenge with the measured precision that had made her one of the most successful CEOs in the industry.

Finally, Harrison called for a vote.

‘All those in favour of suspending Ms Wren pending investigation?’

Julian raised his hand. Two other board members joined him.

‘All those opposed?’

Thorpe raised his hand. Chen raised hers. Harrison raised his. Two more joined them.

The motion failed.

Daniel felt his breath leave him in a rush.

But Harrison wasn’t finished.

‘The motion to suspend has failed,’ he said. ‘However, I think this board has made clear that we have concerns. Significant concerns.’ He turned to Alexandra. ‘Ms Wren, I would strongly recommend that you implement safeguards to address the governance issues raised today. Clear documentation of Programme activities. Independent oversight of candidate selection and evaluation. And—’ He paused. ‘A clear policy regarding relationships between Programme directors and participants.’

Alexandra nodded.

‘I understand, and I accept the board’s guidance.’

‘Furthermore.’ Harrison’s expression hardened. ‘Given Mr Cross’s admission of a personal relationship with you, I would recommend that his participation in the Programme be formally concluded. For his protection and yours.’ He looked at Daniel. ‘That doesn’t mean he can’t continue to… develop… outside the Programme structure. But the formal relationship between Programme director and candidate should end.’

Alexandra hesitated.

Daniel saw something flicker across her face—disappointment, perhaps. Or relief.

‘I understand,’ she said finally. ‘Mr Cross’s participation in the Programme will be formally concluded, effective immediately.’

‘Thank you.’ Harrison rose. ‘This meeting is adjourned.’

The board members filed out slowly.

Some offered Alexandra looks of sympathy or support. Others avoided her eyes entirely, as if her proximity to scandal was contagious. Julian paused at the door, his expression a mixture of frustration and calculation.

‘This isn’t over,’ he said quietly.

Alexandra didn’t respond.

When the room finally emptied, she turned to face Daniel.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

‘The Programme is over,’ she said. ‘For you, at least.’

‘I know.’

‘That means the formal structure is gone. The sessions. The exercises. The…’ She touched her own throat, mirroring the collar around his. ‘The elements that were part of development rather than… us.’

‘What happens to us?’

She moved toward him, stopping when they were inches apart.

‘That’s what we need to decide.’ Her hand came up to touch his collar. ‘Do you want to keep this? Not as part of a Programme. Not as a training tool. As something real. Something that means you belong to me, outside of any professional framework.’

He answered by covering her hand with his own.

‘I never wanted it as part of a Programme.’ His voice was quiet. ‘I wanted it because you gave it to me. Because it meant something to you.’ He met her eyes. ‘What happens next isn’t about structure or governance or what the board thinks is appropriate. It’s about what we want. What we’re willing to fight for.’

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then she smiled—the same soft, genuine smile she’d shown him before Thorpe’s observation.

‘Come with me,’ she said. ‘There’s something I need to show you.’

They left through the same side entrance he’d used to enter.

Down a corridor he hadn’t seen before, past doors that seemed to lead to storage rooms and maintenance closets, until they reached a small lift that required a key.

Alexandra produced one from somewhere inside her jacket.

The lift descended for longer than he expected.

When the doors opened, they were in a space that felt entirely removed from the corporate building above. A private suite, elegant and restrained, with soft lighting and understated furniture. A bedroom visible through an open doorway. A sitting area with a fireplace that cast warm shadows across the walls.

‘What is this place?’

‘My private space.’ She moved into the room, turning to face him. ‘No cameras. No staff. No board members asking questions.’ Her expression softened. ‘Where I go when I need to remember that I’m more than the CEO of Wren Enterprises.’

He followed her into the room, feeling the silence settle around them.

‘Why show me this?’

‘Because the Programme is over.’ She moved toward him. ‘Because whatever we build next won’t have rules or structures or professional justifications.’ She stopped before him, her hand coming to rest on his collar. ‘Because I want you to understand what you’re choosing. Not just the collar. Not just the submission. But me. The person underneath all the authority and control.’ Her eyes searched his face. ‘The one who’s tired of being safe.’

He took her hand from his collar and pressed it to his lips.

‘I’ve already chosen,’ he said. ‘In front of the board. In front of Julian. In front of everyone.’ He met her eyes. ‘There’s nothing left to decide. Except whether you’ll have me.’

She smiled.

Then she pulled him toward the bedroom.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN - Alone

The bedroom was not what he expected.

He had imagined something severe. Minimalist. A space that reflected the controlled precision Alexandra brought to every other aspect of her life. Steel and glass and neutral tones, perhaps. The aesthetic of a woman who had built an empire by refusing to show weakness.

Instead, he found warmth.

The walls were painted a soft cream that caught the light from a single lamp on the nightstand. The bed was enormous, draped in linens that looked worn rather than crisp, in shades of ivory and pale gold. Books were stacked on every available surface—novels, biographies, collections of poetry he wouldn’t have associated with her. A painting hung above the bed, abstract and gentle, all watercolour washes and indistinct forms.

It looked like a sanctuary.

It looked like someone trying to remember how to be soft.

Alexandra moved past him, her fingers working at the buttons of her jacket. She shed it without ceremony, letting it fall across a chair, then reached for the pins that had held her hair in its severe arrangement throughout the board meeting. Dark waves tumbled free, falling past her shoulders, softening her face in ways that made her seem younger. More vulnerable.

‘The bathroom is through there,’ she said, gesturing to a door on the far side of the room. ‘If you want to wash up. There are fresh towels, spare toothbrushes in the cabinet.’ She paused. ‘Make yourself comfortable.’

He stood in the doorway, watching her.

She was already moving toward the bed, her heels kicked off somewhere between the sitting room and here. Her stockinged feet made no sound against the thick carpet. She sat on the edge of the mattress, her back to him, her shoulders curved in a way he had never seen before.

Not poised. Not braced.

Just tired.

‘Alexandra.’

She didn’t turn.

‘The Programme is over,’ she said quietly. ‘You don’t have to call me Ms Wren anymore. Not here.’ A pause. ‘Not anywhere, if you’d prefer.’

He crossed the room slowly, stopping when he stood behind her.

‘I wasn’t calling you Ms Wren because of the Programme.’ He reached out, touching her hair where it fell against her neck. ‘I was calling you that because you seemed to need it. The distance. The formality.’ He let his fingers trail down to her shoulder. ‘Do you still need it?’

She was silent for a long moment.

‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve been Ms Wren for so long. The CEO. The authority. The one in control.’ She turned her head slightly, not quite looking at him. ‘I’m not sure I remember how to be anything else.’

‘Then let me help you remember.’

He moved around the bed, positioning himself in front of her.

She looked up at him, her expression guarded but not closed. Her eyes searched his face, looking for something he couldn’t name. Permission, perhaps. Or a reason to finally let go.

‘Kneel,’ she said.

The word came automatically, a reflex born of weeks of structured submission. But her voice was different now. Softer. Less command than request.

He knelt.

They stayed like that for a long time.

Alexandra sat on the edge of the bed, her hands resting in her lap, her eyes fixed on some point beyond him. He knelt on the carpet before her, his hands on his thighs, his head slightly bowed. The position had become so familiar that his body assumed it without thought.

But this was different.

There was no session plan. No objective. No performance metrics or professional justifications.

Just two people in a quiet room, trying to understand what came next.

‘The board meeting was close,’ she said finally. ‘Three more votes and I would have been suspended. Possibly removed entirely.’ She looked down at him. ‘Do you understand what that would have meant? Not just for me, but for everything I’ve built?’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ Her voice sharpened slightly. ‘Because what you did in there—standing up for me, admitting to the relationship, claiming that submission was a form of strength—that was reckless. It could have destroyed you.’ She reached out, touching his face. ‘Why did you do it?’

He turned his face into her palm, the gesture becoming instinctive.

‘Because it was true.’ He met her eyes. ‘Because I meant what I said. I’m not a victim of this Programme. I’m not someone who was manipulated or exploited or coerced.’ He reached up, covering her hand with his own. ‘I chose you. Every step of the way, I chose you. And I wasn’t going to let Julian twist that into something ugly.’

‘Even if it cost you everything?’

‘Even then.’

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then she laughed—a sound he had rarely heard from her. Genuine. Unguarded. Almost surprised.

‘You’re a fool,’ she said softly. ‘A beautiful, reckless, extraordinary fool.’ She pulled her hand away from his face and stood. ‘Come here.’

She led him to the bathroom.

The space was smaller than he expected, more intimate.

A deep tub dominated one corner, its fixtures old-fashioned and elegant. A shower behind glass. Twin sinks with marble countertops. Mirrors that reflected them both—Alexandra in her rumpled dress, her hair loose around her shoulders, and Daniel beside her, still wearing the clothes from the board meeting, still wearing the collar she had given him.

She turned to face him.

‘Undress me.’

He reached for the zipper at the back of her dress, easing it down slowly. The fabric parted, revealing the smooth skin of her back, the elegant curve of her spine. He pushed the dress from her shoulders, letting it pool at her feet.

She wore nothing underneath.

His breath caught.

He had seen her body before—during sessions, during exercises, during moments when control was being asserted or tested. But this was different. This was not a display of power. This was a woman standing before him in her most vulnerable state, offering something she had never offered anyone.

‘Don’t stop,’ she said quietly.

He reached for the clasp of her bra, if she had been wearing one, but realised there was nothing else to remove. She stood before him completely bare, her body elegant and strong, marked by the years of discipline she demanded from herself.

She was beautiful.

And she was looking at him with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

‘Now you,’ she said.

He removed his clothes slowly, aware of her eyes on every inch of skin he revealed. The shirt first, then the trousers, then the underwear that had become almost irrelevant given what lay beneath. The cage was clearly visible now—a clear device that held him in a state of constant denial, a physical manifestation of the control she had exerted over him for nearly two weeks.

She reached out, touching the device with curious fingers.

‘Twelve days,’ she said. ‘That’s the longest you’ve ever gone.’

‘Yes.’

‘And how does it feel?’ She looked up at him. ‘Honestly.’

He considered the question.

‘At first, it was unbearable. I couldn’t think about anything else. Every moment was consumed by the pressure, the need, the frustration of being trapped.’ He paused. ‘But then something shifted. The need became… quieter. More manageable. Like background noise I could choose to ignore or pay attention to.’ He met her eyes. ‘It became a reminder. Of you. Of what I had agreed to. Of what I was becoming.’

‘And now?’

‘Now I can’t imagine being without it.’ He touched his collar. ‘These things—’ He shook his head. ‘They’re not constraints anymore. They’re connections. Ways of knowing that I belong to someone. That I’m not alone.’

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she turned on the shower.

The water was hot, almost scalding.

He stood beneath it, letting the heat pour over him, feeling muscles he hadn’t realised were tense begin to unwind. Alexandra stepped in behind him, her body pressing against his back, her arms wrapping around his waist.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Just the water. The heat. The feeling of her against him.

‘I’ve never done this before,’ she said against his shoulder. ‘Let someone into this space. Let someone see me like this.’

‘I know.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because you told me. That first night. That you only do this once a year. That you never keep them.’ He turned in her arms, facing her. ‘But you’re keeping me.’

‘Am I?’ Her eyes searched his. ‘The Programme is over. The formal structure is gone. There’s nothing binding you to me anymore. No contract. No career incentive. No professional justification.’ She reached up, touching his collar. ‘You could take this off. Walk away. Build a life that doesn’t involve kneeling or serving or belonging to someone else.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Why would you stay?’

He took her hand from his collar and pressed it to his chest.

‘Because I don’t want a life without those things.’ He met her eyes. ‘Not anymore. Not after knowing what it feels like to be truly seen. To be held. To be valued for something other than what I can achieve or what I can become.’ He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. ‘I stay because I want to. Because you matter to me. Because this—’ He pressed his lips to her forehead. ‘This is the first thing that’s felt real in years.’

She was silent for a long moment.

Then she buried her face in his chest.

He felt her shoulders shake.

Not crying—not exactly. But something close. A release of tension that had been held for so long it had become invisible. The armour finally cracking, just a little, under the weight of being genuinely seen.

He held her until the water ran cold.

After, they returned to the bedroom.

She had given him a robe—soft, worn, clearly old and well-loved. She wore a similar one, its colour faded from years of washing. They sat together on the bed, not touching, but close enough that he could feel her warmth.

‘The board wants me to implement safeguards,’ she said. ‘Independent oversight. Clear documentation. Policies that prevent this from happening again.’ She laughed softly. ‘They want me to make the Programme safe. Contained. Professional.’

‘What do you want?’

She turned to face him.

‘I want to stop pretending.’ Her voice was steady. ‘I want to admit that this was never just about leadership development. That I selected you because something in me recognised something in you. That the Programme was an excuse—probably from the beginning—to explore something I’ve been denying for years.’ She reached out, taking his hand. ‘I want to be honest about what this is. What it could be.’ She paused. ‘But I’m afraid.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of losing control.’ She looked down at their joined hands. ‘Of letting someone in and having it destroy me. Of making myself vulnerable to someone who could walk away, or use it against me, or—’ She stopped herself. ‘I’ve spent my entire life building walls. Letting you past them feels like undoing everything I’ve worked for.’

He squeezed her hand.

‘The walls aren’t working,’ he said quietly. ‘They’re keeping you safe, but they’re also keeping you alone.’ He lifted her chin, meeting her eyes. ‘I’m not asking you to tear them down. I’m asking you to let me through. To trust that I won’t hurt you. That I won’t walk away. That what we’re building is worth the risk.’

‘How can you promise that? You don’t know what you’re agreeing to.’

‘Then tell me.’ He shifted, positioning himself closer to her. ‘Tell me what you need. What you want. What you’ve been afraid to ask for because you thought no one would give it to you.’ He touched her face. ‘Let me decide whether it’s too much.’

She stared at him.

Then she took a breath.

‘I need control.’ The words came slowly, each one weighted. ‘Not just in the bedroom. Not just during sessions. I need to know that you’re mine. Completely. That your body, your schedule, your decisions—all of it falls under my authority.’ She met his eyes. ‘I need to know that I can tell you what to wear, what to eat, when to sleep, when to wake. That I can deny you pleasure or grant it according to my own desires. That you will serve me—not because I’m paying you, not because it advances your career, but because you want to. Because you need it as much as I do.’ Her voice dropped. ‘And I need to know that you won’t resent me for it. That you won’t wake up one day and realise you’ve given too much. That you won’t use my needs against me.’

He absorbed this.

‘Is that what happened before?’ he asked. ‘Someone used your needs against you?’

She looked away.

‘I told you I kept one. Years ago.’ Her voice was distant. ‘He was different from the others. More willing. More… hungry. I thought he understood. Thought he wanted what I was offering.’ She paused. ‘But he didn’t want to be owned. He wanted to own me. He thought that by submitting, by playing the role, he could earn access to parts of me I don’t share with anyone.’ Her expression hardened. ‘When he realised I wasn’t going to stop being the dominant one, that the power dynamic wasn’t going to shift in his favour, he turned. Started documenting everything. Building a case. Threatening exposure if I didn’t give him what he wanted.’ She looked at Daniel. ‘I ended it before he could act. But I learned something.’

‘What?’

‘That most people see submission as a path to power. A way to get close enough to the dominant to take control.’ She shook her head. ‘They don’t actually want to serve. They want to win. And when they realise they can’t—when they realise that I will never stop being the one in charge—they become dangerous.’

Daniel was quiet for a moment.

Then he took her face in his hands.

‘I don’t want to win,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to take control from you. I don’t want to turn submission into leverage or intimacy into a weapon.’ He pressed his forehead to hers. ‘I want to serve you. Not because I’m getting something out of it. Not because I’m waiting for my turn to be in charge. Because it feels right. Because it’s where I belong.’ He pulled back, meeting her eyes. ‘And if that changes—if I ever start feeling like I’m giving too much, like I deserve something you’re not willing to give—I’ll tell you. I’ll be honest about it. And we’ll figure it out together.’

She searched his face.

‘You mean that.’

‘I do.’

‘Even knowing what it means? The restrictions? The protocols? The fact that I will own every part of you?’

‘Even knowing that.’ He smiled slightly. ‘Especially knowing that.’

She exhaled slowly.

Then she kissed him.

The kiss was different from any that had come before.

Not demanding. Not claiming. Just tender. Two people finding each other in the dark.

She pulled him down onto the bed, her body pressing against his, her hands exploring the lines of his chest and shoulders. He responded in kind, touching her with a reverence that felt almost sacred, as if she were something precious he had been entrusted to hold.

‘The cage,’ he murmured against her lips. ‘I’m still—’

‘I know.’ She pulled back, looking down at him. ‘And I’m not going to remove it. Not tonight.’ She touched the device, feeling the way it held him. ‘I want you to learn to be intimate without release. To feel pleasure that doesn’t end in orgasm. To understand that your body belongs to me—even when we’re like this.’ She met his eyes. ‘Can you do that? Can you be with me without expecting me to take it off?’

He felt a surge of frustration.

Twelve days. Twelve days of denial, of mounting pressure, of learning to live with a need that never fully subsided. Every cell in his body wanted release. Wanted her to unlock the device and let him feel something other than the constant edge he had been living on.

But he also understood what she was asking.

That his submission wasn’t conditional. That belonging to her meant accepting her authority even when it was difficult. Especially when it was difficult.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can do that.’

She smiled.

Then she lowered her head to his chest.

They lay together in the darkness.

The only light came from the lamp on the nightstand, casting golden shadows across the bed. Alexandra was curled against his side, her head on his shoulder, her fingers tracing absent patterns on his chest.

For a long time, neither of them spoke.

‘This is what I wanted,’ she said finally. ‘What I’ve been afraid to want.’ She lifted her head, meeting his eyes. ‘Not just someone who would kneel. Someone who would stay. Who would see me—really see me—and not run away.’ She paused. ‘You stayed.’

‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘I’m starting to believe that.’ She settled back against his chest. ‘But it will take time. I’ve been let down before. I’ve been hurt by people who promised exactly what you’re promising.’ She closed her eyes. ‘I need you to be patient with me. With the walls that are still there. With the parts of me that are still waiting for the other shoe to drop.’

He pressed a kiss to her hair.

‘I can be patient.’

‘And the protocols? The structure? The control?’ She looked up at him. ‘You understand that those things won’t go away. If anything, they’ll intensify now that the Programme isn’t providing a framework.’ She touched his collar. ‘I need rules. I need structure. I need to know that you are governed by my authority even when no one is watching.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you? Because it’s not just about the collar or the cage. It’s about checking in. Asking permission. Reporting your activities, your thoughts, your feelings.’ She paused. ‘It’s about giving up the autonomy you’ve spent your entire life building. And doing it willingly. Every day. Even when it’s hard.’ Her eyes searched his. ‘That’s what I need. Not just the performance of submission, but the real thing. The daily, ongoing, sometimes exhausting work of belonging to someone.’

He considered this.

The man he had been three weeks ago would have run. Would have heard these words as threats, as signs of an unhealthy dynamic, as evidence that she wanted something he could never give.

But that man was gone.

In his place was someone who understood that surrender wasn’t weakness. That structure could be liberating. That giving up control to the right person could feel like finally coming home.

‘I can do that,’ he said. ‘I can give you the real thing.’ He touched her face. ‘But I need something in return.’

Her expression shifted slightly.

‘What?’

‘Honesty.’ He met her eyes. ‘When you’re afraid. When you’re struggling. When the walls are going up and you’re pulling away.’ He paused. ‘I can’t serve you properly if I don’t know what’s happening inside you. If you’re using the protocols to hide instead of connect.’ He brushed a strand of hair from her face. ‘I need you to trust me with your vulnerability. Not just your authority.’

She was silent for a long moment.

‘That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever been asked to give.’

‘I know.’

‘You’re asking me to be weak in front of someone. To show the cracks in the armour.’ She looked away. ‘I’ve spent my entire life making sure no one sees those cracks.’

‘I’m not asking you to be weak.’ He turned her face back toward him. ‘I’m asking you to be human. To trust that the person you’re letting in won’t use your vulnerability against you.’ He pressed his lips to her forehead. ‘I’m asking you to believe that I’m not him. That I’m not the one who hurt you.’ He pulled back, meeting her eyes. ‘Can you try?’

She stared at him.

Then she nodded.

Slowly. Almost reluctantly.

‘I can try.’

Later, when the lamp was turned off and the room was bathed in darkness, she spoke again.

‘I’m terrified,’ she whispered. ‘Right now. In this moment. More terrified than I’ve been in years.’ She pressed closer to him. ‘Because I want this. More than I’ve ever wanted anything. And wanting something this much feels like standing on the edge of a cliff.’ Her voice trembled slightly. ‘If I fall, I don’t know if I’ll survive it.’

He wrapped his arms around her.

‘Then don’t fall alone,’ he said. ‘Let me fall with you.’

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she buried her face in his chest and held on.

He woke before dawn.

The room was still dark, the only light coming from the edges of the curtains where the first grey hints of morning were beginning to show. Alexandra was asleep beside him, her body curled toward his, one hand resting on his chest.

He watched her for a long moment.

In sleep, she looked different. Softer. Younger. The lines of tension that usually defined her features had smoothed, leaving behind someone who almost looked peaceful.

He wondered how long it had been since she had truly rested. Not just slept, but let go enough to find actual peace.

The collar around his throat caught the faint light.

He touched it, feeling the leather beneath his fingers. A symbol of ownership that had started as part of a Programme and had become something infinitely more meaningful.

The cage between his legs was a constant presence.

He had grown accustomed to it—the weight, the pressure, the ever-present reminder that his body was no longer his own. But in this moment, with Alexandra sleeping beside him and the future stretching out before them, it felt like a gift.

Not a constraint.

A connection.

He closed his eyes.

And for the first time in longer than he could remember, he felt something that approached contentment.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN - The Truth

He woke to the sound of rain.

Soft and steady against the windows, a gentle percussion that filled the silence of the room. The light had shifted, grey and diffused, the morning hiding behind clouds that had rolled in while they slept.

Alexandra was still beside him.

She had shifted during the night, turning onto her side, her back pressed against his chest. His arm was draped over her, his hand resting on the curve of her hip. The robe she had worn had come loose during sleep, revealing the smooth expanse of her shoulder, the elegant line of her neck.

He lay still, not wanting to disturb her.

This moment felt fragile. A suspension of everything that had come before—the board meeting, Julian’s accusations, the careful performance of authority and submission that had defined their relationship up to now. Here, in the grey light of a rainy morning, there was only this. Two people holding each other in the dark.

He pressed his lips to her shoulder.

She stirred, making a soft sound that might have been contentment or might have been the beginning of wakefulness. Her hand came up to cover his, pressing it more firmly against her hip.

‘Don’t move,’ she murmured. ‘Not yet.’

He stayed exactly where he was.

They lay like that for a long time.

The rain continued its steady rhythm outside. The room remained in that suspended twilight between night and day. And they held each other, neither speaking, neither wanting to break the spell.

Eventually, she turned in his arms.

Her eyes were soft, still heavy with sleep. Her hair was dishevelled, falling across her face in ways she would never allow in public. She looked younger like this. Less guarded.

‘I can’t remember the last time I slept that well,’ she said quietly.

‘Neither can I.’

She studied his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw.

‘No regrets?’ she asked. ‘This morning, in the light of day?’

He caught her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm.

‘No regrets.’

She exhaled slowly, as if she had been holding her breath.

‘Good.’ She pulled away slightly, sitting up against the headboard. The robe had fallen open, revealing the gentle curve of her breasts, but she made no move to cover herself. ‘Because we need to talk. About what happens next.’ Her expression shifted, becoming more serious. ‘About what I need you to understand before we go any further.’

He sat up beside her, giving her his full attention.

‘Tell me.’

She was quiet for a moment, gathering her thoughts.

‘I told you last night that I kept one before. That he betrayed me.’ She looked down at her hands. ‘But I didn’t tell you everything. I didn’t tell you why I started the Programme in the first place. What it was originally meant to be.’ She met his eyes. ‘I think you need to know. If you’re going to make an informed decision about staying.’

‘I’m listening.’

She drew her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. It was a protective gesture, one that made her seem smaller than she ever had before.

‘When I was twenty-eight,’ she began, ‘I was promoted to my first executive position. Regional director for a company that doesn’t exist anymore—acquired, dismantled, forgotten.’ Her voice was distant. ‘I was the youngest person in that role. The only woman in a room full of men who had been doing this for decades. And I was good. Better than most of them.’ A shadow crossed her face. ‘They hated me for it.’

Daniel remained silent, letting her tell the story at her own pace.

‘There was a man. Senior executive. Someone I thought I could trust.’ She paused. ‘He pursued me. Aggressively. For months. And eventually, I let him in. I thought—I don’t know what I thought. That he saw me as more than a threat. That he wanted me for who I was, not what I represented.’ Her voice hardened. ‘He didn’t. He was gathering information. Learning my weaknesses. Understanding how I operated so he could undermine me.’

‘What happened?’

‘I found out before he could act. Discovered the documentation he’d been keeping. The emails he’d been forwarding to competitors.’ She looked at Daniel. ‘I had the evidence to destroy him. To get him fired, possibly prosecuted. But doing so would have revealed my own vulnerability. Shown the board that I had been foolish enough to let someone close enough to hurt me.’ She shook her head. ‘So I handled it privately. Made a deal. He resigned. I never spoke of it again.’

‘That must have been incredibly difficult.’

‘It was.’ She turned to face him fully. ‘But it taught me something important. That vulnerability is dangerous. That letting someone in gives them power over you. And that power will eventually be used against you.’ She touched his face. ‘I spent the next decade making sure no one would ever have that kind of access again.’

‘And then you started the Programme.’

‘Yes.’ She smiled bitterly. ‘The Programme was supposed to solve the problem. I needed executive talent—men who could handle high-pressure situations, who could grow into leadership roles. But I also needed to satisfy… other needs. Needs I had been suppressing for years.’ She met his eyes. ‘The Programme let me have both. I could develop talent while exploring the dynamics I craved. And because it was structured, professional, contained—I could maintain control. No one could get close enough to hurt me.’

‘But it didn’t work.’

‘No.’ She looked away. ‘The candidates went through the Programme. They learned what I had to teach. Some of them even seemed to genuinely submit. But none of them were what I needed.’ She paused. ‘And then there was Adrian.’

The name settled between them like a stone dropped into still water.

‘Adrian was the one,’ she continued. ‘The one I told you about. The one who almost destroyed me.’ She pulled her robe tighter around herself. ‘He was different from the others. More intuitive. More… hungry. He didn’t just submit to the Programme—he consumed it. Asked for more. Pushed against every boundary I set, not to escape, but to prove that he could handle anything I gave him.’ Her expression darkened. ‘I thought he understood. Thought he wanted what I was offering. Not just the dominance, but the connection underneath it.’

‘What happened?’

‘He got close. Closer than anyone had been in years. Close enough that I started to believe…’ She stopped herself. ‘Close enough that I let my guard down. Started imagining a future where someone actually saw me. All of me. And stayed.’ She laughed, a hollow sound. ‘That was the mistake.’

Daniel waited.

‘Adrian wasn’t submitting because he wanted to serve. He was submitting because he wanted to conquer.’ She looked at him, her eyes hard. ‘He thought that if he proved himself—passed every test, endured every humiliation, demonstrated perfect obedience—I would eventually give him control. That the dynamic would shift. That he would become the dominant one, and I would finally let someone else take responsibility.’ Her voice dropped. ‘When he realised that wasn’t going to happen, he turned.’

‘The documentation. The threats.’

‘Yes.’ She bowed her head. ‘He had kept everything. Every session. Every command. Every moment of vulnerability I had shown. He compiled it into a dossier and threatened to release it if I didn’t…’ She stopped, her jaw tightening. ‘If I didn’t agree to a “more equitable arrangement.” His words.’ She looked at Daniel. ‘He wanted me to submit to him. To give him the control I had held for so long. In exchange for not destroying my career.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I ended it.’ Her voice was flat. ‘I called his bluff. Told him to release whatever he had—that I would rather be destroyed than give him what he wanted.’ She paused. ‘He didn’t expect that. Thought I would be too afraid of exposure to refuse. But he underestimated how much I value control. How much I would sacrifice to keep it.’ She met Daniel’s eyes. ‘He backed down. Resigned. Disappeared. But the damage was done.’

‘The walls went up.’

‘The walls went up,’ she agreed. ‘And I swore I would never let anyone that close again. The Programme continued, but I kept my distance. Viewed every candidate as a potential threat. Made sure there was always a professional framework between us.’ She touched his collar. ‘Until you.’

The rain had intensified outside, drumming against the windows with a steady rhythm.

‘Why me?’ Daniel asked. ‘What made me different?’

She considered the question.

‘I’m not sure.’ She touched his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw. ‘When I selected you, I thought you were like the others. Arrogant. Ambitious. Someone who would fight the process, resist the submission, and eventually either break or transform.’ She paused. ‘But you didn’t fight. Not really. You questioned. You challenged. But underneath the resistance, there was something else. Something I hadn’t seen before.’

‘What?’

‘Surrender.’ Her voice softened. ‘Real surrender. Not the performance of it, not the strategic compliance designed to earn reward. Actual, genuine surrender. The kind that comes from recognising that control has been a burden you no longer want to carry.’ She met his eyes. ‘You didn’t submit because you wanted something from me. You submitted because you needed to. Because it was the only way to become who you were meant to be.’ She smiled slightly. ‘And in doing so, you gave me something I didn’t know I needed.’

‘What?’

‘Someone I could trust.’ Her voice broke slightly. ‘Someone who wanted me—not the CEO, not the untouchable authority figure, but the person underneath. The one who is tired and lonely and afraid.’ She looked away. ‘You saw that. And you stayed anyway.’

He took her hand.

‘I stayed because of it,’ he said. ‘Not despite it.’

She looked at him, her expression vulnerable in a way he had rarely seen.

‘That’s what terrifies me,’ she admitted. ‘Because now I have something to lose. For the first time in years, there is someone who has the power to hurt me. And I gave them that power voluntarily.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘I need you to understand how significant that is. How dangerous it feels. How much courage it’s taking for me to let you stay.’

He pulled her toward him, wrapping his arms around her.

‘I understand,’ he said against her hair. ‘And I promise you—I will never use that power against you. I will never turn your vulnerability into a weapon. I will never try to take control away from you or shift the dynamic in my favour.’ He pressed a kiss to her forehead. ‘What I give you, I give freely. Not as a strategy. Not as a path to power. Because it’s what I want. Because you are what I want.’

She held onto him tightly, her face buried in his chest.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Eventually, she pulled back.

Her eyes were bright, but she wasn’t crying. She had too much discipline for that, even now.

‘I need to show you something,’ she said. ‘Something I’ve never shown anyone.’

She rose from the bed, pulling her robe closed. He followed her through the sitting room to a door he hadn’t noticed before, hidden in the wall behind a bookcase.

She pressed a panel, and the door swung open.

Beyond was a study.

Smaller than her corporate office, more intimate. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with volumes that looked well-read rather than decorative. A desk dominated one corner, its surface covered with papers and a laptop. A leather chair sat before a window that looked out onto the rainy grounds.

But what caught his attention was the wall above the desk.

It was covered with photographs.

He moved closer, studying them. They were arranged chronologically, he realised, spanning years. Each one showed a man—different men at different times—in various stages of what appeared to be the Programme. Some were formal portraits. Others were candid shots, taken during sessions or exercises. All of them wore the collar.

‘The Bunny candidates,’ he said.

‘All twelve of them.’ She moved to stand beside him. ‘Every man who has passed through the Programme since I created it.’ She pointed to the earliest photographs. ‘Jonathan. Marcus. Thomas. Wei.’ She moved along the wall. ‘Each one selected for potential. Each one put through the same process you experienced.’ Her voice was neutral, carefully controlled. ‘And each one released at the end of their term. Sent back into the company with improved skills and a nondisclosure agreement.’

‘Why show me this?’

‘Because I want you to understand what you’re choosing.’ She turned to face him. ‘These men—’ She gestured to the wall. ‘They were projects. Experiments. Ways for me to explore dynamics I craved while maintaining professional distance. I never let any of them get close. Never let any of them see what you’ve seen.’ She met his eyes. ‘If you stay, you become something different. Something none of them were.’

‘What?’

‘Permanent.’ The word hung between them. ‘Not a candidate. Not a project. Not someone who passes through the Programme and moves on.’ She touched his collar. ‘Mine. In a way that goes beyond professional development or structured sessions. In a way that doesn’t have an expiration date.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I’ve never done that before. I’ve never wanted to. And I need you to understand that choosing to stay means choosing something none of them were offered. Something I don’t know how to give. Something that might destroy us both.’

He studied the photographs.

Twelve faces. Twelve men who had knelt where he knelt, served where he served, submitted to the same authority he had submitted to. Each one of them released at the end, sent back to their lives, probably changed in ways they couldn’t explain to anyone.

And none of them had been offered what she was offering him.

‘What happened to them?’ he asked. ‘After the Programme?’

‘They advanced in their careers. Took on more responsibility. Some stayed with Wren Enterprises; others moved to different companies.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ve kept track, informally. Most are doing well. A few have struggled.’ She paused. ‘None of them tried to contact me after. None of them asked to continue the dynamic outside the Programme.’ She looked at him. ‘They wanted the development, the challenge, the experience. But they didn’t want me. Not really. Not the way you seem to.’

‘And Adrian?’

Her expression closed.

‘Adrian is in the photograph. Fourth row, second from the left.’ She pointed. ‘He looks like all the others. Passed through the Programme with distinction. Demonstrated exceptional submission.’ Her voice hardened. ‘But he was different. More ambitious. More calculating. He saw the Programme as a stepping stone—not just to career advancement, but to something he thought he wanted.’ She shook her head. ‘He was wrong.’

Daniel studied the photograph.

A handsome man, perhaps a few years older than Daniel himself. Dark hair. Sharp features. A smile that seemed to hold secrets.

‘What would have happened,’ he asked slowly, ‘if he had succeeded? If you had given him what he wanted?’

‘I would have lost myself.’ The words came without hesitation. ‘Given up the one thing that has protected me for my entire adult life. Become vulnerable to someone who saw me as a prize to be won rather than a person to be served.’ She met his eyes. ‘That’s what I need you to understand about Adrian. He didn’t want me. He wanted the idea of me. The challenge. The conquest.’ She touched Daniel’s face. ‘And I need to know that you’re different. That you don’t see me as something to be conquered.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Then prove it.’ Her expression shifted. ‘Not with words. Not with declarations. With actions. With consistency. With the daily, ongoing choice to serve rather than to win.’ She pulled back. ‘Can you do that? Can you give me proof, over time, that your submission is genuine? That you’re not just playing a role until you can take control?’

He considered the question carefully.

It was the most important question she had asked him. The one that lay beneath all the others. The test that would determine whether this relationship could survive.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But I need something from you in return.’

Her expression flickered.

‘What?’

‘Trust.’ He met her eyes. ‘Not blind trust. Not the kind that asks me to ignore my instincts or accept things that feel wrong. But trust that I mean what I say. Trust that when I tell you I want to serve, I’m not lying. Trust that when I kneel, it’s not a strategy.’ He paused. ‘You’ve been hurt. I understand that. But if you spend our entire relationship waiting for me to betray you, you’ll create the very thing you’re afraid of. You’ll push me away because you can’t believe I might actually stay.’

She was silent for a long moment.

‘That’s a fair request,’ she said finally. ‘And a difficult one.’ She moved to the window, looking out at the rain. ‘I’ve spent fifteen years building walls. Teaching myself not to trust. Learning to see every kind gesture as a potential manipulation, every moment of vulnerability as a potential trap.’ She turned back to face him. ‘Unlearning that won’t happen overnight. I’ll make mistakes. I’ll pull away when I should lean in. I’ll see threats where there are none.’ She met his eyes. ‘Can you be patient with that? Can you give me time to learn how to trust again?’

He crossed the room to stand before her.

‘I can,’ he said. ‘As long as you keep trying. As long as you don’t use the protocols and the structure to avoid genuine connection.’ He took her hands. ‘I’m not asking you to tear down your walls. I’m asking you to let me through them. One brick at a time, if necessary. But consistently. Deliberately. With the understanding that I’m staying because I want to, not because I’m trying to win something.’

She looked at their joined hands.

Then she nodded.

‘I can try,’ she said. ‘That’s the most I can promise right now. I’ll try.’

They returned to the bedroom.

The rain continued outside, the grey light making the room feel suspended in time. She sat on the edge of the bed, and he knelt before her—not because she commanded it, but because it felt right.

‘The Programme is over,’ she said. ‘But the dynamic isn’t. If anything, it becomes more real now. More intentional.’ She touched his collar. ‘I want to keep this on you. Not as a symbol of training, but as a symbol of belonging. Of ownership.’ She met his eyes. ‘Does that feel different to you?’

He considered the question.

‘It does,’ he admitted. ‘Before, the collar was part of a process. Something I wore because the Programme required it. Even when I started to crave it, there was always the understanding that it was temporary. That eventually, the Programme would end, and the collar would come off.’ He touched the leather at his throat. ‘Now, it means something else. Something more permanent.’ He looked up at her. ‘I’m not wearing this because I have to. I’m wearing it because I want to. Because it connects me to you. Because it reminds me that I’m yours.’

‘And the cage?’ She touched his chest, trailing her fingers down toward the device that still held him. ‘Does that feel different too?’

He felt his body respond to her touch, the familiar pressure intensifying.

‘It does,’ he said. ‘Though differently.’ He met her eyes. ‘The cage was harder to accept than the collar. The denial. The frustration. The constant reminder that my body wasn’t my own.’ He paused. ‘But it taught me something. About patience. About focus. About the difference between wanting something and needing it.’ He reached up, taking her hand. ‘I don’t need release. I need you. And if continuing to wear this is part of what it means to belong to you, then I accept it.’

She studied him for a long moment.

‘You mean that.’

‘I do.’

‘Even knowing I might not remove it for some time? That your denial might continue indefinitely?’ Her voice was serious. ‘I told you once that I need control. That includes control over your pleasure. Your body. Your release.’ She touched the cage. ‘If you stay, you accept that your gratification is no longer your decision to make. Can you live with that? Not just for a week or a month, but for as long as we’re together?’

He felt the weight of the question.

This was the core of what she was asking. Not just submission during a Programme, but ongoing, open-ended surrender. The kind that required genuine trust and genuine commitment.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can live with that.’

She smiled then.

It was small and genuine.

‘Then there’s something I want to give you,’ she said. ‘Something I’ve never given anyone.’

She rose from the bed and moved to a drawer in the nightstand.

From it, she produced a small wooden box. Inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Old and beautiful.

She returned to sit before him, holding the box in her lap.

‘This belonged to my grandmother,’ she said. ‘She was the only person who ever really understood me. The only one who saw the truth underneath all the ambition and drive.’ She opened the box slowly. ‘She told me once that everyone needs something to hold onto. Something that reminds them of who they are when the world tries to make them something else.’ She met his eyes. ‘This was hers. And now, I want it to be yours.’

Inside the box, resting on a bed of velvet, was a key.

It was old-fashioned, ornate, clearly meant for something other than the modern device he wore. But the symbolism was unmistakable.

‘A key,’ he said softly.

‘The key to everything,’ she said. ‘My heart. My trust. My vulnerability.’ She took it from the box, holding it in her palm. ‘Not the key to the cage—that stays with me. But this key represents something more important. It represents your access to the parts of me I’ve kept hidden for fifteen years.’ She pressed it into his hand. ‘I’m giving you the power to hurt me. To destroy me. To break the trust I’m placing in you.’ She covered his hand with hers. ‘Use it wisely.’

He looked down at the key.

It was small and delicate, weighing almost nothing. But it felt heavier than anything he had ever held.

‘I will never use it against you,’ he said. ‘I swear it.’

‘I know.’ She leaned forward, pressing her forehead to his. ‘That’s why I can give it to you. Because for the first time in my life, I believe someone when they say they won’t hurt me.’ She pulled back. ‘Don’t make me regret it.’

‘Never.’

She kissed him then.

Not demanding. Not claiming. Just tender. Two people finding each other in the space between fear and trust.

They spent the rest of the morning in bed.

Not in sexual intimacy—the cage still held, and she had made clear that its removal was not imminent. But in something perhaps more intimate. They talked. About their childhoods. Their fears. Their dreams for a future neither of them had expected to share.

She told him about her parents—distant, demanding, never satisfied with anything she achieved. How she had learned early that accomplishment was the only path to recognition, and how that lesson had shaped everything that came after.

He told her about his own family—loving but conventional, confused by his choices, proud of his success but puzzled by the dissatisfaction that seemed to haunt him despite it.

She spoke of the loneliness of leadership. The exhaustion of maintaining an image of invulnerability. The fear of being seen as weak.

He spoke of the pressure to succeed. The terror of mediocrity. The sense that he was always performing, always pretending to be someone he didn’t quite know how to be.

And somewhere in the midst of all these confessions, something shifted.

Not a dramatic change. Not a sudden revelation. Just a quiet settling. The sense that two people who had spent their lives building walls were finally finding someone they didn’t need to hide behind them from.

Around noon, she rose from the bed.

‘I need to make some calls,’ she said. ‘Check in with the office. Find out what Julian is planning.’ She moved toward the bathroom. ‘You should rest. Eat something. The staff will bring whatever you need.’ She paused at the door. ‘And Daniel?’

‘Yes?’

‘Thank you.’ Her voice was soft. ‘For listening. For staying. For being patient with someone who doesn’t know how to do this.’ She met his eyes. ‘I know I’m difficult. I know the walls are frustrating. But you’re making it easier to lower them. Even if it’s just a little at a time.’

‘I’ll be here,’ he said. ‘Whenever you’re ready.’

She smiled.

Then she disappeared into the bathroom, leaving him alone with the key she had given him and the growing certainty that he had finally found what he had been searching for his entire life.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN - Voluntary Restraint

The afternoon passed slowly.

Daniel spent it alone in the suite, wandering through the rooms that had become his entire world over the past two weeks. The sitting room with its elegant furnishings and carefully curated art. The study with its wall of photographs, each one a ghost of men who had knelt where he knelt and then walked away. The bedroom where he had held Alexandra as she slept, where she had trusted him with truths she had never spoken aloud.

He stopped before the wall of photographs again.

Twelve faces. Twelve candidates who had passed through the Programme and moved on. None of them had been offered what she was offering him. None of them had been given the key that now rested in his palm, warm from his constant touching.

He studied Adrian’s face.

The man was handsome in a conventional way—dark hair, strong jaw, the kind of confident smile that suggested charm was a weapon he wielded with precision. He didn’t look like a villain. He looked like exactly what he had been: an ambitious executive who had seen an opportunity and tried to seize it.

But he had made a crucial mistake.

He had thought submission was a path to power. A way to get close enough to the dominant to take control. He had misunderstood the fundamental nature of what Alexandra was offering—had seen it as a transaction rather than a relationship.

Daniel understood something Adrian never had.

That the power wasn’t in the dominance. It was in the surrender. That true submission—the kind that came from genuine desire rather than strategic calculation—was its own form of strength. One that required more courage than conquest ever could.

He had found something in this Programme that he hadn’t known he was looking for. Not just a woman to serve, but a purpose. A structure. A way of being in the world that felt more authentic than anything he had experienced before.

And now that the Programme was ending, he faced a choice.

Not whether to stay—he had already decided that. But how to stay. How to demonstrate that his submission was genuine rather than strategic. How to prove that he wasn’t another Adrian, waiting for his chance to seize control.

The cage pressed against him, a constant reminder of her authority.

He had grown accustomed to the denial. The frustration. The way his body had learned to channel sexual energy into something else—focus, devotion, a deepening awareness of every moment he spent in her presence.

He touched the device through his robe.

Tomorrow, the Programme would officially end. The board had demanded it—had insisted that the formal relationship between Programme director and candidate be terminated. And in the absence of that formal structure, there would be nothing compelling him to continue wearing the cage. Nothing requiring him to submit to her authority.

He would be free.

The thought should have brought relief. Instead, it brought something closer to panic. The idea of returning to his previous life—of making decisions without her input, of moving through the world without the grounding presence of her control—felt like stepping off a cliff into darkness.

He didn’t want to be free.

He wanted to be hers.

Alexandra returned as evening fell.

She came through the door looking exhausted, her professional armour back in place, her expression carefully neutral. She had changed into fresh clothes at some point—a simple black dress that suggested authority without ostentation—and her hair was once again pulled back from her face.

But her eyes were different.

Warmer. More present.

‘Julian is planning something,’ she said without preamble. ‘I don’t know what yet, but he’s been in meetings all day with people who have no reason to be involved in Wren Enterprises business.’ She moved to the sitting room, pouring herself a drink from the crystal decanter on the sideboard. ‘My sources tell me he’s been making calls to journalists. Building a narrative.’

‘What kind of narrative?’

‘The usual. Predatory CEO exploiting vulnerable subordinates. Abuse of power. Corporate scandal.’ She took a long sip. ‘The truth doesn’t matter to people like Julian. Only the story. And the story he’s telling is one that will sell.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Wait.’ She turned to face him. ‘Let him make his move. Then respond with something he doesn’t expect.’ She crossed the room to stand before him. ‘But that’s not what I want to talk about right now. I’ve spent the entire day strategizing, defending, preparing for battle. I’m tired of it.’ She reached out, touching his face. ‘I want to be here. With you. Not thinking about Julian or the board or any of it.’

He turned his face into her palm.

‘Then be here.’

She studied him for a moment.

‘The Programme ends tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Officially. There will be paperwork to sign. A formal exit interview. A transition plan for your return to regular duties.’ She paused. ‘After that, there will be no contract binding you to me. No professional framework justifying the dynamic. Nothing between us except what we choose to create.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you?’ She searched his face. ‘Because this is the moment where most candidates start to pull away. When the formal structure dissolves, and they realize that continuing would require a different kind of commitment. One that can’t be explained as professional development.’ She touched his collar. ‘Are you going to pull away?’

‘No.’

‘What, then? What do you want this to become?’

He took a breath.

This was the moment. The one he had been preparing for since he woke that morning. The opportunity to demonstrate, in words and actions, that his submission was genuine.

‘I want to talk to you about the cage,’ he said.

Her expression flickered with surprise.

‘All right.’

‘I’ve been wearing it for nearly two weeks. And I’ve learned things about myself during that time. Things I didn’t expect to learn.’ He met her eyes. ‘When you first put it on me, I thought it was punishment. A way of asserting control. Another humiliation to endure as part of the Programme.’ He paused. ‘But it became something else. A teacher. A reminder. A connection to you that I felt even when we were apart.’

She remained silent, watching him.

‘The denial was hard at first. Impossible, sometimes. I thought about begging you to remove it constantly. About finding ways to earn release, to end the frustration.’ He shook his head. ‘But somewhere along the way, I stopped wanting that. Or rather, I started wanting something else more.’

‘What?’

‘Your authority.’ He held her gaze. ‘Knowing that my body belonged to you. That my pleasure was yours to grant or deny. That every moment of frustration was a reminder that I had chosen to submit, and that you had accepted that submission.’ He touched his collar. ‘The cage and the collar became two parts of the same truth. That I am yours. Not because a Programme requires it, but because I want to be.’

She drew a slow breath.

‘Tomorrow, the Programme ends,’ he continued. ‘And I could ask you to remove the cage. Could walk away from this and return to my life as if none of it had happened.’ He paused. ‘But I don’t want to. I want to continue wearing it. Not as part of training or development, but as a statement. A commitment. A way of showing you that my submission is real. That I’m not here for what I can get, but for what I can give.’

She stared at him.

The silence stretched between them, filled with the weight of what he had just offered.

‘You’re asking me to keep you in chastity,’ she said slowly. ‘Voluntarily. With no end date. No Programme structure. No professional justification.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you understand what you’re saying?’ She stepped closer, her voice intensifying. ‘I told you what I need. Control. Not just in sessions or structured moments, but always. I need to know that your body is mine. That your pleasure is mine to grant or deny. That I can keep you in this state for as long as I choose—days, weeks, months—without needing to justify it.’ She met his eyes. ‘If you’re asking me to continue this, you’re asking me to own you. Completely. In a way that goes far beyond what the Programme ever required.’

‘I understand.’

‘And you’re not asking for anything in return? Not eventual release, not a schedule, not promises about when I might let you out?’

‘I’m not asking for anything.’ He took her hands. ‘I’m offering. My body. My obedience. My submission. Without conditions. Without expectations. Because I trust you. Because I believe that what we’re building is worth more than temporary gratification.’ He pressed his lips to her knuckles. ‘Because I want you to know—truly know—that I am not Adrian. I am not waiting for my chance to take control. I am choosing to give it to you. Every day. For as long as you’ll have me.’

She pulled her hands away.

For a moment, panic seized him. Had he said too much? Asked for something she wasn’t willing to give? Misread everything that had passed between them?

Then she turned away, her shoulders rising with a deep breath.

‘You have no idea what you’re doing to me,’ she said quietly.

‘Tell me.’

She turned back to face him, and he saw that her eyes were bright with unshed tears. The sight hit him like a physical blow—Alexandra Wren, the untouchable CEO, the woman who had built an empire on her refusal to show weakness, standing before him with her emotions plainly visible.

‘No one has ever offered me this,’ she said. ‘Not like this. Not without conditions or expectations or hidden agendas.’ She shook her head. ‘The candidates who came before you—they accepted the cage because the Programme required it. They endured the denial because they had no choice. When the Programme ended, they were relieved. Eager to return to their lives, their autonomy, their freedom.’ She met his eyes. ‘None of them asked to continue. None of them chose it.’

‘And that hurt you.’

‘It showed me the limits of what I could have.’ She moved to the window, looking out at the darkening grounds. ‘I created the Programme because I thought it was the closest I could get to what I really wanted. A structured, contained way to explore the dynamics I craved without risking the vulnerability of genuine connection.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘But it was never enough. The candidates submitted because they were told to submit. They obeyed because there were consequences for disobedience. And when the structure was removed, their submission dissolved along with it.’ She turned back to face him. ‘I told myself that was enough. That I didn’t need anything more. That wanting someone to choose me—genuinely choose me, without the framework of a Programme or the leverage of a contract—was a weakness I couldn’t afford.’

‘But now?’

‘Now you’re standing in front of me, offering exactly what I told myself I couldn’t have. Asking me to continue owning you. Not because you have to, but because you want to.’ Her voice broke slightly. ‘It’s terrifying. Because if I accept this—truly accept it—I have to believe it. I have to trust that you mean what you say. I have to let go of the certainty that everyone will eventually disappoint me.’ She met his eyes. ‘I don’t know if I can do that.’

He crossed the room to stand before her.

‘You don’t have to do it all at once,’ he said. ‘Trust isn’t built in a moment. It’s built over time, through consistent action. Through showing up, day after day, and proving that the words you speak are true.’ He took her face in his hands. ‘I can’t make you trust me. But I can show you, every day, that I’m not going anywhere. That my submission isn’t a strategy. That I’m choosing this—choosing you—because it’s what I want, not what I think I can get from it.’

She stared at him.

‘And the cage?’ she asked. ‘You would really continue wearing it? Without knowing when I might remove it? Without guarantees?’

‘Yes.’ He didn’t hesitate. ‘Because my pleasure doesn’t come from release. It comes from serving you. From knowing that my body is yours to control.’ He pressed his forehead to hers. ‘The denial is a gift. A reminder that I have given something up. Something precious. And I’ve received something infinitely more valuable in return.’

‘What have you received?’

‘You.’ The word was simple, but it carried the weight of everything he felt. ‘Your trust. Your vulnerability. The parts of you that no one else gets to see.’ He pulled back, meeting her eyes. ‘I would wear this cage forever if it meant keeping those things. Because they’re worth more than any temporary pleasure.’

She was silent for a long moment.

Then she reached up, touching his face with trembling fingers.

‘You mean it,’ she said. Not a question. A statement of wonder. ‘You actually mean it.’

‘Every word.’

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, something had shifted. The walls that had been cracking all week seemed to crumble a little further. Not all the way—perhaps they never would fully fall—but enough to let him see further inside.

‘Kneel,’ she said.

The command was soft. Almost gentle. But he responded instantly, lowering himself to his knees before her. The position had become so natural that his body assumed it without thought, his hands resting on his thighs, his head slightly bowed.

She touched his hair.

‘Do you remember what I told you on the first day?’ she asked. ‘About why I selected you?’

‘You said I had potential. That I was volatile and needed refinement.’

‘I said that, yes.’ She moved her hand to his chin, tilting his face up toward hers. ‘But what I didn’t say—the thought I kept to myself—was that I saw something in you that I had never seen in any other candidate.’ Her eyes searched his. ‘I saw hunger. Not for power or advancement, but for something deeper. Something you didn’t even know you were looking for.’ She smiled slightly. ‘I thought I could use that hunger. Shape it. Channel it into the submission I required.’ She paused. ‘I didn’t expect it to reach back. To touch something in me that I had buried so deep I had forgotten it existed.’

‘What did it touch?’

‘My own hunger.’ The words came quietly. ‘The need I had been denying for fifteen years. The desire to be seen. To be known. To have someone look at all the parts of me—the strong and the weak, the controlled and the desperate—and stay anyway.’ She released his chin. ‘You’ve done that. You’ve seen things I have never shown anyone. And instead of using them against me, instead of seeing them as weaknesses to exploit, you’ve held them like they were precious.’ Her voice dropped. ‘No one has ever done that before.’

He reached up, taking her hand.

‘Because they didn’t understand,’ he said. ‘They saw your vulnerability as an opening. A way to get close enough to hurt you.’ He pressed his lips to her palm. ‘I see it as a gift. Something you’re trusting me with. Something I will spend every day trying to be worthy of.’

She looked down at him.

Then she did something she had never done before.

She knelt beside him.

He stared at her in shock.

She was on her knees, her dress pooled around her, her face level with his. The position was wrong—fundamentally, shockingly wrong. She was the dominant. The authority. The one who stood while he knelt, who gave commands while he obeyed.

‘Alexandra—’

‘Shh.’ She pressed her fingers to his lips. ‘This doesn’t change anything. I’m not surrendering control. I’m not reversing the dynamic.’ She met his eyes. ‘I’m meeting you where you are. Because sometimes the most powerful thing a dominant can do is show their submissive that they are seen. That their service is valued. That their surrender is a gift, not a given.’ She took his hands. ‘I told you I would never kneel for you. That I would never submit. And I meant it.’ She squeezed his hands. ‘But I can kneel with you. I can meet you in the place where vulnerability and trust intersect. I can show you that this relationship goes both ways—even if the power dynamic doesn’t.’

He felt something crack open in his chest.

For two weeks, he had been the one on his knees. The one serving, submitting, surrendering. And he had found profound meaning in that position. But seeing her kneel beside him—not as a submissive, but as a partner—revealed something he hadn’t known he needed.

The knowledge that she valued him. Not just his obedience. Not just his service. But him. The man behind the submission.

‘Thank you,’ he said. The words were inadequate, but they were all he had.

‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘For choosing this. For choosing me.’ She leaned forward, pressing her forehead to his. ‘I don’t know what comes next. I don’t have a roadmap for this. I’ve never had a relationship like this—outside of a Programme, without a contract, built on nothing but choice and trust.’ She pulled back, meeting his eyes. ‘But I want to try. I want to build something with you. Something real. Something that neither of us has ever had before.’ She touched his collar. ‘Will you build it with me?’

‘Yes.’ The word came without hesitation. ‘Whatever you need. Whatever structure you want to create. I will be there. Every day. For as long as you’ll have me.’

She smiled.

Then she rose, pulling him up with her.

‘There’s one more thing,’ she said. ‘Something I need to tell you before we move forward.’ She led him to the couch, sitting close enough that their knees touched. ‘Tomorrow, when the Programme officially ends, there will be questions. From the board, from HR, from anyone who notices that our relationship hasn’t changed despite the formal structure being dissolved.’ She met his eyes. ‘Julian is already building a narrative. If he finds out that we’re continuing this—if he sees that you’re still wearing the collar, still submitting to my authority—he will use it as evidence of misconduct. He’ll claim that I coerced you, manipulated you, trapped you in an abusive relationship.’

‘He’ll claim that I coerced you, manipulated you, trapped you in an abusive relationship.’ She paused, her expression serious. ‘And if he succeeds, it won’t just be a scandal. It could destroy everything I’ve built. Everything we’re trying to create.’

Daniel absorbed this.

The weight of what she was saying settled over him like a heavy cloak. Julian wasn’t just a rival or an annoyance—he was a genuine threat. Someone who had been watching, waiting, building a case. And if he succeeded in framing their relationship as exploitation rather than choice, the consequences would be catastrophic.

‘What do you need me to do?’ he asked.

She studied him for a moment.

‘There are two paths,’ she said. ‘The first is denial. We terminate the Programme, return to a professional relationship, and never speak of what happened between us. You remove the collar, I remove myself from your career trajectory, and we pretend this was an executive development exercise that simply concluded.’ Her voice was flat. ‘That’s what the board expects. What the lawyers would recommend. What anyone with sense would advise.’

‘And the second path?’

‘The second path is harder.’ She turned to face him fully. ‘We tell the truth. Not publicly—not yet—but we don’t hide. We acknowledge that the Programme ended, and we chose to continue our relationship independently. We document everything. The consensual nature of every interaction. The absence of professional leverage. The fact that you could walk away at any moment and have chosen not to.’ She met his eyes. ‘It’s riskier in the short term. Julian will attack. The board will ask questions. There will be scrutiny and speculation and probably some very uncomfortable conversations.’ She paused. ‘But it protects us in the long term. Because if we hide, we give Julian ammunition. We make it look like something that needs to be hidden. And if he ever does expose us, we’ll have no defence.’

Daniel considered this.

The first path was safer. Cleaner. It would protect Alexandra, protect the company, protect him from the kind of exposure that could end his career. All he had to do was walk away. Pretend that what had happened between them was something other than what it was.

But that would mean lying.

About the most important thing that had ever happened to him.

‘I don’t want to hide,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to pretend this was something it wasn’t. I don’t want to remove the collar and act like it didn’t mean anything.’ He took her hands. ‘Julian is going to attack either way. If we deny this, he’ll find another angle. If we hide, he’ll expose us and make it look sinister. The only way to win is to be honest.’ He met her eyes. ‘We tell the truth. We document everything. And we don’t let him control the narrative.’

She searched his face.

‘You understand what that means? The scrutiny? The questions? The fact that people will talk about you—about us—in ways that aren’t flattering?’

‘I don’t care what people say.’ He squeezed her hands. ‘I care about you. About us. About building something real, regardless of who tries to tear it down.’ He lifted her hand to his lips. ‘If the price of being with you is a little public scrutiny, I’ll pay it gladly.’

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then she laughed—a genuine sound, warm and surprised.

‘You are either the bravest man I’ve ever known,’ she said, ‘or the most foolish.’

‘Probably both.’

‘Probably.’ She pulled her hands away, but gently. ‘All right. If we’re doing this—if we’re telling the truth—then we need to be strategic about it. We need documentation. Witnesses who can attest to the consensual nature of our relationship. Evidence that you were never coerced, never threatened, never manipulated.’ She stood, beginning to pace. ‘We need to get ahead of Julian’s narrative before he has a chance to build it.’

‘How?’

‘I have ideas.’ She turned to face him. ‘But first, there’s something more important we need to establish. Something between us.’ She gestured for him to rise. ‘Come with me.’

She led him to the study.

The wall of photographs still dominated the space, those twelve faces watching them with silent judgment. But Alexandra ignored them, moving instead to the desk where she opened a drawer and withdrew a leather-bound document.

‘When I created the Programme,’ she said, ‘I developed a comprehensive set of protocols. Rules, expectations, consequences. Everything a candidate needed to understand what was required of them.’ She placed the document on the desk. ‘But those protocols were designed for a temporary arrangement. A structured relationship with a defined endpoint.’ She met his eyes. ‘If we’re continuing this—if we’re building something permanent—I need new protocols. Ones that reflect what we’re actually creating.’

She opened the document.

The pages were blank.

‘We write them together,’ she said. ‘The rules that will govern our relationship. Your obligations. My responsibilities. The expectations we both agree to uphold.’ She handed him a pen. ‘This document will be evidence. Proof that you entered this relationship willingly, with full knowledge of what it entails. But more than that—it will be the foundation of what we’re building. The structure that holds us together.’

He took the pen.

The weight of the moment pressed down on him. This wasn’t just a contract—it was a commitment. A declaration. A promise to build something real with this woman who had shown him more about himself than he had ever known.

‘Where do we start?’ he asked.

‘With the basics.’ She moved beside him, her shoulder touching his as they bent over the blank pages. ‘What do you need from this relationship? Not what you think I want to hear—what do *you* need?’

He considered the question carefully.

It was something he had been thinking about all day, ever since their conversation that morning. What did he need? Not just what felt good in the moment, but what would sustain him over the long term. What would make this relationship healthy rather than destructive.

‘Structure,’ he said finally. ‘I need to know what’s expected of me. Clear rules. Clear consequences. Not arbitrary authority, but a framework I can rely on.’ He looked at her. ‘I’ve spent my whole life chasing success without knowing why. Without understanding what I was actually trying to achieve. The Programme gave me something I didn’t know I needed—a sense of purpose. Direction. I need that to continue.’

She nodded slowly.

‘What else?’

‘Communication.’ He paused, choosing his words carefully. ‘I need to know what you’re thinking. What you’re feeling. Even when it’s hard. Even when you want to pull away.’ He met her eyes. ‘I can’t serve you properly if I don’t understand what you need. And I can’t trust you if I feel like you’re hiding from me.’

‘That’s fair.’ She didn’t look away. ‘I’ll work on that. It won’t be easy for me, but I’ll try.’ She gestured to the paper. ‘Write it down.’

He wrote:

*The submissive requires clear structure and open communication. The dominant agrees to provide both, to the best of her ability, with the understanding that trust is built through transparency.*

She read the words, nodding slowly.

‘Now my turn.’ She took the pen from him. ‘What I need from you is consistency. Not perfection—I don’t expect you to be flawless. But I need to know that your submission isn’t dependent on your mood, or on whether you’re getting what you want in a given moment.’ She wrote as she spoke. ‘I need to know that when I give a command, you’ll obey. Not because you’re afraid of punishment, but because you’ve chosen to serve. That when I set a rule, you’ll follow it. Not grudgingly, but willingly.’ She looked up. ‘Can you give me that?’

‘Yes.’ The word came without hesitation.

She wrote:

*The dominant requires consistent, willing submission. The submissive agrees to serve not out of fear or obligation, but out of genuine desire to please and belong.*

They continued like that for nearly an hour.

Writing. Discussing. Refining. Each point was debated, clarified, agreed upon. The document grew page by page, filling with the architecture of their relationship.

There were sections on protocols:

*The submissive will wear the collar at all times when in private with the dominant. In public, the collar may be replaced with a discrete symbol of ownership, to be determined by the dominant.*

*The submissive will maintain the chastity device as directed by the dominant. Release is at the dominant’s discretion and is not guaranteed on any schedule.*

*The submissive will address the dominant as “Alexandra” in public settings and “Ma’am” or another designated title in private, as directed.*

There were sections on communication:

*Both parties agree to weekly check-ins to discuss the state of the relationship, any concerns, and any adjustments that may be needed.*

*The submissive has the right to express concerns or request modifications to protocols. The dominant agrees to consider all requests in good faith.*

*Either party may request a pause in the dynamic if circumstances require. Such a pause does not constitute an end to the relationship, but rather a temporary suspension of protocols.*

There were sections on boundaries:

*The submissive maintains the right to hard limits, which will be documented and respected at all times.*

*The dominant agrees not to use her authority to harm the submissive’s career, relationships, or wellbeing outside the context of their dynamic.*

*Both parties agree that consent is ongoing and may be withdrawn at any time. Withdrawal of consent will be respected immediately and without retaliation.*

And finally, there was a section on commitment:

*This agreement represents a mutual commitment to building a relationship based on trust, respect, and consensual power exchange. Both parties enter this relationship freely, without coercion or manipulation, and with full understanding of what is required.*

*The submissive offers his submission as a gift, not a bargaining chip. The dominant accepts that gift with gratitude and the responsibility it entails.*

*This relationship has no predetermined end date. It will continue as long as both parties choose to maintain it, with the understanding that either party may request modification or termination at any time.*

When they finished, Alexandra read through the entire document.

Her expression was thoughtful as she turned the final page.

‘This is good,’ she said. ‘Better than anything I created for the Programme. More balanced. More honest.’ She looked at him. ‘But there’s one thing missing.’

‘What?’

She set the document down, turning to face him fully.

‘Your signature,’ she said. ‘And mine.’

She produced a second pen from the drawer, handing one to him and keeping one for herself.

‘If we’re doing this,’ she said, ‘we do it properly. We sign this document together, in front of witnesses, and we file it with my attorney as evidence of a consensual relationship.’ She met his eyes. ‘It won’t stop Julian from trying. But it will give us something to stand on when he does.’

He looked down at the document.

The words he had helped write stared back at him. The framework of a relationship unlike anything he had ever known. A commitment to serve, to submit, to belong to someone not because he had to, but because he wanted to.

It should have felt frightening.

Instead, it felt like coming home.

He signed his name at the bottom of the final page.

Alexandra watched him, her expression unreadable.

Then she signed her name beneath his.

The document lay between them, freshly inked and solemn.

Alexandra picked it up, studying the signatures as if they were something precious.

‘I’ve never done this before,’ she admitted. ‘The Programme contracts were formalities. Documents designed to protect the company, not define the relationship.’ She looked at him. ‘This is different. This means something.’

‘It does.’

‘And you understand that by signing this, you’re making a commitment? Not just to me, but to yourself? To the kind of person you want to be?’ She searched his face. ‘This isn’t a Programme anymore, Daniel. There’s no endpoint. No graduation. No return to normal life.’ She paused. ‘This is your life now. For as long as you choose it.’

‘I understand.’ He met her gaze steadily. ‘And I choose it.’

She held his eyes for a long moment.

Then she nodded.

‘Then there’s one more thing we need to do.’ She moved to a small safe set into the wall, entering a combination. The door swung open, revealing a collection of items—keys, documents, a few pieces of jewelry. She withdrew a small box and returned to stand before him. ‘I showed you my grandmother’s key this morning. The key to my heart, my trust, my vulnerability.’ She opened the box. ‘But there’s something I didn’t show you. Something I’ve been carrying for fifteen years, waiting for the right moment to give away.’

Inside the box was a collar.

Not the simple leather band he currently wore. This was different—finer, more elegant. Made of soft black leather with silver accents, it was clearly old but beautifully maintained. Hand-stitched with careful precision.

‘This was my grandmother’s,’ Alexandra said. ‘She gave it to me when I was young, before I understood what it meant. Before I knew anything about dominance or submission or power exchange.’ She lifted the collar from the box. ‘She told me that someday I would find someone worth offering it to. Someone who would understand that submission is not weakness, and that dominance is not cruelty.’ She looked at him. ‘Someone who would see me—the real me—and choose to stay.’

She moved behind him.

He felt her fingers at his neck, unbuckling the collar he had worn for nearly two weeks. The leather fell away, leaving his throat bare.

‘The collar you’ve been wearing is Programme issue,’ she said. ‘Temporary. Functional. Designed for training, not commitment.’ She placed the new collar against his neck. ‘This one is different. This one means something.’ Her voice dropped. ‘If I put this on you, it’s not because a Programme requires it. It’s because I claim you. Not for a season, not for an exercise, but for as long as we both choose this.’

She paused, the collar loose around his neck.

‘Do you accept this?’ she asked. ‘Not the collar—the commitment it represents. Do you accept belonging to me? Truly, freely, without reservation?’

He felt the weight of the question.

This was the moment. The true point of no return. Not the Programme, not the contract, not the document they had just signed. This. The acceptance of a symbol that meant more than any words could express.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I accept.’

She fastened the collar around his neck.

The leather was softer than the one he had worn before, moulding to his skin like it had been made for him. But the feeling was different—not heavier, exactly, but more present. More significant.

She moved to stand before him.

‘It looks right on you,’ she said quietly. ‘Like it belongs there.’ She touched the silver accents, her fingers tracing the pattern. ‘My grandmother would have liked you.’ A small smile. ‘She always said I would choose someone who surprised me. Someone who didn’t fit my expectations.’ She met his eyes. ‘She was right.’

He reached up, touching the collar where it rested against his throat.

The leather felt like a promise.

Later, they lay together in the darkness.

The document was filed safely away. The witnesses would be arranged tomorrow—trusted people who could attest to the voluntary nature of their arrangement. The legal protections would be put in place.

But for now, there was only this.

Alexandra curled against his side, her head on his chest. Her breathing was slow and even, relaxed in a way he had rarely seen from her. The collar around his neck pressed against his skin, a constant reminder of what they had committed to.

‘Are you scared?’ she asked quietly.

He considered the question.

‘No,’ he said honestly. ‘I should be, maybe. But I’m not.’ He pressed a kiss to her hair. ‘I feel like I’ve found something I’ve been looking for my whole life. Something I didn’t know how to name until you showed me.’ He tightened his arm around her. ‘How could I be scared of that?’

She was silent for a moment.

‘I’m scared,’ she admitted. ‘Scared of trusting you. Scared of being wrong about you. Scared of waking up one day and finding that this was all a beautiful dream.’ She looked up at him. ‘But I’m going to try. Because you’re worth the risk.’ She touched his collar. ‘Because this is worth the risk.’

He pulled her closer.

‘We’ll figure it out together,’ he said. ‘One day at a time.’

She nodded against his chest.

‘One day at a time.’

They lay in silence as the rain continued outside, the grey light of evening fading into darkness. And somewhere in that silence, between the beating of their hearts and the rhythm of the storm, something new began.

Not a Programme.

Not a contract.

A relationship.

Real and fragile and terrifying and beautiful.

And entirely their own.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN - Softening

The week that followed felt like living in two worlds simultaneously.

In one world, Daniel was still an executive at Wren Enterprises, attending meetings, reviewing proposals, participating in conference calls with the kind of focused efficiency that had always defined his professional persona. He moved through the corporate spaces with his collar hidden beneath perfectly pressed shirts, his chastity device a secret weight between his legs, his submission invisible to everyone around him.

In the other world, he belonged to Alexandra.

Their private time had taken on a different quality since the night they signed the document. The urgency of the Programme was gone—the sense that every moment was a test, every interaction an evaluation. In its place was something more deliberate. More intentional. The protocols they had established together governed their interactions, but they felt less like rules imposed from above and more like agreements honoured from within.

He woke each morning at six, as the document specified. He performed the morning rituals she had outlined—showering, grooming, dressing according to her preferences for the day. He sent her a message at seven, as required, reporting on his sleep, his mood, his readiness to serve. And he waited for her response, which always came within minutes, acknowledging his message and providing any additional instructions for the day.

The structure should have felt constraining.

Instead, it felt like an anchor.

On Wednesday, she summoned him to her private quarters.

He arrived at seven in the evening, as her message had specified. The resort was quieter now, most of the Bunny branding removed, the spring decorations taken down. The retreat was officially over. The remaining executives had returned to their regular duties. Only he remained, his presence explained away as “special consultation” on strategic initiatives.

She opened the door before he could knock.

She was dressed differently than he had ever seen her—not the severe professional attire she wore to the office, not the elegant evening wear she favoured for corporate events. She wore a soft cashmere sweater in deep burgundy and fitted trousers, her feet bare against the hardwood floor. Her hair was loose, falling around her shoulders in dark waves.

She looked younger like this. Softer.

‘Come in,’ she said, stepping aside.

He entered, noting that the sitting room had been rearranged. The furniture had been pushed back, creating an open space in the centre. A yoga mat lay on the floor, along with several items he didn’t immediately recognize.

‘I want to try something different tonight,’ she said, closing the door behind him. ‘Something we didn’t do during the Programme.’

He turned to face her.

‘I’m ready for whatever you want.’

She studied him for a moment.

‘That’s what I want to explore.’ She moved past him, settling onto the yoga mat with fluid grace. ‘During the Programme, your submission was a response to structure. You did what was required because the rules demanded it. Even when you chose to continue—when you asked me to keep the cage, to maintain the protocols—there was still an element of performance to it.’ She gestured for him to join her on the mat. ‘Tonight, I want to see what happens when there’s no structure. No rules. No expectations.’ She met his eyes. ‘Just you and me.’

He knelt beside her, unsure what she was asking.

‘I don’t understand,’ he admitted. ‘If there’s no structure, what am I supposed to do?’

‘That’s exactly the point.’ She shifted closer, her knee brushing against his. ‘I want to see what you do when I don’t tell you what to do. How you serve when there’s no command to follow. What submission looks like when it comes entirely from within.’

He considered this.

The Programme had provided clarity. Rules to follow. Expectations to meet. Even the document they had signed together was a form of structure—a framework that told him what was required.

But what she was describing was different. This wasn’t about following protocols or meeting expectations. This was about something deeper. Something that couldn’t be codified or contractual.

‘I’m not sure I know how to do that,’ he said honestly.

‘That’s why we’re practicing.’ She reached out, touching his face. ‘Submission isn’t just about obedience, Daniel. It’s about attunement. Anticipating needs. Serving without being asked. Finding satisfaction in the act of giving rather than in the completion of tasks.’ She let her hand fall. ‘I want to teach you that. But first, I need you to let go of the idea that there’s a right answer. That you can figure out what I want and then give it to me.’ She paused. ‘I want you to simply be. With me. Present and attentive, but not performing.’

He felt something tighten in his chest.

The Programme had taught him many things—control, patience, the pleasure of surrender. But it had also taught him to look for the hidden objective behind every command. To read between the lines. To figure out what was really being asked and deliver it with precision.

She was asking him to stop doing that.

And he wasn’t sure he knew how.

‘Lie down,’ she said.

He stretched out on the mat, looking up at her. She moved beside him, not touching, but close enough that he could feel the warmth of her body.

‘Close your eyes.’

He complied.

For a long moment, nothing happened. He lay still, his breathing measured, his body relaxed. He waited for her touch, her command, some indication of what she wanted from him.

But she remained silent.

The quiet stretched on, punctuated only by the sound of their breathing and the distant hum of the resort’s climate control system. His mind began to wander, searching for purpose, for direction, for something to hold onto.

‘You’re thinking,’ she said softly. ‘I can hear it.’

He opened his eyes.

‘I’m trying to figure out what you want.’

‘I want you to stop trying.’ She shifted, propping herself on one elbow to look down at him. ‘Right now, in this moment, there is nothing to figure out. No objective. No goal. Nothing to achieve.’ She reached out, tracing the line of his jaw with her fingertips. ‘Just us. Here. Together.’

He stared at her.

The concept was foreign to everything he had learned. Submission meant service. Service meant action. Taking orders, fulfilling tasks, meeting expectations. What she was describing wasn’t submission—it was something else. Something he didn’t have a name for.

‘I don’t know if I can do that,’ he admitted.

‘You can.’ Her voice was certain. ‘It’s what you’ve been doing all along, underneath the performance. The part of you that craves structure not because you need to be told what to do, but because structure quiets the noise in your head.’ She touched his collar. ‘This isn’t a leash. It’s an anchor. It grounds you so you can stop running.’ She met his eyes. ‘I want you to stop running, Daniel. Not because I commanded it, but because you’re finally ready to stop.’

He felt something crack open inside him.

The words touched a place he hadn’t known existed—a hollow space beneath all the ambition and drive, all the constant motion and achievement. A part of him that had been running for so long it had forgotten what it meant to stand still.

‘Close your eyes,’ she said again.

He did.

And this time, he tried to let go.

The silence wrapped around him like a blanket.

Without the constant hum of strategizing, of planning, of looking for the angle—the endless calculation that had defined his adult life—something else began to emerge. A presence. A awareness of his own body, of the mat beneath him, of the air moving in and out of his lungs.

Of her beside him.

He felt her warmth without touching. Heard her breathing, slow and steady. Sensed her attention, focused on him with an intensity that made his skin prickle.

‘Do you feel that?’ she asked quietly.

‘Feel what?’

‘The space between us.’ Her voice was barely above a whisper. ‘The place where connection happens. Not because we’re doing anything—just because we’re both here. Both present. Both choosing this moment.’

He focused on what she was describing.

And slowly, like a shape emerging from fog, he began to feel it.

Not a physical sensation, but an energetic one. A pull toward her that had nothing to do with attraction or desire or performance. Something more fundamental. The magnetic draw of one person choosing to be with another person, completely, without agenda.

‘Yes,’ he breathed. ‘I feel it.’

‘Good.’ He heard her shift, felt her move closer. ‘That’s where true submission lives, Daniel. Not in the tasks or the protocols, but in this. The willingness to be present. To let go of everything else and simply be with me.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Do you understand now why I never let anyone close? Why I kept them all at arm’s length with structure and rules?’

He opened his eyes.

She was looking down at him with an expression he had never seen before—open, vulnerable, almost wondering.

‘Because this is terrifying,’ she said. ‘This feeling. This intimacy. It requires a kind of surrender that goes far deeper than anything I could command.’ She touched his face. ‘I can tell you to kneel. I can tell you to obey. But I cannot command you to be present. To truly let me in. That has to be given freely.’ She paused. ‘And when someone gives it to me—truly gives it—I have to choose whether to receive it. Whether to let myself be vulnerable in return.’

He reached up, touching her face in return.

‘You’re receiving it now,’ he said. ‘I can feel it.’

She closed her eyes briefly.

‘I know.’ She leaned into his touch. ‘It’s been so long since I let anyone this close. I’m not sure I remember how to do it properly.’ She opened her eyes. ‘But I’m trying. Because you’re worth it.’ She pulled back slightly. ‘Because we’re worth it.’

She shifted, settling beside him on the mat.

They lay together in the quiet, her head on his shoulder, her hand resting on his chest. The cage pressed against him, a constant presence, but for once he barely noticed it. His awareness was filled with something else—the warmth of her body, the rhythm of her breathing, the simple fact of her presence.

‘I had a meeting with the board today,’ she said eventually.

He tensed slightly.

‘How did it go?’

‘Julian made his move.’ She didn’t move from his shoulder. ‘Anonymous complaint filed with HR. Allegations of inappropriate relationships with subordinates. Abuse of power.’ She laughed, a hollow sound. ‘The irony is that the complaint isn’t technically about us. It’s about the Programme as a whole. He’s claiming that I’ve been running a coercive scheme—using career advancement as leverage to extract sexual favours from executives.’

‘What did the board say?’

‘They’re taking it seriously, as they should. There will be an investigation. Interviews with current and former Programme participants. Review of contracts and communications.’ She lifted her head to look at him. ‘They asked me to step back temporarily while

‘They asked me to step back temporarily while the investigation proceeds.’ Her voice was carefully neutral. ‘A leave of absence. Voluntary, on paper. But the implication was clear—if I don’t cooperate, if I don’t distance myself from the company during this process, it will look like I have something to hide.’

Daniel processed this.

‘What does that mean for us?’

‘It means the timeline has accelerated.’ She sat up, pulling away from him slightly. ‘I was hoping to have more time—to build the foundation of our relationship properly, away from scrutiny. But Julian has forced our hand.’ She met his eyes. ‘The investigation will include interviews with every Programme participant. They’ll ask you directly about the nature of our relationship. They’ll want to know if you felt coerced. If you were promised advancement in exchange for sexual compliance.’ She paused. ‘What are you going to tell them?’

‘The truth.’ He sat up to face her. ‘That I entered the Programme voluntarily. That every interaction we had was consensual. That I was never promised anything in exchange for sexual favours because that’s not what this was.’ He took her hands. ‘And that I chose to continue our relationship after the Programme ended—freely, without pressure or manipulation.’

She studied his face.

‘You’re sure? Because once you say that publicly, there’s no taking it back. Julian will spin it. The board will ask invasive questions. Your name will be linked to mine in ways that could affect your career for years.’ She squeezed his hands. ‘You could distance yourself. Say that the Programme was professional, that nothing inappropriate happened. It would protect both of us.’

‘No.’ He held her gaze. ‘I’m not going to lie. Not about this.’ He touched her collar. ‘You asked me to be honest with you. To communicate. To build something real.’ He met her eyes. ‘That starts now. With this. With telling the truth, regardless of the consequences.’

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then something in her expression shifted—a softening around the eyes, a slight relaxation of her jaw. The perpetual tension she carried, the armour she wore so constantly that it had become invisible, seemed to ease slightly.

‘You continually surprise me,’ she said quietly. ‘Every time I think I understand what you’re going to do, you do something unexpected.’ She reached out, touching his face. ‘It’s one of the things I love about you.’

The word hung in the air between them.

Love.

He felt his breath catch.

She seemed to realize what she had said at the same moment he did. Her eyes widened slightly, a flicker of vulnerability crossing her face before she could suppress it.

‘I didn’t mean—’ She pulled her hand back. ‘That was—I shouldn’t have—’

‘Alexandra.’ He caught her hand before she could retreat further. ‘It’s all right.’

‘No, it’s not.’ She shook her head. ‘We haven’t—I didn’t intend to say that. It’s too soon. You’ll think I’m trying to—to manipulate you, or—’

‘Alexandra.’ He said her name more firmly, stopping her. ‘Look at me.’

She met his eyes reluctantly.

‘I’m not Adrian,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to use your vulnerability against you. And I’m not going to run away because you said something real.’ He lifted her hand to his lips. ‘For what it’s worth, I’ve been falling in love with you since the second week of the Programme. I just didn’t have a name for it until now.’

She stared at him.

‘You can’t possibly—’

‘I can.’ He cut her off gently. ‘I do.’ He smiled slightly. ‘You’re brilliant and terrifying and complicated. You’ve built walls so high that no one can see over them. But when you let me in—even for a moment—when you show me who you really are underneath all the control and strategy…’ He shook his head. ‘I would be a fool not to love you. And I’m many things, but I’m not a fool.’

Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

She blinked rapidly, looking away.

‘You make it very difficult to maintain my composure,’ she said, her voice thick.

‘That’s the point.’ He tilted her face back toward his. ‘You don’t have to be composed with me. You don’t have to be the CEO, or the untouchable authority figure, or any of the roles you play for everyone else.’ He touched her collar at his throat. ‘I belong to you. Completely. Which means I see all of you. The strong parts and the scared parts and the parts you think are weaknesses.’ He met her eyes. ‘And I love every single one of them.’

A single tear escaped, trailing down her cheek.

She didn’t wipe it away.

‘I don’t deserve you,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ve spent fifteen years pushing people away, using them, protecting myself at their expense. I created an entire system designed to keep me safe from genuine connection.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘And then you walked in and dismantled it without even trying.’ She met his eyes. ‘How did you do that?’

‘You let me.’ He reached up, wiping the tear from her cheek. ‘You could have kept your walls up. Could have maintained the professional distance, treated me like all the others. But somewhere along the way, you chose not to.’ He smiled. ‘That’s what made the difference. Not anything I did. Just you, deciding to trust me.’

She leaned into his touch.

‘I was so scared,’ she admitted. ‘Every day of the Programme, I kept waiting for you to turn. To reveal the ambition underneath, the hunger for power that all the others had shown.’ She shook her head. ‘But you never did. Even when I pushed you, challenged you, tested you in ways I had never tested anyone—you stayed.’ Her voice dropped. ‘You stayed.’

‘I’ll always stay.’ He pulled her close. ‘As long as you want me.’

She buried her face in his shoulder.

He held her as the evening deepened around them.

Later, they sat together on the couch in the sitting room.

She had composed herself, though traces of vulnerability still lingered in her expression. The document they had signed lay on the table between them, alongside a folder of legal papers she had retrieved from her attorney.

‘My lawyer has reviewed the documentation,’ she said. ‘The signed agreement, the witness statements we’ve collected, the record of our communications—all of it is admissible as evidence of a consensual relationship.’ She paused. ‘But it won’t be enough to stop the investigation. The board has a responsibility to take these allegations seriously, regardless of what documentation we provide.’

‘What happens next?’

‘They’ll interview you. Probably tomorrow.’ She looked at him. ‘HR will conduct the interview, with a board representative present. They’ll ask about the nature of your relationship with me, whether you felt pressured to participate in the Programme, whether any promises were made in exchange for sexual compliance.’ She paused. ‘They’ll also ask about the other candidates. Whether you observed anything inappropriate with them.’

‘What should I say about the others?’

‘The truth.’ She leaned back. ‘I have nothing to hide about how I conducted the Programme. Every participant signed the same contract you did. Every session was documented. Every interaction was within the bounds of the agreement.’ She met his eyes. ‘The only difference between you and the others is what happened after the Programme ended. And that—that relationship—we have documentation for.’

He nodded slowly.

‘And if they ask about my feelings for you? About whether this is genuine?’

She was quiet for a moment.

‘That’s up to you,’ she said. ‘I won’t tell you what to say in that interview. I won’t even tell you that you have to defend me.’ She reached out, taking his hand. ‘I want you to be honest. Whatever that means for you. If you need to distance yourself, if you need to protect your career by minimising our relationship—I will understand. I won’t hold it against you.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘I meant what I said earlier. I love you. And that means I want what’s best for you, even if it’s not what’s best for me.’

He stared at her.

This was different from anything she had offered before. Not a command, not a protocol, not an expectation. Just an open hand and the freedom to choose.

‘I’m going to tell them the truth,’ he said. ‘All of it. That I fell in love with you during the Programme. That I chose to continue our relationship. That I signed the document freely and happily.’ He lifted her hand to his lips. ‘And if that hurts your case—if my feelings make it look like I was manipulated or brainwashed—then I’ll deal with those consequences.’ He met her eyes. ‘Because some things are more important than protecting myself. And you are one of them.’

She looked at him with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

‘You’re going to be the death of me,’ she said finally. ‘In the best possible way.’

That night, she invited him to stay.

Not in the bedroom where they had spent previous nights, but in the sitting room, on a nest of blankets she arranged before the fireplace. The flames cast flickering shadows across the walls, warming the space with soft golden light.

She lay beside him, her head on his chest, her fingers tracing absent patterns on his shirt.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said quietly, ‘about what comes next. After the investigation. Regardless of the outcome.’ She shifted to look at him. ‘I’ve spent fifteen years building Wren Enterprises. It’s the only thing I’ve ever truly belonged to. The only thing that gave me purpose.’ She paused. ‘But lately, I’ve started to wonder if it’s enough.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean that for the first time, I have something outside the company. Something that matters to me more than quarterly reports and shareholder meetings.’ She touched his collar. ‘You. This relationship. Whatever we’re building together.’ She looked away. ‘I always thought I would run Wren forever. That I would die in that office, alone, surrounded by people who feared me but didn’t know me.’ She laughed softly. ‘Now I’m not sure that’s what I want anymore.’

He processed this.

‘Are you thinking about stepping down?’

‘Not stepping down.’ She turned back to face him. ‘But maybe… stepping back. Creating space for other things. For a life that isn’t entirely defined by corporate conquest.’ She touched his face. ‘You’ve shown me that there’s more to existence than power. That vulnerability isn’t weakness. That letting someone in can be strength.’ She paused. ‘I don’t want to lose that. I don’t want to go back to being the person I was before you.’

He pulled her closer.

‘Then don’t,’ he said. ‘We can figure this out together. The investigation, the board, Julian—all of it. And when the dust settles, we can decide what kind of life we want to build.’ He pressed a kiss to her forehead. ‘You don’t have to make any decisions tonight.’

She nodded against his chest.

‘I know.’ She was quiet for a moment. ‘But I wanted you to know. That I’m thinking about it. That this relationship matters enough to me to consider changing everything.’ She lifted her head. ‘I’ve never done that for anyone. Never even considered it.’ She met his eyes. ‘You’re the first person who has ever made me question whether being alone at the top is worth the price.’

He held her gaze.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ he said. ‘Whatever you decide. Whatever changes you want to make. I’ll be here.’

She smiled—a genuine smile, warm and unguarded.

‘How did I get so lucky?’ she asked quietly.

‘I ask myself the same thing every day.’

She laughed softly, settling back against his chest.

The fire crackled, casting dancing shadows across the room. Outside, the spring rain continued to fall, washing away the last traces of winter.

He woke in the middle of the night.

The fire had burned down to embers, casting the room in a dim orange glow. Alexandra was still beside him, her breathing deep and even, her face relaxed in sleep.

He watched her for a long moment.

In slumber, the hardness was gone from her features. The lines of tension that usually marked her brow had smoothed. She looked peaceful in a way he had never seen when she was awake—younger, somehow. More human.

He thought about what she had said.

About love. About changing her life. About questioning whether being alone at the top was worth the price.

The investigation would begin tomorrow. The interview. The invasive questions, the scrutiny, the judgement of people who would never understand what had really passed between them. Julian’s scheme unfolding exactly as he had planned.

And yet, lying there in the warmth of the dying fire, Daniel felt something unexpected.

Peace.

Not because the danger had passed—if anything, it was intensifying. Not because everything was resolved—there were still countless uncertainties ahead. But because, for the first time in his adult life, he knew exactly where he belonged.

With her.

Whatever came next, whatever challenges they faced, he would face them at her side. Not because a Programme required it, not because a contract obligated him, but because he chose it. Freely. Fully. Without reservation.

The collar at his throat felt less like a symbol of ownership and more like a promise.

He closed his eyes, letting sleep pull him back under.


CHAPTER NINETEEN - The Brunch Setup

Easter Sunday arrived with deceptive brightness.

The sun rose over the resort grounds, casting long golden shadows across manicured lawns and carefully cultivated spring gardens. White flowers bloomed in symmetric clusters. Pastel banners fluttered from elegant poles. The entire estate had been transformed overnight, the last traces of the Bunny Leadership Programme absorbed into something far more public and far more dangerous.

Daniel stood before the mirror in his suite, studying his reflection.

The pastel suit had been freshly pressed, its soft pink fabric catching the morning light in ways that should have looked ridiculous but somehow didn’t. The cut was impeccable—tailored to his exact measurements during the first days of the Programme, when he had still believed this was simply an executive retreat with unusual branding. The colour was deliberate. A statement. The kind of sartorial choice that whispered rather than shouted, that drew the eye without demanding attention.

Beneath the jacket, his shirt was crisp and white. The collar he now wore was hidden completely, its soft leather resting against his throat like a secret. Unless someone looked closely—unless they knew what to search for—there was nothing to indicate what lay beneath the pristine fabric.

He touched his cufflinks.

The bunny ears gleamed in the light. Gold, elegantly shaped, subtly stylised. To the uninitiated eye, they were simply an eccentric fashion choice. A nod to the season, perhaps. A bit of corporate whimsy from an executive confident enough not to take himself too seriously.

To anyone who knew, they were a mark of ownership.

He thought about removing them.

The investigation was ongoing. HR had interviewed him two days ago, their questions probing and uncomfortable but ultimately manageable. He had told the truth—the whole truth—about his relationship with Alexandra. About the Programme. About his feelings. The interviewer’s expression had remained professionally neutral throughout, giving nothing away about how his testimony would be received.

Julian had been conspicuously absent from the proceedings. But his influence was everywhere—in the carefully worded questions, in the implications lurking beneath seemingly innocent inquiries, in the overall sense that Daniel was being tested in ways he couldn’t quite see.

Today would be the real test.

The Easter Brunch was an annual tradition at Wren Enterprises, a high-profile corporate gathering that brought together executives, board members, key stakeholders, and select members of the press. It was ostensibly a celebration of the company’s spring performance—a chance to network, to socialise, to reinforce the bonds that held the corporate hierarchy together.

But this year, it would be something else entirely.

Rumours had been circulating for days. Whispers about the investigation, about Alexandra’s temporary leave of absence, about the anonymous allegations that had thrown the company into turmoil. The board had remained officially silent, but leaks were inevitable. People talked. Secrets had a way of surfacing at the worst possible moments.

And Julian had been very busy.

Daniel had observed him over the past week, watching from a distance as his rival cultivated relationships with key board members. The senior strategy director had positioned himself as a concerned party, someone deeply troubled by the allegations against the CEO, someone who only wanted what was best for the company. His performance was flawless—solicitous without being obvious, ambitious without being threatening.

But Daniel had seen the truth beneath the mask.

Julian wasn’t trying to protect Wren Enterprises. He was trying to take it.

He completed his final preparations with mechanical precision.

The tail plug rested on the bathroom counter, its silicone surface gleaming with lubricant. He had worn it before—during the Programme, during the cocktail event that had nearly ended his career—but this was different. This was a public appearance with hundreds of eyes watching, every one of them ready to spot the slightest deviation from normalcy.

He positioned it carefully, his body accepting the intrusion with a familiarity that still surprised him. The Programme had changed him in ways that went beyond the psychological. His physical responses had shifted, his nerve endings retrained to interpret sensations that would have seemed alien just weeks ago.

The plug settled into place.

He adjusted his clothing, checking the mirror for any visible evidence. Nothing. The tail was discreet, designed to be worn undetected, its base thin enough to disappear beneath tailored trousers. He moved experimentally, testing his range of motion. Each step sent a subtle reminder through his body, a quiet stimulation that would accompany him throughout the event.

The cage was next.

He had grown accustomed to its presence over the past weeks. The initial discomfort had faded, replaced by a constant awareness that he no longer found unpleasant. If anything, the device had become comforting—a physical anchor to Alexandra’s authority, a reminder that his body belonged to someone other than himself.

He checked his appearance one final time.

The pastel suit. The hidden collar. The bunny ear cufflinks. The plug. The cage. Every element in place, every secret secured beneath an exterior of composed professionalism.

He looked exactly like what he was supposed to be—a rising executive attending a corporate event, dressed with appropriate seasonal flair, ready to network and socialise and represent his company with dignity.

No one would know.

No one would suspect.

Unless Julian succeeded in what he was planning.

The main ballroom had been transformed.

White linens draped every surface. Floral centrepieces rose from each table, their blooms arranged in cascading layers of pink and yellow and pale green. A string quartet played in the corner, their instruments weaving classical melodies through the murmur of arriving guests. Servers in crisp uniforms moved between clusters of executives, offering champagne and hors d’oeuvres with practiced efficiency.

Daniel entered through the main doors, his posture straight, his expression pleasant.

He had attended dozens of events like this over the course of his career. Corporate galas, shareholder meetings, executive retreats. He knew how to navigate these spaces—how to smile without warmth, how to shake hands without commitment, how to project confidence without arrogance.

But this event was different.

Every face he passed seemed to hold a question. Every conversation seemed to pause briefly as he approached, resuming with slightly too much enthusiasm once he had moved on. He could feel the weight of speculation pressing against him from all sides.

He spotted Julian across the room.

The senior strategy director was in deep conversation with Marcus Chen, a board member known for his conservative views on corporate governance. Their heads were bent close together, their expressions serious. Julian’s hand rested on Chen’s arm in a gesture of apparent intimacy.

Daniel watched as Chen nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing.

Whatever Julian was saying, it was landing.

He forced himself to look away.

There was nothing he could do about Julian’s machinations, not directly. The best strategy—the only strategy—was to conduct himself with impeccable professionalism. To give no one any ammunition. To demonstrate through his behaviour that the rumours were just rumours.

He moved deeper into the crowd.

‘Daniel.’

The voice came from his left. He turned to find Patricia Weaver approaching, her smile professionally warm. As the head of HR, she had conducted his interview two days prior. Her presence here was expected, but her expression suggested she had something specific to say.

‘Patricia.’ He returned her smile. ‘Lovely event.’

‘Indeed.’ She fell into step beside him, steering him toward a relatively quiet corner of the room. ‘I wanted to speak with you before things get underway. Off the record.’

He felt a flicker of tension but kept his expression neutral.

‘Of course.’

She studied him for a moment, her eyes assessing.

‘The investigation is proceeding,’ she said quietly. ‘I can’t share specific findings, but I can tell you that your testimony was… illuminating. The board is taking it seriously.’ She paused. ‘There are those who would prefer a different outcome. Who would prefer to find evidence of coercion or misconduct.’ She met his eyes. ‘But so far, the evidence supports what you said. That the relationship was consensual. That no promises were made. That you entered the Programme freely and chose to continue it freely.’

Daniel absorbed this.

‘Thank you for telling me,’ he said. ‘Though I’m not sure why you’re sharing this with an active participant in the investigation.’

Her smile turned slightly wry.

‘Because I’ve been with this company for eighteen years. I’ve watched Alexandra Wren build it from nothing into one of the most respected firms in the industry. And I’ve watched the way certain parties have been positioning themselves over the past few weeks.’ She glanced across the room toward Julian. ‘I have no love for secrets and manipulation. Whatever Alexandra may have done, she deserves a fair process. Not a show trial designed to benefit someone else’s ambitions.’ She looked back at Daniel. ‘I thought you should know that not everyone in this room is your enemy.’

He considered her words carefully.

‘I appreciate that,’ he said. ‘But I have to ask—why do you care? About what happens to me, or to Alexandra?’

She was quiet for a moment.

‘Because I remember what it was like before she took over,’ she said finally. ‘The Good Old Boys network that ran this company into the ground. The corruption, the incompetence, the systematic exclusion of anyone who didn’t fit their mould.’ She shook her head. ‘Alexandra cleaned house. She built something better. Something fairer.’ She met his eyes. ‘Whatever else she may be, she’s a good CEO. And I’d hate to see her brought down by someone who would undo everything she’s accomplished.’ She stepped back. ‘That’s all I wanted to say. I should circulate before people start talking.’

She moved away, disappearing into the crowd.

Daniel remained where he stood, processing.

The information was valuable—an indication that the investigation wasn’t the foregone conclusion Julian seemed to expect. But it also confirmed that the danger was real. There were people who wanted Alexandra brought down. People who saw the investigation as an opportunity rather than a tragedy.

And Julian was at the centre of it all.

The crowd continued to grow.

Board members arrived with their spouses. Senior executives mingled with key stakeholders. A small contingent of press representatives set up cameras near the entrance, their lenses scanning the room for newsworthy moments.

Daniel circulated with apparent ease.

He shook hands. He exchanged pleasantries. He made small talk about quarterly performance and market trends. Every interaction was a performance, every smile a calculated gesture designed to project normalcy.

All the while, the hidden elements of his appearance pressed against his awareness.

The tail plug shifted slightly as he walked, sending subtle waves of sensation through his core. The cage confined him, a constant reminder of Alexandra’s ownership. The collar embraced his throat, its leather warm against his skin. The bunny ear cufflinks caught the light when he gestured, their golden surfaces gleaming.

He was a walking secret. A living contradiction between public appearance and private reality.

And somehow, that contradiction felt right.

Not shameful. Not degrading. Right.

He had chosen this. Every element. Every hidden symbol. He had walked into Alexandra’s office and signed the document. He had knelt before her and accepted the collar. He had asked her to keep the cage, to maintain her authority, to continue owning him even when the Programme no longer required it.

This was who he was now.

And if the world wasn’t ready to understand that—well, that was the world’s problem, not his.

He spotted Alexandra across the room.

She had arrived while he was speaking with Patricia, entering through a side door with the quiet efficiency that characterised all her movements. Her dress was elegant but understated—a deep navy sheath that suggested authority without ostentation. Her hair was pulled back in its usual style, severe and precise. Every element of her appearance projected control.

But Daniel could see what others couldn’t.

The tension in her shoulders. The slight tightness around her eyes. The way her smile didn’t quite reach its usual intensity. She was nervous—deeply, genuinely nervous—and the knowledge sent a surge of protectiveness through him.

He made his way toward her.

Their eyes met across the crowd. Something passed between them—not a smile, not a nod, just a moment of mutual recognition. An acknowledgement of what they were both facing.

He stopped a few feet away, maintaining appropriate professional distance.

‘Ms Wren,’ he said formally. ‘Good to see you.’

‘Mr Cross.’ Her voice was equally formal. ‘I trust you’re enjoying the event.’

‘It’s lovely. The board has outdone itself.’

They stood side by side, not looking at each other, their conversation audible to anyone nearby but revealing nothing.

‘I received word from my attorney this morning,’ she said quietly, her lips barely moving. ‘The investigation is scheduled to conclude next week. The board will vote on their findings shortly after.’

‘And Julian?’

‘He’s been busy.’ A slight tightening of her jaw. ‘I’ve heard he’s been promising key board members that he can “restore stability” to the company. Whatever that means.’

Daniel kept his eyes forward, scanning the room.

‘Patricia Weaver approached me earlier,’ he said. ‘She wanted me to know that not everyone supports Julian’s agenda. She thinks the investigation is fair so far.’

‘That’s something.’ Alexandra’s voice carried a note of cautious optimism. ‘But it only takes a few key voices to sway the outcome. If Julian can convince enough board members that I’m a liability—’

‘He won’t.’ Daniel spoke with quiet certainty. ‘Whatever happens, we’ll face it together. Remember?’

She was silent for a moment.

Then, so quietly he almost missed it: ‘I remember.’

A server passed by with a tray of champagne. Alexandra took two glasses, handing one to Daniel with a gesture that looked casual but was actually deliberate—a subtle assertion of her authority, even here.

‘The keynote is in thirty minutes,’ she said. ‘I’m expected to give remarks about the company’s spring performance. It will be my first public appearance since the investigation began.’ She sipped her champagne. ‘Julian will be watching closely for any sign of weakness. Any indication that I’m not fully in control.’

‘And are you? Fully in control?’

She turned to look at him directly, her eyes sharp.

‘What do you think?’

He met her gaze.

‘I think you’re the strongest person I’ve ever known,’ he said. ‘And I think Julian has severely underestimated what you’re capable of.’

Something flickered in her expression—surprise, perhaps, or gratitude.

‘You’re biased,’ she said.

‘Extremely.’ He allowed a small smile. ‘But that doesn’t make me wrong.’

She shook her head slightly, but he could see the tension easing from her shoulders.

‘Thirty minutes,’ she repeated. ‘Whatever happens during that speech, whatever Julian has planned—I need you to stay composed. Don’t react to anything. Don’t give him any ammunition.’ She paused. ‘Can you do that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ She turned away, preparing to circulate. ‘I’ll see you after.’

He watched her go.

Then he finished his champagne and prepared himself for whatever was coming.

Julian appeared at his side twenty minutes later.

Daniel had been expecting it—the senior strategy director was too calculating to miss an opportunity for conversation. But the timing was deliberate, arriving just before Alexandra’s keynote, when tensions were highest and attention was focused elsewhere.

‘Daniel.’ Julian’s smile was warm, his tone friendly. ‘Enjoying the event?’

‘Immensely.’ Daniel kept his expression neutral. ‘It’s been a lovely morning.’

‘Indeed.’ Julian fell into step beside him, steering him toward the edge of the room. ‘I’ve been meaning to speak with you. About the investigation, among other things.’

‘Oh?’

‘I know we’ve had our differences.’ Julian’s voice was conciliatory, almost intimate. ‘Competition for advancement. The natural friction of ambitious men in the same space. But I want you to know that I bear you no ill will.’ He paused. ‘In fact, I’m concerned about you. About the position you’ve found yourself in.’

Daniel studied him with careful attention.

‘What position is that?’

‘Come now.’ Julian’s smile turned knowing. ‘We both know what’s been happening. The Programme. The private sessions. The… relationship you’ve developed with our esteemed CEO.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I’m not here to judge. But I am here to warn you. The investigation is closing in. And when the board makes their decision, anyone associated with Alexandra’s… indiscretions… will face consequences.’

Daniel felt a chill run through him.

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘No.’ Julian held up his hands. ‘Quite the opposite. I’m offering you a way out.’ He met Daniel’s eyes. ‘Testify against her. Tell the board what really happened. That she coerced you. That you had no choice. That you were a victim of her predatory behaviour.’ His voice dropped. ‘Do that, and I’ll ensure you’re protected. Your career will survive this. Perhaps even thrive.’ He smiled. ‘But if you continue to defend her—if you persist in this fantasy that your relationship was consensual—you’ll go down with her. Is that really what you want?’

Daniel stared at him.

The offer was crude. Obvious. The kind of clumsy manipulation that might work on someone desperate or naive. But Julian was neither of those things, which meant the offer itself was a test. A way of gauging Daniel’s resolve. Of determining whether he could be flipped or whether he would remain loyal.

He thought about Alexandra.

About the night she had knelt beside him. About the document they had signed together. About the collar at his throat and the cage between his legs and the love that had grown in the most unexpected of places.

Then he smiled.

‘Thank you for your concern,’ he said quietly. ‘But I think I’ll take my chances.’

Julian’s expression flickered—the first crack in his careful mask.

‘You’re making a mistake,’ he said. ‘One you’ll regret.’

‘Perhaps.’ Daniel met his eyes steadily. ‘But it’s my mistake to make.’ He stepped back. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I believe Ms Wren’s keynote is about to begin.’

He walked away before Julian could respond.

But he could feel the other man’s eyes on his back, burning with frustrated ambition.

The crowd gathered in the main hall.

Tables had been arranged in neat rows facing a raised platform, its podium decorated with white flowers and the Wren Enterprises logo. The string quartet had fallen silent. Cameras from the press contingent focused on the empty stage.

Daniel found a seat near the back, positioning himself where he could observe without being obvious. The tail plug pressed against him as he sat, a reminder of everything he carried into this moment. The cage confined him, its presence both constraining and

The cage confined him, its presence both constraining and grounding. He took a slow breath, steadying himself for what was to come.

Alexandra entered from the side of the platform.

The crowd responded with polite applause—the kind of measured enthusiasm that greeted all executive appearances. She moved to the podium with characteristic grace, her posture immaculate, her expression composed. To anyone watching, she was the picture of corporate authority. Unflappable. Unshakeable. Untouchable.

But Daniel saw the truth.

The slight hesitation before she reached the podium. The way her fingers gripped its edges a fraction too tightly. The brief pause before she began speaking, as if gathering strength from some invisible reservoir.

‘Thank you all for being here today,’ she said, her voice carrying clearly through the hall. ‘As we celebrate this season of renewal, I’m reminded of how far Wren Enterprises has come over the past year. Our spring performance has exceeded projections in every sector. Our market position has strengthened. And our team—this remarkable group of professionals—has demonstrated the kind of dedication and excellence that sets this company apart.’

She continued with prepared remarks about quarterly performance, strategic initiatives, future growth. The content was standard corporate messaging, the kind of speech that could have been delivered by any CEO at any company. But Daniel noticed something else beneath the surface.

She was stalling.

The real message—the one that mattered—hadn’t come yet. She was building toward something, laying groundwork with careful precision.

Then, halfway through the speech, Julian rose from his seat near the front.

Daniel felt his entire body tense.

Julian didn’t speak. Didn’t interrupt. He simply stood, his expression grave, and walked slowly toward the side of the room. His movement was deliberate—not disruptive enough to be called out, but noticeable enough to draw attention. Heads turned. Whispers began to circulate.

Alexandra’s voice faltered for just a fraction of a second.

Then she continued, her composure unbroken.

But Daniel understood what was happening. Julian wasn’t trying to stop the speech. He was sending a message. A visual cue to his allies on the board—a signal that the time for patience was ending. That whatever they had planned should be set in motion.

The speech concluded without further incident.

Polite applause. A standing ovation from the board members who remained loyal. A few lingering looks from those who had aligned themselves with Julian’s faction.

Alexandra descended from the platform, accepting congratulations and handshakes with apparent ease. But Daniel could see her scanning the room, tracking movements, calculating positions.

She made her way toward him eventually, her progress slow and deliberate.

‘The board has called an emergency session,’ she said quietly, stopping beside him without making eye contact. ‘Immediately after the brunch. No agenda provided.’ Her jaw tightened. ‘Julian requested it. Apparently, he has “new information” that requires immediate attention.’

‘What kind of information?’

‘I don’t know.’ For the first time, Daniel heard genuine uncertainty in her voice. ‘But whatever he’s planning, it’s happening now. He’s not waiting for the investigation to conclude.’ She paused. ‘He’s making his move early.’

‘What do you need me to do?’

‘Stay close. Stay alert. And whatever happens in that meeting—’ She finally turned to look at him, her eyes fierce. ‘Remember that I chose you. That I would choose you again. That none of this changes what we have.’ Her voice dropped. ‘No matter what they say about me. No matter what they accuse me of. What we have is real. Don’t let them convince you otherwise.’

He reached out, touching her arm in a gesture that could be interpreted as professional support.

‘I remember,’ he said. ‘And I’m not going anywhere.’

She held his gaze for a moment longer.

Then she moved away, greeting another executive with practiced warmth.

The brunch continued.

Daniel circulated through the crowd, his senses heightened, his attention split between seemingly innocent conversations and the undercurrent of tension that ran through the room. He overheard fragments—whispers about the investigation, speculation about Alexandra’s future, quiet discussions about succession scenarios.

Julian had done his work well.

The seeds of doubt had been planted. The board members who had seemed neutral or supportive just days ago now spoke in careful, measured tones. The questions weren’t about whether Alexandra would survive this—they were about what would happen when she didn’t.

He found himself standing near the French doors that led to the garden terrace.

The spring air drifted in, carrying the scent of blooming flowers and fresh-cut grass. Outside, white decorations gleamed in the sunlight. Pastel ribbons fluttered from ornamental trees. It was beautiful. Serene. A perfect backdrop for the destruction of everything Alexandra had built.

‘You’re not eating.’

The voice came from beside him. He turned to find an older woman—mid-sixties, elegantly dressed, her silver hair swept into an elaborate chignon. He recognised her from board meetings. Eleanor Vance, one of the longest-serving members, known for her sharp mind and sharper tongue.

‘Mrs Vance.’ He inclined his head respectfully. ‘I suppose I’ve been too occupied with conversation.’

‘Mmm.’ She moved to stand beside him, her eyes on the garden. ‘It’s a lovely event. Alexandra always did have impeccable taste.’ She paused. ‘Pity about the circumstances.’

Daniel kept his expression neutral.

‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

‘Of course you aren’t.’ She turned to look at him, her gaze assessing. ‘Young man, I’ve been in this industry for longer than you’ve been alive. I’ve seen dozens of scandals, hundreds of power struggles, countless attempts to unseat leadership.’ She smiled slightly. ‘I know a coup when I see one.’

He felt his pulse quicken.

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m saying that Julian Hart is a ambitious man with more greed than sense. I’m saying that the anonymous complaint was conveniently timed. I’m saying that the board’s sudden interest in governance has less to do with protecting the company and more to do with protecting certain interests.’ She paused. ‘And I’m saying that Alexandra Wren is the best thing that ever happened to Wren Enterprises, and I have no intention of letting her be taken down by a scheming mediocrity.’

Daniel stared at her.

‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘Because you’re the key.’ She turned fully toward him. ‘Whatever happened between you and Alexandra during that Programme—I don’t need to know the details. What I need to know is whether you’re going to stand by her or let Julian use you as a weapon against her.’ She met his eyes. ‘The board meeting in an hour will decide everything. Julian has been promising certain members that you’ll testify against Alexandra. That you’ll confirm the narrative he’s been building.’ She tilted her head. ‘Will you?’

‘No.’ The word came without hesitation. ‘I’m going to tell the truth. That I entered the Programme voluntarily. That my relationship with Alexandra is consensual. That nothing Julian says will change that.’ He paused. ‘But I’m not sure it will matter. If the board has already decided—’

‘The board hasn’t decided anything.’ Eleanor’s voice was firm. ‘Julian has been lobbying aggressively, but he doesn’t have the votes. Not yet.’ She stepped closer. ‘What he has is momentum. The appearance of inevitability. And if you walk into that meeting looking scared or uncertain or compromised, it will tip the balance.’ She touched his arm. ‘But if you walk in with your head high, if you tell your truth with confidence, if you show them that this isn’t a story of coercion but of choice—’ She smiled. ‘Then Alexandra has a fighting chance.’

Daniel absorbed this.

‘You’re on her side.’

‘I’m on the side of competence.’ Eleanor released his arm. ‘And Alexandra has built something remarkable. I won’t see it destroyed by someone who would run it into the ground within a year.’ She stepped back. ‘Prepare yourself, young man. The next few hours will be difficult. But remember—Julian’s power comes from the belief that he’s already won. Prove that belief wrong, and his whole strategy collapses.’ She nodded once. ‘Good luck.’

She walked away, leaving Daniel alone with the weight of her words.

The brunch wound down.

Guests departed in clusters. The press contingent packed their equipment. Staff began clearing tables. The festive atmosphere dissipated, replaced by the hushed anticipation that preceded the real business of the day.

Daniel made his way toward the conference wing.

The board meeting was being held in the executive chambers—a space he had never entered during his time at Wren Enterprises. It was restricted territory, reserved for the highest-level decisions. The kind of place where careers were made and destroyed.

Alexandra was waiting in the antechamber.

She stood alone, her back to the wall, her eyes closed. For a moment, she looked exhausted. Vulnerable. Human.

Then she opened her eyes, and the mask was back in place.

‘Daniel.’ She straightened. ‘You shouldn’t be here. The board asked for me specifically. You don’t have to—’

‘I know I don’t have to.’ He stopped before her. ‘But I’m going to be there. Whatever they say, whatever they ask—I’m going to be in that room.’ He took her hand, heedless of who might see. ‘You don’t have to face this alone.’

She stared at him.

‘This could destroy you,’ she said. ‘Everything you’ve worked for. Your entire career.’ Her voice cracked slightly. ‘If you stand with me publicly, you’ll be tied to this scandal forever. Julian will make sure of it.’

‘I know.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘But I’ve already made my choice. The night I signed that document. The morning I accepted this collar.’ He touched his throat. ‘I belong to you. Not just when it’s easy—when it’s hard. When everything is on the line.’ He met her eyes. ‘Let me do this. Let me stand with you. Please.’

She searched his face.

Then, slowly, she nodded.

‘Together, then.’ Her voice was barely a whisper. ‘Whatever comes.’

‘Together.’

The door opened.

A security guard appeared, his expression professionally neutral.

‘Ms Wren? The board is ready for you. Mr Cross as well—they’ve requested his presence for questioning.’

Alexandra squared her shoulders.

‘Thank you.’ She turned to Daniel. ‘Ready?’

He took a breath.

‘Ready.’

They walked through the door together, into the chamber where Alexandra’s fate—and theirs—would be decided.

The board had arranged itself around a long mahogany table.

Twelve faces. Twelve representatives of the most powerful interests in the company. Daniel recognised them all from files he had studied, from meetings he had attended, from the whispers that circulated through every level of Wren Enterprises.

At the head sat Marcus Chen, his expression unreadable.

To his right sat Julian Hart, his position clearly deliberate—a visual claim to authority he hadn’t yet earned.

And at the foot of the table, positioned like defendants before a tribunal, two chairs had been placed for Alexandra and Daniel.

They sat.

Alexandra’s back was straight, her chin lifted, her hands resting on her thighs. She looked like a queen facing her accusers—regal, composed, unbroken.

Daniel tried to match her composure.

The tail plug pressed against him. The cage confined him. The collar embraced his throat. Every secret he carried into this room felt magnified, as if the board could see through his clothes to the truth underneath.

‘Ms Wren.’ Chen’s voice was heavy. ‘Thank you for joining us on such short notice.’

‘I assume this has to do with the anonymous complaint.’ Alexandra’s voice was calm. ‘And the investigation that has been ongoing for the past week.’

‘It does.’ Chen glanced at Julian before continuing. ‘New information has come to light. Information that the board feels requires immediate attention.’

‘What kind of information?’

Julian spoke before Chen could answer.

‘Documentation of a relationship that goes far beyond the boundaries of the Bunny Leadership Programme.’ He produced a folder from the materials before him. ‘Communications between you and Mr Cross. Records of private meetings. ‘Testimony from staff members who observed interactions that suggest a relationship of a deeply inappropriate nature.’ Julian’s voice carried through the chamber. ‘A relationship that began during a Programme designed to develop executives, not exploit them.’

Alexandra’s expression didn’t waver.

‘And what exactly is inappropriate about two consenting adults choosing to pursue a relationship?’ she asked.

‘The power differential for one.’ Julian opened the folder, extracting several pages. ‘As CEO and Programme Director, you held complete authority over Mr Cross’s career trajectory. His advancement, his compensation, his professional future—all of it dependent on your approval.’ He set the pages on the table. ‘That creates an environment where true consent is impossible. Where submission becomes a survival strategy rather than a genuine choice.’

Daniel felt his jaw tighten.

‘That’s not true,’ he said. ‘I chose—’

‘You’ll have an opportunity to speak, Mr Cross.’ Julian’s smile was thin. ‘But first, the board needs to understand the full scope of what they’re dealing with.’ He addressed the room. ‘The Programme was designed as an executive development initiative. A rigorous training protocol meant to identify and cultivate leadership potential. But under Ms Wren’s direction, it became something else entirely. A mechanism for satisfying her personal desires under the guise of professional development.’ He paused. ‘I have testimony from former Programme participants who describe similar patterns. Private sessions. Physical requirements. Expectations that extended far beyond the boundaries of legitimate training.’

‘Names.’ Alexandra’s voice was sharp. ‘If you have testimony, let’s hear from these supposed witnesses directly.’

‘I’m afraid the witnesses prefer to remain anonymous. For obvious reasons.’

‘How convenient.’ Alexandra leaned forward. ‘You’re asking this board to destroy my reputation—and by extension, this company—based on anonymous accusations and circumstantial evidence.’ She gestured toward Daniel. ‘The one person who is actually here, who actually participated in the Programme, who can speak to the truth of what happened is sitting right here. And he’s telling you that his participation was voluntary. That his relationship with me is consensual. That nothing Julian has presented resembles the truth.’ She met each board member’s eyes in turn. ‘I understand the board’s responsibility to investigate allegations. But I also understand the difference between genuine oversight and a political assassination.’

Murmurs rippled through the chamber.

Chen raised his hand, silencing the whispers.

‘Ms Wren raises a valid point. Mr Cross’s testimony has been consistent throughout this investigation. He has maintained, under questioning, that he entered the Programme voluntarily and that his relationship with you developed outside the bounds of professional coercion.’ He glanced at his colleagues. ‘However, the board must consider the possibility that Mr Cross has been… conditioned. That his testimony reflects psychological manipulation rather than genuine consent.’

Daniel felt something cold settle in his stomach.

‘That’s absurd,’ he said. ‘I’m not brainwashed. I’m not under duress. I’m a grown man who made a clear, informed choice—’

‘Are you?’ Julian interjected. ‘Then perhaps you’d be willing to explain certain… aspects of your current situation.’ He produced another document. ‘Our investigation has revealed that you continue to wear a collar. That you have signed a document agreeing to serve Ms Wren in ways that extend far beyond any professional relationship. That you have voluntarily surrendered control of your own body to her authority.’ He let the words hang. ‘Does that sound like the behaviour of a man acting under his own free will? Or does it sound like someone who has been systematically stripped of his autonomy?’

The chamber fell silent.

Daniel felt every eye on him. The weight of judgment pressed against him from all sides. He could feel Alexandra tense beside him, her composure finally cracking.

He took a breath.

Then another.

And then he did something none of them expected.

He smiled.

‘You want to know if I’ve been stripped of my autonomy?’ He addressed the room. ‘The answer is yes. But not in the way you think.’

He stood, moving away from the chair.

‘For my entire adult life, I’ve been driven by expectations. My parents’. My employers’. Society’s. I went to the right schools. Took the right jobs. Climbed the right ladders. Every decision I made was calculated to achieve what I was supposed to achieve, to become who I was supposed to become.’ He met Julian’s eyes. ‘I was miserable. I just didn’t know it, because I was too busy succeeding to notice.’

He turned to face the board.

‘When I was selected for the Programme, I had no idea what it really was. I thought it was executive training with an eccentric brand. I was arrogant. Certain of my own superiority. Convinced that I would excel at whatever they threw at me.’ He laughed softly. ‘I was wrong.’

He began to pace slowly.

‘The Programme challenged me in ways I had never been challenged. It stripped away the pretences I had built over years of corporate climbing. It forced me to confront parts of myself I had been running from my entire life.’ He paused. ‘And then Alexandra offered me something I had never encountered before. A chance to stop running. To let go of the relentless need to control. To trust someone else enough to surrender.’

He stopped, standing directly before Julian.

‘What you call manipulation, I call liberation. What you call exploitation, I call connection. What you call brainwashing, I call the first genuine choice I have ever made.’ He met Julian’s gaze steadily. ‘I wear a collar because I want to. Because it reminds me that I belong to someone. Because it grounds me in a way that nothing else ever has.’ He touched his throat. ‘And if you think that makes me a victim, then you understand nothing about what true power looks like.’

Julian’s mask finally cracked.

‘This is precisely what I’m talking about,’ he said, his voice strained. ‘He has been conditioned to defend his own exploitation. To call his submission a choice.’ He turned to the board. ‘How can you possibly believe—’

‘Because I have eyes.’ The voice came from the far end of the table.

Eleanor Vance leaned forward, her expression sharp.

‘I have been listening to this circus for nearly an hour now. And what I have heard is a man who clearly, articulately, and without coercion explains his own experience.’ She looked around the table. ‘Julian keeps insisting that Mr Cross cannot give genuine consent because of the power differential. But Mr Cross has just explained, in detail, why that differential is precisely what he found valuable.’ She paused. ‘Consent is not negated by power. It is negated by coercion. And I have seen no evidence of coercion here. What I have seen is a man making choices that some of us find uncomfortable, and another man using that discomfort to advance his own agenda.’

She turned to Chen.

‘Marcus, you and I have served on this board for a very long time. We have seen genuine misconduct. Genuine exploitation. Genuine abuse of power.’ She gestured toward Daniel. ‘This is not that. This is a consensual relationship between adults, in a form that may be unconventional but is hardly criminal.’ She shook her head. ‘If we start policing the private relationships of executives because we find them distasteful, where does it end? Do we investigate every affair? Every power dynamic? Every relationship that makes us uncomfortable?’

Chen’s expression remained unreadable.

‘Julian,’ he said slowly, ‘do you have any evidence of explicit coercion? Direct threats? Professional consequences for non-compliance?’

Julian hesitated.

‘The Programme structure itself—’

‘I asked for evidence, not interpretation.’ Chen’s voice hardened. ‘Specific instances where Ms Wren threatened Mr Cross’s career, his advancement, or his position if he did not comply with her demands.’

‘The cage,’ Julian said. ‘The collar. The documented agreements. These are tools of control—’

‘And Mr Cross has explained that he chose those tools. That he requested them.’ Chen turned to Daniel. ‘Is that accurate, Mr Cross? Did Ms Wren require you to continue wearing the collar and cage after the Programme concluded?’

‘No.’ Daniel’s voice was firm. ‘She offered to remove them. I asked her not to.’

‘And the document you signed? The one outlining the terms of your relationship?’

‘I helped write it. Every word. It was a mutual agreement, not a command.’

Chen was silent for a long moment.

Then he nodded slowly.

‘I believe we have heard enough.’

Julian’s face went pale.

‘Surely you’re not suggesting—’

‘I am suggesting that this investigation has not produced evidence of misconduct.’ Chen’s voice was measured. ‘It has produced evidence of a relationship that some board members find unconventional. Uncomfortable, perhaps. But that is not the same thing as exploitation.’ He looked around the table. ‘The purpose of this board is to protect the company, not to enforce moral standards on the private lives of consenting adults.’ He paused. ‘Ms Wren has built this organisation into one of the most successful enterprises in our industry. Her leadership has generated returns that exceed projections by significant margins. Her vision has guided us through market disruptions that destroyed competitors.’ He met each board member’s eyes. ‘Are we truly prepared to sacrifice that over a relationship that violates no law and harms no one?’

Silence fell over the chamber.

Then Eleanor spoke.

‘I move that the investigation be concluded, with a finding of no misconduct.’ She looked around the table. ‘All in favor?’

One by one, hands rose.

Julian looked around desperately, trying to catch the eyes of allies who had suddenly found other things to look at.

‘Marcus, you can’t possibly—’

‘I can.’ Chen’s voice was final. ‘And I do.’ He turned to Alexandra. ‘Ms Wren, I apologise for the disruption this investigation has caused. The board remains confident in your leadership, and we look forward to your continued stewardship of this company.’ He paused. ‘However, I would recommend implementing more transparent oversight of future Programme participants. Not because of any finding of misconduct, but to prevent this kind of situation from arising again.’

Alexandra inclined her head.

‘A reasonable recommendation. I will have a proposal on your desk by end of week.’

‘Good.’ Chen stood, signalling the end of the meeting. ‘This session is adjourned.’

The chamber emptied slowly.

Board members filed out, some offering Alexandra nods of acknowledgment, others avoiding eye contact entirely. The tension that had filled the room dissipated, leaving behind a strange, exhausted quiet.

Julian was the last to leave.

He stopped before Alexandra, his jaw tight.

‘This isn’t over,’ he said quietly. ‘You may have won today. But people like you always fall eventually. And when you do, I’ll be there.’

Alexandra met his gaze evenly.

‘People like me,’ she said, ‘have been facing threats from men like you for our entire careers. And yet here I stand.’ She smiled coldly. ‘I suggest you spend less time planning my downfall and more time considering your own position. Because after today’s performance, I doubt the board will look favorably on future attempts to undermine leadership.’ She paused. ‘You’re a talented strategist, Julian. It would be a shame to waste that talent on vendettas you cannot win.’

He stared at her for a long moment.

Then he turned and walked out.

When the chamber was finally empty, Alexandra exhaled.

The sound was small—barely a breath—but Daniel heard it. The first crack in the armour. The first sign of the toll this day had taken.

She turned to him.

‘You were extraordinary,’ she said quietly. ‘The way you spoke. The way you stood up to Julian.’ She shook her head. ‘I wasn’t sure how you would handle it. I hoped, but I wasn’t sure.’ She reached out, touching his face. ‘Thank you. For being there. For defending us.’

He leaned into her touch.

‘I told you I wasn’t going anywhere.’

‘You did.’ She smiled—a genuine smile, warm and unguarded. ‘I’m starting to believe it.’ She glanced toward the door. ‘We should go. People will talk if we linger here together.’

‘Let them talk.’

She laughed softly.

‘Your bravery is admirable. But there’s bravery and there’s recklessness.’ She straightened her jacket. ‘Come. I’ll walk you to your car.’

They moved through the corridors together, maintaining professional distance.

But their fingers brushed once, briefly, as they rounded a corner. The contact was electric, charged with everything they had been through.

They reached the entrance to the executive wing.

Alexandra stopped, turning to face him.

‘The next few days will be complicated,’ she said. ‘Julian’s defeat will not sit well with him. He will continue to look for ways to undermine me. To undermine us.’ She met his eyes. ‘But the board’s decision gives us breathing room. Space to build something more solid. More defensible.’ She paused. ‘I want to make some changes. To the company. To my position. To our relationship.’

‘What kind of changes?’

‘I’m not sure yet.’ She glanced down, a gesture of vulnerability he had rarely seen from her. ‘But I know I don’t want to do this alone anymore. The board meetings. The power struggles. The constant fight to maintain control.’ She looked up. ‘I want a partner. Not just a submissive—a partner. Someone who stands beside me, not just below me.’ She touched his collar. ‘I’ve been thinking about what you said. About honesty. About vulnerability. About building something real.’ She paused. ‘I want to try. If you’re willing.’

He felt something swell in his chest.

‘I’m willing.’

She nodded slowly.

‘Good.’ She stepped back, reasserting the professional distance. ‘I’ll contact you tomorrow. We can discuss the details.’ She smiled slightly. ‘For now, go home. Rest. You’ve earned it.’

He watched her turn away.

Then, acting on impulse, he caught her hand.

‘Alexandra.’

She stopped, looking back.

He raised her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

‘I love you,’ he said quietly. ‘Whatever comes next. Whatever changes you want to make. I love you. And I will stand beside you. Always.’

Her eyes softened.

‘I know.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘I love you too.’ She released him. ‘Now go. Before I do something unprofessional in a corridor where anyone could see.’

He smiled.

Then he turned and walked away, into the spring afternoon, wearing a collar hidden beneath his clothes and a future he had never expected waiting before him.


CHAPTER TWENTY - Final Claims

Three days after the board meeting, Alexandra summoned him to her private residence.

Not the resort suite where the Programme had been conducted. Not her office at Wren Enterprises. Her actual home—a sprawling estate tucked into the hills outside the city, surrounded by ancient oaks and manicured gardens. He had driven past the entrance countless times without realising what lay beyond the stone walls. The property was unassuming from the outside, betraying nothing of the woman who lived within.

The gate opened at his arrival, as if she had been watching for him.

He drove up the winding road, his hands steady on the wheel despite the nervous energy coiling in his chest. The past three days had passed in a blur of activity—legal meetings, HR documentation, formal statements that clarified the nature of his relationship with Alexandra for the corporate record. The process had been thorough, invasive, and strangely liberating. By speaking the truth in official channels, he had made their relationship undeniable. Permanent.

He was no longer a Programme participant.

He was hers.

The house emerged from the trees like something from another era—Georgian architecture, white columns, windows that caught the afternoon light. It was elegant without being ostentatious, refined without being cold. Every detail spoke of careful curation, of a life assembled with precision.

He parked in the circular drive and sat for a moment, collecting himself.

The collar pressed against his throat. The cage confined him. The weight of what he was walking into settled over his shoulders like a physical burden.

Then he stepped out of the car and walked toward the door.

Alexandra opened it before he could knock.

She was dressed differently than he had ever seen her—not the severe professional attire of the office, not the elegant evening wear of corporate events. She wore a simple silk blouse in deep green and tailored trousers, her feet bare against the marble floor. Her hair was loose, falling past her shoulders in dark waves. Without the armour of her usual presentation, she looked younger. Softer.

More human.

‘You came,’ she said quietly.

‘You summoned me.’ He smiled slightly. ‘I’ve gotten rather good at responding to summons.’

She laughed—a genuine sound, warm and unguarded.

‘That you have.’ She stepped aside, gesturing for him to enter. ‘Welcome to my home. I realise I’ve never had you here before. The Programme was always conducted at the resort—neutral territory, I thought.’ She paused. ‘But this is where I actually live. And if we’re building something real, I want you to see it. To know this part of me.’

He crossed the threshold, taking in the space around him.

The foyer opened into a sweeping hallway, its walls lined with artwork that looked original and valuable. A staircase curved upward to the second floor. To his left, a sitting room beckoned with warm light and comfortable furniture. To his right, a study visible through partially open doors, its shelves lined with books.

Everywhere he looked, there were signs of a life lived alone.

One chair at the reading nook. One place setting visible in the distant dining room. One coat hanging by the door.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he said. ‘And very quiet.’

‘It is.’ She led him deeper into the house. ‘I designed it that way. After my grandmother died, I wanted somewhere I could control completely. Somewhere no one could surprise me.’ She glanced at him. ‘I’m beginning to realise that control has its limits. That sometimes the most important things are the ones you can’t plan for.’

She brought him to a room at the back of the house—a solarium filled with plants, its glass walls looking out onto gardens that stretched toward the tree line. Late afternoon light streamed through, casting everything in gold.

A table had been set for two. Wine chilled in a bucket. Candles flickered despite the daylight.

‘I thought we could talk,’ she said. ‘Properly. Without the weight of the Programme or the investigation hanging over us.’ She gestured to one of the chairs. ‘Please. Sit.’

He did.

She took the seat across from him, reaching for the wine.

‘I had the chef prepare a proper meal,’ she said, pouring. ‘Several courses. I wanted this to feel… significant.’ She handed him a glass. ‘I have things I need to say to you. Things I should have said before now, but couldn’t. Because of the Programme. Because of the investigation. Because of my own fear.’ She met his eyes. ‘But I’m not afraid anymore. And I don’t want to wait.’

He accepted the wine, studying her face.

‘I’m listening.’

They ate slowly, the conversation flowing between personal history and future plans.

Alexandra spoke of her grandmother—the woman who had raised her after her parents died in a car accident when she was six. The dominant who had taught her about power and surrender, about the delicate balance between control and connection. The mentor who had shaped her understanding of what a relationship could be.

‘She was the one who told me about the collar,’ Alexandra said, touching the one at Daniel’s throat. ‘Not this one specifically—the concept. She said that the right collar, on the right person, was more valuable than any jewellery. That it represented a bond stronger than marriage, because it was chosen rather than mandated.’ She smiled sadly. ‘She died before I found anyone I wanted to offer it to. I always regretted that she wouldn’t see this day.’

‘Do you think she would have approved?’

‘Of you?’ Alexandra considered. ‘I think she would have recognised you immediately. The hunger you carry. The need for structure. The capacity for devotion.’ She reached across the table, touching his face. ‘She would have seen what I see. Someone who was searching for something they couldn’t name, and found it in the most unexpected place.’

He turned his face into her palm.

‘I didn’t know what I was looking for until you showed me.’

‘And now?’ Her voice dropped. ‘Now that you know? What do you want?’

He set down his fork.

‘I want you. All of you. Not just the dominant who commands me, but the woman who knelt beside me. Not just the relationship we’ve built, but the future we could build together.’ He covered her hand with his. ‘I want to wake up beside you. To serve you. To love you. Every day. For as long as you’ll have me.’

Her eyes softened.

‘Daniel…’

‘I know it’s fast. I know we’ve only known each other a few weeks. I know this started as a Programme and became something else entirely.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘But I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. You asked me what I want. That’s my answer. You. Always.’

She was quiet for a long moment.

Then she withdrew her hand, rising from the table.

‘Come with me.’

She led him through the house, up the curved staircase, down a hallway lined with closed doors.

At the end of the corridor, she stopped before a set of double doors that looked different from the others—heavier, more substantial, their surfaces unadorned except for a single silver handle.

‘This is my private space,’ she said. ‘The one place I’ve never brought anyone. Not lovers, not Programme participants, not even my grandmother when she was alive.’ She turned to face him. ‘I built it as a sanctuary. Somewhere I could be completely myself, without performance or pretence.’ She paused. ‘I want to share it with you. But I need you to understand what that means.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘It means I’m letting you into parts of myself I’ve protected my entire life. Not just this room—the vulnerability it represents.’ She touched his collar. ‘I’ve been dominant for as long as I can remember. I’ve controlled every relationship I’ve ever had. I’ve never let anyone close enough to hurt me.’ She met his eyes. ‘Until you. Until now.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I’m terrified. But I’m more terrified of not trying. Of spending the rest of my life alone in this house, wondering what might have happened if I’d been brave enough to let you in.’

He took her hands.

‘Then let me in. I’m not going to hurt you.’

‘I know.’ She squeezed his hands. ‘That’s what makes this so frightening.’ She released him, turning to the doors. ‘When we go in there, things will change. Not between us—we’re already committed. But in how I share myself with you. I want to offer you something I’ve never offered anyone.’ She glanced back. ‘Complete access. To me. To this space. To everything I am.’ She paused. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’

He felt his heart rate quicken.

‘I think so.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t think you do. Not yet.’ She opened the doors. ‘But you will.’

The room beyond was nothing like he expected.

He had imagined something dark, perhaps. Leather and chains, the implements of dominance displayed like weapons on the wall. The stereotypical dungeon that popular culture associated with this kind of relationship.

Instead, he found himself in a space of extraordinary beauty.

The room was large, its floors covered in rich Persian rugs. A four-poster bed dominated one wall, its canopy draped in layers of silk that caught the dim light from wall sconces. Furniture was scattered throughout—some functional, some clearly designed for restraint. A chaise longue in deep burgundy. A padded bench with attachment points at its corners. A wooden chair with arms that could be secured.

But what drew his attention was the wall of cabinets.

Floor to ceiling, stretching across one entire side of the room, their surfaces gleaming in the low light. Glass doors revealed collections within—collars and cuffs, implements of various sizes and materials, tools whose purposes he could only guess at. Everything was organised with military precision, each item in its designated place.

‘This is my collection,’ Alexandra said, following his gaze. ‘Fifteen years of acquiring. Things I’ve used with Programme participants. Things I’ve never used with anyone.’ She moved to the cabinets, opening one of the glass doors. ‘I’ve been waiting for someone I could share this with. Someone who would appreciate it properly.’

She withdrew a collar from the cabinet—different from the one he currently wore.

This one was metal. Silver, intricately worked, with a small lock mechanism at its centre. The craftsmanship was extraordinary, each link formed with delicate precision.

‘My grandmother had this made,’ Alexandra said quietly. ‘Decades ago. She wore it herself, when she served her dominant. She gave it to me with instructions that I should only offer it to someone who earned it. Someone who proved, through action and devotion, that they were worthy of wearing a piece of our history.’ She turned to face him. ‘I’ve never found anyone worthy. Until now.’

Daniel felt his breath catch.

‘Are you offering—’

‘I’m offering you a choice.’ She held the collar between them. ‘The collar you wear now is the one I gave you at the end of the Programme. It represents our relationship as it existed within that framework. Formal. Structured. Professional, in its way.’ She paused. ‘This collar represents something different. A bond that transcends any contract or programme. A commitment that can only be given freely, without expectation of anything in return.’ She met his eyes. ‘If you accept this, you’re not just accepting my authority. You’re accepting my history. My family. My legacy.’ She swallowed. ‘You’re becoming part of something larger than either of us.’

He stared at the silver collar.

The weight of the moment pressed down on him. This wasn’t just about submission or dominance. This was about belonging. About family. About being chosen for something that extended beyond the boundaries of their private relationship.

He reached out, touching the metal with trembling fingers.

It was cool against his skin. Solid. Real.

‘What would it mean?’ he asked. ‘Practically?’

‘It would mean you wear this collar permanently. Not hidden beneath clothes—though you could cover it when necessary—but always present. A mark of ownership that cannot be removed without my consent.’ She paused. ‘It would mean you belong to me completely. Body, mind, spirit. Not for a season, not for a contract, but for as long as we both choose this.’ She touched his face. ‘It would mean I belong to you as well. Not as a submissive—I will never kneel for anyone—but as your dominant. Your partner. Your home.’

He felt tears prick at his eyes.

The intensity of her offer—the vulnerability beneath the formality—crashed over him like a wave. She was giving him everything. Not just her dominance, but her trust. Her history. Her heart.

‘I accept,’ he said. The words came without hesitation. ‘I want to be part of your legacy. I want to wear your collar permanently. I want to belong to you completely.’ He met her eyes. ‘And I want you to belong to me. Not as a submissive, but as my partner. My home. My love.’

She smiled, tears filling her own eyes.

‘Then let’s make it official.’

She guided him to the centre of the room.

‘Kneel.’

The command was familiar, but it felt different now. More significant. More profound. He lowered himself to his knees, the rug soft beneath him, his hands resting on his thighs.

She circled him slowly.

‘This is a formal claiming,’ she said. ‘A ritual my grandmother taught me. One that has been passed down through generations of my family.’ She continued moving around him. ‘It binds us together in a way that transcends ordinary relationships. Creates a connection that cannot be broken except by mutual consent.’ She stopped before him. ‘Do you enter this freely? Without coercion or manipulation?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you offer yourself completely? Holding nothing back?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you accept the responsibilities of this bond? To serve with devotion, to honour with loyalty, to love without condition?’

‘Yes.’ His voice was steady. Certain.

She raised the silver collar.

‘Then I, Alexandra Eleanor Wren, claim you, Daniel James Cross, as my own. My submissive. My partner. My beloved.’ She fastened the collar around his neck, the metal cool against his skin. ‘I accept your submission as the gift it is. I honour your devotion with my own. I bind myself to you as completely as you bind yourself to me.’ She produced a small key, inserting it into the lock. ‘What I lock, no one may unlock except me. What I claim, no one may take except by my will. You are mine, Daniel Cross. Now and forever.’

She turned the key.

The lock clicked into place.

The sound seemed to echo through the room, through his body, through the very foundations of his being. He felt the weight of the collar—not heavy, exactly, but present. Significant. A constant reminder of what had just happened.

She removed the key, placing it on a chain around her own neck.

‘The key stays with me always,’ she said. ‘Wherever I go, whatever I do. The symbol of our bond, carried close to my heart.’ She touched his face. ‘You are locked to me, Daniel. Literally and figuratively. Do you feel it?’

He touched the collar.

The silver was warming against his skin. The lock rested at his throat, its presence unmistakable. He thought about what it meant—wearing this permanently. Never being able to remove it without her consent. Belonging to someone so completely that even the metal around his neck testified to their bond.

‘I feel it,’ he said quietly. ‘I feel you. All around me. Inside me.’ He looked up at her. ‘I love you, Alexandra. More than I knew it was possible to love anyone.’

She smiled, tears streaming down her cheeks.

‘I love you too.’ She reached down, helping him to his feet. ‘And now that you’re officially mine, I think it’s time I showed you exactly what that means.’

She undressed him slowly.

Each piece of clothing removed with deliberate care, her hands lingering on his skin. When he stood before her naked, she circled him again—inspecting, assessing, claiming him with her eyes.

‘The cage,’ she said, touching it through the material. ‘I’ve been thinking about what to do with this.’

He waited.

‘You asked me to keep you in chastity. Voluntarily. Without conditions or expectations.’ She met his eyes. ‘I want to honour that request. But I want to go further.’ She moved to one of the cabinets, withdrawing a different device—smaller, more elaborate, clearly custom-made. ‘This is a permanent cage. Designed for long-term wear. It’s more comfortable than the one you currently have, but also more secure. More difficult to remove without the key.’ She held it up. ‘If I put this on you, you’ll wear it indefinitely. Not for days or weeks—for as long as I choose. Months, potentially. Years.’ She paused. ‘Your pleasure will be entirely mine to grant or deny. Your orgasms will occur only when I permit them, if I permit them.’ She met his eyes. ‘Do you accept this?’

The weight of her question settled over him.

He thought about what he was agreeing to. Not just temporary denial, but indefinite surrender. Giving up control of his pleasure so completely that even his body’s responses would belong to her. The cage would become as permanent as the collar—a constant, inescapable reminder of his submission.

He thought about what it would mean.

Not being able to touch himself. Not being able to find release without her permission. Living in a state of constant arousal, constant need, constantly aware that his body was not his own.

He thought about why he wanted it.

Because it would connect him to her. Even when they were apart, the cage would remind him that he belonged to someone. That his pleasure was hers to control. That every moment of frustration was an act of devotion.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I accept.’

She nodded slowly.

‘Then come here.’

She exchanged the cages with practiced efficiency.

The new device was indeed more comfortable—sleeker, better fitted, almost unnoticeable under normal circumstances. But the knowledge of what it represented made it feel heavier than the previous one. More significant.

When she was finished, she stepped back to admire her work.

‘Perfect.’ She touched the cage, running her fingers over its surface. ‘You’re locked now, Daniel. Completely. Your collar can’t be removed. Your cage can’t be removed. You are mine in every way that matters.’ She met his eyes. ‘How does that feel?’

He took a breath.

Terrifying. Liberating. Overwhelming. Perfect.

‘It feels like coming home,’ he said.

She smiled.

‘Good.’ She began to undress, her movements deliberate. ‘Because I have one more thing to give you tonight. Something I’ve never given anyone.’

He watched as her clothing fell away.

She was beautiful—strong shoulders, curved hips, skin that seemed to glow in the candlelight. But there was something else in her posture, something he had never seen before. Vulnerability. Nervousness. The same uncertainty he had felt moments ago.

She approached him.

‘Tonight, I want you to serve me,’ she said. ‘Not as a submissive following commands. As a partner anticipating needs.’ She touched his face. ‘I want to feel your hands on me because you want to touch me. Your mouth on me because you want to taste me.’ She swallowed. ‘I want to feel chosen, Daniel. Not just obeyed.’

He understood.

Throughout the Programme, their encounters had been structured. She commanded. He obeyed. The dynamic was clear, controlled, defined by her authority. Even the most intimate moments had carried the weight of their formal relationship.

But tonight, she was asking for something different.

Not submission. Devotion.

He reached out, touching her face.

‘Lie down,’ he said softly.

She hesitated for a moment—then did as he asked, settling onto the silk-draped bed.

He joined her, but didn’t rush. Instead, he began at her feet.

He worshipped her slowly.

Kissing each toe, her arches, her ankles. Working his way up her calves with lips and tongue, taking his time, savouring every inch of skin. Behind her knees, a place that made her gasp. Her thighs, inner and outer, his breath ghosting over sensitive flesh without quite touching where she most wanted to be touched.

‘Daniel…’ Her voice was strained.

‘Shh.’ He pressed a kiss to her hip. ‘Let me.’

He continued his exploration. Her stomach, her ribs, the underside of her breasts. He avoided her nipples deliberately, circling closer without touching, feeling her body tense with anticipation.

‘Daniel, please—’

‘Not yet.’ He looked up at her. ‘I want to learn every part of you. Every response. Every sensitive spot.’ He pressed a kiss just below her navel. ‘I want to memorise your body the way you’ve memorised mine.’

She made a sound of frustrated desire—but she didn’t command him. Didn’t try to control the situation. She had asked him to serve without commands, and that’s exactly what he was doing.

He continued his slow ascent.

Her collarbone. The curve of her neck. The line of her jaw. By the time he finally brought his mouth to her breasts, she was trembling.

‘Daniel…’ His name was a prayer on her lips.

He took one nipple into his mouth, teasing it with his tongue. Her back arched off the bed, her hands fisting in the sheets. He gave the same attention to its twin, then began moving downward again.

This time, he didn’t stop.

He tasted her like she was a feast.

Slow strokes of his tongue, exploring her folds, learning what made her gasp and what made her moan. He found her rhythm—not the rhythm he would have chosen, but the rhythm she needed. And he followed it.

‘Daniel—yes—right there—’

Her voice was ragged, her control dissolving. He could feel it in the way her thighs tensed around his head, in the way her hips moved against his mouth, in the desperate sounds she made with each exhale.

But he didn’t rush. Even as her body climbed toward release, he maintained his measured pace. Not teasing—never teasing—but savouring. Making it clear that he was there because he wanted to be. Because serving her this way was its own reward.

When she finally came, it was with his name on her lips.

Her whole body shook, pleasure rolling through her in waves. He held her through it, his mouth still working, extending the sensation until she pushed him away with trembling hands.

‘Enough,’ she gasped. ‘I can’t—too much—’

He pressed one final kiss to her centre, then made his way back up her body.

She pulled him to her, kissing him deeply.

Tasting herself on his lips. Feeling his arousal through the cage that confined him. Knowing that he was hard, straining, desperate for a release she might or might not grant.

‘I want you inside me,’ she said against his mouth.

He stilled.

‘I can’t—not like this. The cage—’

‘I know.’ She reached between them, touching the device that imprisoned him. ‘I know you can’t feel me the way you want to. I know you’re desperate. Aching.’ She met his eyes. ‘But I want you inside me anyway. I want to feel you straining against that cage while I take my pleasure. I want to see your face when you realise that giving me this—giving me everything, even when you can’t have anything in return—is what submission really means.’

He stared at her.

The cruelty of it. The beauty of it. The way she was using his own desires against him, turning his arousal into an act of devotion.

‘Yes,’ he breathed. ‘Anything. Everything.’

She smiled.

Then she guided him to her entrance.

He entered her as much as the cage allowed.

The device prevented full penetration, but he could still feel her heat, her wetness, the way her body gripped what portion of him she could reach. It was maddening—being so close to what he wanted without being able to have it. Being used for her pleasure while his own need went unfulfilled.

‘That’s it,’ she whispered. ‘Feel me. Feel what you do to me.’

She moved beneath him, taking what she needed, using his body as an instrument of her satisfaction. The cage pressed against him with each thrust, a constant reminder of his denial. His arousal was almost painful in its intensity, but there was no possibility of release. No escape from the desperate need coiling in his core.

‘You feel so good,’ she moaned. ‘Even like this. Even locked away.’ She pulled him down for a kiss. ‘You’re mine, Daniel. Your body, your pleasure, your pain. All mine.’

‘All yours,’ he gasped. ‘Always.’

She increased her rhythm, chasing her second orgasm. He could feel her building, her body tightening, her breath coming faster. And he stayed with her, moving in counterpoint, giving her everything he had even though he could have nothing in return.

When she came, she screamed his name.

He held her through it, his own body thrumming with unfulfilled need. But he didn’t ask for release. Didn’t beg for the cage to be removed. He simply held her, and loved her, and accepted that this was what it meant to belong to someone completely.

Afterward, they lay tangled together in the silk sheets.

She was boneless, satisfied, glowing with pleasure. He was still hard, still desperate, still locked in a cage that prevented any possibility of release.

But somehow, he felt satisfied too.

Not physically—his body ached with denied need. But emotionally. Spiritually. He had given her something tonight that he had never given anyone. Not just his submission, but his devotion. Not just obedience, but love.

She turned her head to look at him.

‘How do you feel?’ she asked softly.

He considered the question carefully.

‘Hungry,’ he said honestly. ‘Desperate. Aching.’ He paused. ‘And complete. More complete than I’ve ever felt in my life.’

She smiled, touching his face.

‘That’s what I wanted to hear.’ She leaned in, kissing him gently. ‘Because this is your life now, Daniel. Not just tonight. Not just occasionally. Every day. Every night. You will serve me. You will please me. And your pleasure will be whatever I decide it should be.’

‘I know.’ He pulled her closer. ‘And I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

She settled against his chest.

‘I love you,’ she said quietly.

‘I love you too.’

They lay in silence as the candlelight flickered around them. Outside, the sun had set, leaving the world in darkness. But here, in this room, in this bed, with this woman, Daniel felt something he had never felt before.

He felt found.


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE - The Dinner Guest

Six weeks later.

Daniel had learned to measure time differently.

Before Alexandra, time had been a resource—something to be managed, optimised, allocated efficiently across competing demands. Meetings, deadlines, targets, goals. Every moment accounted for. Every hour justified by productivity.

Now, time was something else entirely.

It moved in rhythms dictated by her. Morning rituals conducted at precisely seven. Evening reports delivered at nine. The weekly formal dinner on Fridays, where he knelt beside her chair and served her course by course. The monthly review, where they sat together and discussed the state of their relationship with the same rigour she brought to board meetings.

And threading through it all, the constant presence of his confinement.

The permanent cage had become as natural to him as his own skin. The initial discomfort had faded within the first week, replaced by a dull, persistent awareness that he no longer noticed consciously. He simply was. Locked. Owned. Hers.

The collar was different.

The silver band drew eyes wherever he went. In the office, colleagues had stopped asking questions—they had learned that Daniel Cross didn’t discuss his personal life, and that his relationship with the CEO was not a topic for speculation. But he caught them looking. Wondering. Making assumptions that weren’t quite accurate but weren’t entirely wrong either.

He didn’t mind.

Let them wonder. Let them talk. The truth belonged only to him and Alexandra, and that was exactly as it should be.

Friday evening arrived with unexpected news.

Daniel was in the kitchen of Alexandra’s estate—a space he had come to know intimately over the past weeks—preparing for their formal dinner. The chef had been dismissed early, as was now customary on Fridays. Alexandra preferred that he serve her directly, an intimacy that had become the centrepiece of their weekly ritual.

His phone buzzed with a message from her.

*Change of plans. We have a guest tonight. Formal dinner proceeds as scheduled, but you will serve both of us. The guest is Eleanor Vance. She has asked to speak with me privately about board matters. I have agreed, with the condition that she join us for dinner. Prepare accordingly.*

Daniel read the message twice.

Eleanor Vance. The board member who had spoken in their defence during the investigation. The woman who had seen through Julian’s machinations and helped turn the tide in Alexandra’s favour.

He had never met her outside of professional contexts. The idea of serving dinner to a board member while wearing Alexandra’s collar—and everything that lay beneath his clothes—sent a thrill of anxiety through him.

But he had learned not to question her commands.

*Understood. I will prepare appropriately.*

Her response came immediately.

*Good boy. Wear the dark suit. The one with the thin lapels. And ensure your plug is in place. I want you reminded of your position throughout the evening.*

He felt heat rise in his cheeks.

*Yes, Ma’am.*

The preparations took two hours.

He selected the suit she had requested, laying it out with care. The shirt was crisp and white, the tie a subtle silver that complemented his collar. He dressed slowly, each piece a ritual in itself.

The plug came next.

He had become accustomed to wearing it during formal occasions—a secret reminder of his submission, hidden beneath layers of fabric. But knowing that Eleanor Vance would be present added a new dimension to the experience. Every step he took would send subtle stimulation through his body. Every moment of conversation would be underscored by the knowledge of what he carried.

He positioned the plug carefully, his body accepting it with practiced ease.

The cage, of course, remained in place. It had not been removed since the night of his formal claiming. Six weeks of continuous confinement, with no end in sight. Alexandra had mentioned, casually, that she was considering making him wait until their three-month anniversary before even discussing the possibility of release.

The thought had kept him awake for nights afterward.

He finished dressing, checking his appearance in the mirror. The suit fit perfectly, the collar gleaming at his throat. He looked like what he was supposed to be—an elegant, composed executive preparing for a formal dinner.

No one would suspect what lay beneath.

Eleanor Vance arrived at seven precisely.

Daniel opened the door, finding her on the step with a bottle of wine in hand and a knowing smile on her face.

‘Mr Cross.’ She swept past him without waiting for an invitation. ‘Lovely evening. I trust Alexandra is ready for our discussion?’

‘She’s in the study, Mrs Vance. May I take your coat?’

‘Please.’ She slipped off her outerwear, handing it to him. ‘And call me Eleanor. We’re beyond formalities at this point, don’t you think?’ Her eyes dropped deliberately to his collar. ‘Given everything.’

He felt his face warm.

‘Of course. Eleanor.’

She smiled again—a gesture that held more warmth than he had expected.

‘I apologise for the intrusion on your usual Friday ritual. Alexandra mentioned that you typically dine alone. But I felt this conversation couldn’t wait.’ She glanced toward the study. ‘Shall we?’

He led her through the house, acutely aware of every step. The plug shifted with his movements, sending subtle waves of sensation through his core. The cage confined him, a constant presence that sharpened his awareness of everything around him.

Eleanor, he noticed, said nothing about his collar. Made no comment on his role or his relationship with Alexandra. She simply walked beside him, her expression thoughtful, as if his presence in this house—in this position—was entirely natural.

Perhaps to her, it was.

Alexandra rose from her desk as they entered.

‘Eleanor. Thank you for coming.’ The women exchanged a brief embrace—more intimate than the formal greetings Daniel was accustomed to seeing in professional settings. ‘I’ve asked Daniel to prepare dinner. We can eat while we talk.’

‘Perfect.’ Eleanor settled into one of the leather chairs, accepting the wine Daniel poured for her. ‘I’ll admit, I’ve been looking forward to seeing your home. Alexandra keeps her private life remarkably private.’

‘It’s simpler that way.’ Alexandra took her own seat, gesturing for Daniel to kneel beside her chair—the position he typically occupied during their Friday dinners. ‘But you’re here now, and I trust your discretion implicitly.’ She touched his shoulder briefly. ‘Daniel, serve the first course when you’re ready. We’ll continue our conversation throughout the meal.’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

He rose and retreated to the kitchen, his heart pounding.

The first course was a delicate consommé, prepared according to Alexandra’s specifications. He carried it back on a silver tray, placing the bowl before each woman before resuming his position at Alexandra’s side.

‘The investigation concluded formally last week,’ Eleanor said, lifting her spoon. ‘All charges dismissed. No finding of misconduct. Julian’s position on the board has been… complicated by his involvement.’ She glanced at Daniel. ‘I wanted to discuss what comes next.’

‘Which is what, precisely?’ Alexandra asked.

‘A change in leadership structure.’ Eleanor set down her spoon. ‘Julian has been quietly building support for a challenge. Not publicly—not after how badly his last attempt failed—but privately. Among shareholders. Among board members who feel that your personal life, however consensual, creates unnecessary risk for the company.’

Alexandra’s expression hardened.

‘I was under the impression the board had resolved this matter.’

‘The board has. But shareholders are another matter. Julian has been reaching out to major investors, suggesting that your relationship with Mr Cross represents a liability. A vulnerability that could be exploited by competitors or regulators.’ Eleanor paused. ‘He’s not wrong, technically. Your dynamic is unconventional enough to attract attention if it became public knowledge.’

Daniel felt a chill run through him.

‘Then what do you suggest?’ Alexandra asked.

‘That you get ahead of it.’ Eleanor leaned forward. ‘Right now, your relationship is an open secret. People know something happened during the Programme, but they don’t know what. That uncertainty breeds speculation. Speculation breeds concern.’ She met Alexandra’s eyes. ‘If you want to protect what you’ve built, you need to control the narrative. Make your relationship public on your own terms, before Julian can weaponise it against you.’

Silence fell over the room.

Daniel remained still, his eyes downcast, but his mind raced. Public. The word carried implications he hadn’t considered. Not just acknowledging the relationship, but exposing it. Inviting scrutiny. Opening their private world to the judgement of people who would never understand.

‘What would that involve?’ Alexandra asked slowly.

‘An interview. Carefully managed. Perhaps with a business publication that can frame the story appropriately.’ Eleanor shrugged. ‘You’d need to emphasise the consensual nature of the relationship. The fact that Mr Cross was a willing participant. The legal documentation that protects both of you.’ She paused. ‘You’d also need to address the… visible aspects. The collar, for instance. People will notice it eventually, if they haven’t already.’

Alexandra’s hand found Daniel’s shoulder, gripping firmly.

‘You’re asking me to expose the most private part of my life to public scrutiny.’

‘I’m asking you to protect it.’ Eleanor’s voice softened. ‘Alexandra, I’ve watched you build this company for fifteen years. I’ve seen you face challenges that would have broken lesser executives. I’ve never known you to back down from a fight.’ She leaned back. ‘But this fight isn’t like the others. Julian isn’t attacking your business decisions or your leadership style. He’s attacking your personal life. And if you try to keep it hidden, he will use that secrecy against you.’ She spread her hands. ‘Transparency is your only real defence. Show people that you have nothing to hide. That your relationship is a source of strength, not weakness.’

Daniel felt Alexandra’s grip tighten on his shoulder.

‘And Daniel?’ she asked quietly. ‘What role does he play in this strategy?’

‘He plays the role he’s already chosen.’ Eleanor looked at Daniel directly. ‘Mr Cross, I understand this may be uncomfortable for you. Having your private life discussed in public forums isn’t something anyone wants. But I also understand that you’ve made a commitment to Alexandra. That you’ve chosen to stand beside her.’ She paused. ‘The question is whether you’re willing to stand beside her publicly. To let the world see what you are to each other.’

He felt the weight of her gaze.

Every instinct screamed at him to remain silent, to defer to Alexandra, to let her make the decision. That was his role. His position. His purpose.

But she had asked him a question directly.

And he had learned, over six weeks of service, that true submission sometimes meant speaking when it mattered.

He lifted his head.

‘What exactly would I need to do?’

Eleanor smiled slightly.

‘Speak to a journalist. Answer questions about your relationship. Explain, in your own words, how you came to be here.’ She gestured vaguely. ‘The interview would be carefully structured. You wouldn’t be expected to reveal anything you’re uncomfortable sharing. The goal is to establish consent, not to satisfy prurient curiosity.’

‘And the collar?’ He touched the silver band at his throat. ‘The… other aspects of our relationship?’

‘That’s up to you and Alexandra to decide. Some couples in your position choose to be fully transparent. Others maintain a level of privacy about specific practices.’ Eleanor shrugged. ‘The point is to control what information becomes public, rather than letting Julian dictate the narrative.’

Alexandra’s hand moved from his shoulder to the back of his neck, fingers curling possessively.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ she said quietly. ‘We can find another way. I won’t force you into public scrutiny for my benefit.’

He turned to look at her.

‘I know you won’t.’ He covered her hand with his own. ‘But Eleanor is right. If Julian is going to keep attacking, we need to take away his ammunition. And if that means speaking publicly about our relationship…’ He met her eyes. ‘Then I’ll do it. Because I’m not ashamed of what we have. I’m not ashamed of who I am to you.’ He touched his collar. ‘And I’m certainly not ashamed of wearing this.’

Something shifted in Alexandra’s expression.

Pride, perhaps. Or love. Or the complicated combination of emotions that he was learning to read beneath her composed exterior.

‘You’re certain?’ she asked.

‘I’ve never been more certain of anything.’ He turned back to Eleanor. ‘Tell me what I need to do.’

The conversation continued through three courses.

By the time Daniel served the final dish—chocolate torte with raspberry coulis, Alexandra’s favourite—a plan had begun to take shape. An interview with a respected business journalist, one who had covered Wren Enterprises favourably in the past. A carefully constructed narrative that emphasised consent, commitment, and the strength of their partnership. A staged reveal that would take place at an upcoming corporate event, where Alexandra would appear with Daniel at her side, his collar visible to all.

‘It’s risky,’ Eleanor admitted, finishing her wine. ‘There will be backlash. People who don’t understand. People who judge.’ She set down her glass. ‘But the alternative—letting Julian control the story—is far more dangerous.’

‘I understand.’ Alexandra’s voice was steady. ‘We’ll proceed as discussed. I’ll have my publicist contact the journalist tomorrow.’

‘Good.’ Eleanor rose from her chair. ‘I should go. It’s late, and I’ve taken enough of your evening.’ She moved toward the door, then paused, turning back. ‘One more thing.’ Her eyes moved between Alexandra and Daniel. ‘I wasn’t sure what to expect when I came here tonight. Alexandra has always been guarded. Private. I wondered whether this relationship of yours was genuine, or simply another form of control.’ She smiled slightly. ‘Having seen you together, I have my answer.’ She looked at Daniel. ‘You love her.’

It wasn’t a question.

‘I do,’ he said.

‘And she loves you.’ Eleanor nodded. ‘That’s the story you need to tell. Not the dynamics or the protocols or any of the details that people will fixate on. Just two people who found each other against the odds.’ She turned to Alexandra. ‘Make them see that, and you’ll win. Not because Julian loses, but because you’ve shown them something true.’ She paused at the door. ‘Goodnight, both of you.’

Then she was gone.

The house fell silent.

Daniel began clearing the table, moving through the familiar motions of cleanup. But his mind was elsewhere—turning over the conversation, considering what it would mean to speak publicly about his relationship with Alexandra.

‘Leave it.’

Her voice stopped him mid-motion.

He turned to find her watching him from across the room, her expression unreadable.

‘Come here.’

He set down the dishes and crossed to her, stopping when he was close enough to feel her breath on his skin.

She reached up, touching his collar.

‘You meant what you said? About being willing to speak publicly?’

‘Yes.’ He covered her hand with his. ‘Every word.’

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she did something unexpected.

She smiled.

Not the controlled, measured expression she wore in professional settings. Not the soft smile of private moments. Something else entirely—warm and genuine and slightly wicked.

‘You continue to surprise me,’ she said. ‘Every time I think I understand the depth of your devotion, you show me something new.’ She traced the line of his jaw. ‘It makes me want to reward you.’

His breath caught.

‘Reward me?’

‘Mmm.’ Her hand dropped to his chest, fingers spreading across his heart. ‘You’ve served me beautifully tonight. You’ve agreed to expose yourself publicly for my benefit. You’ve demonstrated, yet again, that your submission is a choice rather than an obligation.’ She met his eyes. ‘I think you’ve earned something special.’

‘Special?’

She smiled.

‘Go to the playroom. Undress. Kneel in the centre of the room. Wait for me.’

The playroom had become familiar territory.

He had spent countless hours here over the past six weeks, serving Alexandra in ways that ranged from the mundane to the extraordinary. She had pushed him, tested him, taken him to edges he hadn’t known existed. And each time, he had found himself wanting more.

He undressed quickly, folding his clothes neatly and setting them aside.

The cage remained, of course. The permanent device that she had placed on him the night of his claiming. He touched it briefly, feeling the familiar weight, the constant reminder of her ownership.

The plug came next. He removed it carefully, cleaning it before setting it with his clothes.

Then he knelt.

The rug was soft beneath his knees. His hands rested on his thighs, his back straight, his head slightly bowed. The collar gleamed at his throat, the silver catching the dim light from the wall sconces.

He waited.

Time passed—how much, he couldn’t say. But he had learned to find peace in waiting. To let his mind still, his breathing slow, his awareness narrow to the present moment.

The door opened behind him.

He didn’t turn. Didn’t speak. Simply waited for her command.

‘Beautiful.’ Her voice was soft, appreciative. ‘I never tire of seeing you like this. On your knees. Ready to serve.’ Footsteps circled him. ‘But tonight, I want something different.’

She stopped in front of him.

He looked up, finding her already undressed. Her body glowed in the candlelight, all curves and shadows, strength and vulnerability. She had never been more beautiful.

‘Stand,’ she said.

He rose.

She moved closer, pressing herself against him. Her skin was warm, her breasts soft against his chest. The cage pressed between them, a reminder of his permanent denial.

‘I want you to make love to me,’ she whispered. ‘With your hands. Your mouth. Everything you have.’ She kissed his jaw. ‘And when I’m satisfied, I might—might—consider rewarding you further.’

His heart hammered.

‘How do you want me?’

‘Start with your hands.’ She guided him toward the bed. ‘I want to feel your touch. Your attention. I want you to explore every inch of me like it’s the first time.’ She lay back against the silk. ‘Make me feel worshipped, Daniel. That’s your only task tonight.’

He began at her feet.

His hands moved slowly over her skin, pressing into the arches, tracing the lines of her ankles. He worked his way up her calves, kneading the muscles, feeling the tension of the day dissolve beneath his fingers.

She sighed softly.

‘That’s it. Don’t rush.’

He continued upward. Her knees, her thighs, the crease where leg met hip. He avoided her centre deliberately, saving it for later. Instead, he explored her stomach, her ribs, the underside of her breasts.

‘You have magnificent hands,’ she murmured. ‘Strong. Confident. But also gentle.’ She arched into his touch. ‘I never knew hands could feel like this.’

He leaned down, pressing a kiss to her sternum.

‘Everything I have is yours.’

She smiled.

‘I know. That’s why I’m going to take it all.’

She guided his head downward.

He worshipped her with his mouth.

Slow, deliberate strokes of his tongue. Patient exploration of every fold and crease. He learned her responses—what made her gasp, what made her moan, what made her fingers clench in his hair.

‘Daniel—yes—right there—’

He found her rhythm. Followed it. Built her pleasure slowly, luxuriously, with no thought of his own satisfaction. The cage confined him, his arousal pressing against its confines, but he barely noticed. His entire being was focused on her.

When she came, it was with a cry that echoed through the room.

Her body arched off the bed, every muscle tensing, then releasing. He held her through it, his mouth still working, extending her pleasure until she pushed him away.

‘Enough,’ she gasped. ‘I need—I want—’

She pulled him up, kissing him deeply.

Tasting herself on his lips. Feeling his desperation through the cage. Knowing what he wanted and choosing whether to give it.

‘You’ve been so good,’ she whispered against his mouth. ‘So patient. So devoted.’ She reached between them, touching the device that imprisoned him. ‘Six weeks, Daniel. Six weeks without release. Without even the possibility of release.’ She squeezed gently. ‘Do you know how much I’ve enjoyed that?’

He groaned.

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

‘Mmm.’ She continued to touch him through the cage, her fingers tracing its outline. ‘I’ve thought about keeping you this way indefinitely. Never letting you out. Making your denial permanent.’ She met his eyes. ‘Would you accept that? If I decided your pleasure was no longer relevant to our relationship?’

The question hit him like a physical blow.

He had grown accustomed to the denial. Had even found meaning in it. But the idea of never—ever—experiencing release again…

‘I would accept whatever you decide,’ he said. The words came automatically, but they were true. ‘My pleasure is yours to control. Completely.’

She smiled.

‘I know.’ She released him, reaching toward the bedside table. ‘Which is why I’m going to give you a choice.’

She held up a small key.

His heart stopped.

‘This is the key to your cage.’ She turned it in the candlelight. ‘I’ve had it since the night I locked you. I’ve carried it with me every day, knowing that I could release you whenever I chose.’ She met his eyes. ‘I’m choosing now.’

‘Alexandra—’

‘Let me finish.’ She pressed a finger to his lips. ‘I’m going to unlock you tonight. I’m going to let you inside me. And I’m going to let you come.’ She paused. ‘But only under one condition.’

‘What condition?’

‘You have to ask for it.’ She removed her finger, watching his face. ‘Not as your dominant commanding you. Not as a test of your submission. As your partner, giving you a choice.’ She held up the key again. ‘Tell me what you want, Daniel. Your honest desire. No performance. No calculation. Just the truth.’

He stared at the key.

Six weeks of denial. Six weeks of constant arousal, of desperate need, of learning to find satisfaction in her pleasure alone. Six weeks of serving her without expectation of reward.

And now she was offering him everything.

He could say yes. Take the key. Accept the release he had been craving. It was what his body wanted—what it had been screaming for since the night she locked him.

But that wasn’t what she was asking.

She was asking for his honest desire. Not his body’s demand, but his heart’s truth.

He closed his eyes.

‘I want to serve you,’ he said slowly. ‘I want to please you. I want to give you everything I have, without expectation of anything in return.’ He opened his eyes. ‘I want to be yours. Completely. Forever.’ He touched her face. ‘And if that means you never release me—if that means I spend the rest of my life locked in this cage—I accept it. Not because I have to, but because I want to. Because my pleasure comes from yours. Because being yours is enough.’

She stared at him.

Her expression shifted—something moving beneath the surface. Emotion, raw and unguarded, breaking through the composure she wore like armour.

‘Daniel…’ Her voice cracked.

‘But.’ He continued before she could respond. ‘If you’re asking what my body wants—what I crave in the deepest part of myself—’ He took a breath. ‘I want to be inside you. I want to feel you surrounding me. I want to come so hard I forget my own name.’ He smiled slightly. ‘I want to experience pleasure at your hands, because pleasure at your hands is the only pleasure that means anything to me.’

She was quiet for a long moment.

Then she kissed him.

The kiss was different from any that had come before.

Not commanding. Not claiming. Something softer. More vulnerable. A meeting of equals, even though she held all the power.

When she pulled back, her eyes were bright.

‘You remarkable man.’ She traced his features with trembling fingers. ‘You could have taken the easy answer. Said what you thought I wanted to hear. But instead, you gave me the truth—all of it, even the parts that seemed contradictory.’ She smiled. ‘Do you know how rare that is? How rare you are?’

‘I’m just—’

‘Don’t.’ She pressed a finger to his lips again. ‘Don’t diminish what you’ve given me. Don’t pretend it’s nothing.’ She removed her finger. ‘You’ve earned this. Not because you served me, but because you trusted me with your truth.’ She positioned the key at the lock of his cage. ‘I’m going to unlock you now. I’m going to let you inside me. And I’m going to make you come so hard you see stars.’ She met his eyes. ‘And then, tomorrow, I’m going to lock you back up. For as long as I choose. Do you accept those terms?’

His breath caught.

‘Yes.’

She turned the key.

The cage fell away.

For the first time in six weeks, he felt air on skin that had been confined. The sensation was almost overwhelming—his body responding immediately, arousal flooding through him.

But she didn’t give him time to process.

She pulled him to her, positioning him at her entrance.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘Inside me. Now.’

He pushed forward.

The sensation was indescribable. Her heat surrounding him, her wetness welcoming him, her body opening to accept him after weeks of denial. He groaned, fighting the urge to thrust mindlessly, to chase his own pleasure.

‘Slowly,’ she whispered. ‘Feel me. Every inch.’

He obeyed.

Withdrawing until only the tip remained inside. Pushing forward until he was fully sheathed. Again. Again. Building a rhythm that matched her breathing, her responses, the subtle movements of her hips.

‘That’s it,’ she breathed. ‘So good. So perfect.’ She pulled his head down for a kiss. ‘You feel incredible. Better than I remembered.’ She nipped at his lower lip. ‘Don’t hold back. I want to feel you come. I want to feel you lose yourself inside me.’

He groaned against her mouth.

‘I’m close—’

‘Then let go.’ She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper. ‘Come for me, Daniel. Now.’

Permission granted, he shattered.

The orgasm hit him like a wave—starting at the base of his spine and radiating outward until his entire body shook. He poured into her, pulse after pulse, his vision going white at the edges. She held him through it, her arms around his back, her lips at his ear, whispering words he couldn’t quite hear.

When it was over, he collapsed against her.

His body was spent. His mind was blank. The only thing that existed was the feeling of her beneath him, around him, everywhere.

She stroked his hair.

‘Rest now,’ she murmured. ‘We have time before I need to lock you back up.’ She pressed a kiss to his temple. ‘Stay inside me. I want to feel you there a little longer.’

He buried his face in her neck.

‘I love you,’ he said, the words muffled against her skin.

‘I know.’ She smiled against his hair. ‘I love you too.’


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO - The Interview

The interview was scheduled for a Tuesday afternoon, three weeks after Eleanor’s dinner visit.

In the interim, Daniel’s life had settled into a rhythm that felt both foreign and familiar. His mornings began at six, when he rose from the bed he now shared with Alexandra—his permanent residence having been established quietly over the preceding weeks. He would perform his morning rituals, shower and groom, dress according to her specifications, and present himself for her inspection before they left for the office.

They travelled separately. Maintained professional distance during work hours. Met only in scheduled appointments or the occasional covert glance across a conference room.

But everyone knew.

The collar made certain of that.

The silver band drew eyes and whispers wherever he went. Colleagues who had once treated him as a rising star now regarded him with a mixture of curiosity and judgment. Some seemed fascinated. Others appalled. Most simply confused, uncertain how to reconcile the executive they had known with the man who now wore his submission so visibly.

He didn’t bother to explain.

The truth belonged only to him and Alexandra. Let them think whatever they wanted.

The journalist’s name was Victoria Chen.

She worked for *Executive Quarterly*, a publication that had covered Wren Enterprises favourably for years. Her pieces were known for being thorough, fair, and surprisingly personal—she had a gift for drawing out the human elements of corporate stories.

Alexandra had selected her personally.

‘Victoria will treat us fairly,’ she had explained over breakfast the morning after Eleanor’s visit. ‘She’s written about unconventional executives before. Power couples. Relationships that don’t fit the standard mould.’ She had touched his collar. ‘She won’t sensationalise what we have. But she also won’t shy away from the truth.’

‘And what truth are we telling her?’

‘All of it.’ Alexandra had met his eyes. ‘The Programme. The contract. The collar. The cage.’ She had paused. ‘The fact that I own you, and that you chose it freely.’

He had felt his pulse quicken.

‘People will judge us.’

‘People always judge.’ She had shrugged. ‘The question is whether we let their judgment control our story, or whether we tell it ourselves.’ She had smiled slightly. ‘Julian thinks he can use our relationship against me. I intend to prove him wrong.’

Victoria Chen arrived at Alexandra’s estate at two in the afternoon.

Daniel opened the door, feeling the familiar weight of his collar—today paired with a charcoal suit and deep burgundy tie. Underneath, the cage pressed against him, a constant reminder of the dynamic that would soon become public knowledge.

‘Mr Cross.’ Victoria extended her hand. Her grip was firm, professional. ‘Thank you for agreeing to this interview.’

‘Ms Chen. Please, come in.’

She entered, her eyes moving over the space with journalistic assessment. Taking in details. Building context. He could almost see her mind cataloguing the artwork, the architecture, the subtle signs of wealth and power.

‘Lovely home,’ she said. ‘Alexandra has excellent taste.’

‘She does.’ He led her toward the study. ‘She’s waiting for us.’

Alexandra rose as they entered, moving around the desk to greet Victoria with a handshake that bordered on warm.

‘Victoria. Thank you for coming on such short notice.’

‘Of course.’ Victoria settled into one of the chairs positioned before the desk, withdrawing a recording device and notebook. ‘When you called, I admit I was intrigued. Your publicist described this as a “personal revelation” rather than a corporate interview.’ She glanced at Daniel, who had taken the chair beside Alexandra. ‘I’m assuming that’s accurate?’

‘It is.’ Alexandra exchanged a look with Daniel before continuing. ‘What I’m about to share with you hasn’t been made public before. It concerns my personal life, specifically my relationship with Mr Cross.’ She touched his collar. ‘As you can see, our connection is… unconventional.’

Victoria’s eyes dropped to the silver band.

‘I noticed that immediately.’ She leaned forward. ‘May I ask—directly—what that collar represents?’

‘Ownership.’ Alexandra’s voice was calm. ‘Daniel belongs to me. Not in a legal sense, of course—he’s a free adult who can leave at any time. But in every other sense that matters, he is mine.’ She turned to him. ‘Would you like to explain how that came to be?’

Daniel took a breath.

‘Victoria, six months ago, I was selected for an executive development programme at Wren Enterprises. The Bunny Leadership Programme.’ He felt heat rise in his cheeks at the name. ‘At the time, I believed it was simply an intensive training initiative. I didn’t know what it really was—a programme designed to identify potential partners for Alexandra. People who could meet her needs both professionally and personally.’

‘Partners?’ Victoria’s pen moved across her notebook. ‘In what sense?’

‘In every sense.’ Daniel held her gaze. ‘The Programme was structured around dominance and submission. Alexandra was the dominant. Programme participants were trained to serve her.’ He paused. ‘I was one of those participants.’

Victoria’s expression remained professionally neutral, but he could see the wheels turning.

‘And this training—it was consensual?’

‘Completely. I signed a contract before entering the Programme. Every interaction was documented. Every boundary was respected.’ He touched his collar. ‘And when the Programme ended, I chose to continue the relationship. I asked Alexandra to keep me. To make this permanent.’ He met Victoria’s eyes. ‘This collar is the result of that choice.’

Victoria was quiet for a moment.

Then she turned to Alexandra.

‘You designed this programme? The Bunny Leadership Programme?’

‘I did.’ Alexandra’s voice was steady. ‘My grandmother raised me in a tradition that values power exchange as a form of intimate connection. She taught me that dominance and submission, practised ethically between consenting adults, can create bonds stronger than conventional relationships.’ She paused. ‘When I built Wren Enterprises, I created the Programme as a way of identifying potential partners who might share those values. People who could serve the company during the day and serve me in private.’

‘And the bunny branding? The name?’

‘A deliberate choice.’ Alexandra smiled slightly. ‘It serves multiple purposes. Disarming on the surface—who could fear a bunny? But also symbolic. In my grandmother’s tradition, the rabbit represents vulnerability and sacrifice. Willing surrender. The Programme was designed to help participants explore those qualities in themselves.’

Victoria nodded slowly, making notes.

‘And Mr Cross? Was he the first participant to… complete the programme in this way?’

‘He was.’ Alexandra’s hand found Daniel’s, squeezing gently. ‘I’ve had Programme participants before. None of them stayed. None of them chose this.’ She looked at him. ‘Daniel is the first person in fifteen years who I’ve wanted to keep. And the first person who wanted to be kept.’

‘How romantic.’ Victoria’s voice held genuine warmth. ‘But I have to ask—the power dynamic here raises questions. Mr Cross is an executive at your company. His career advancement is tied to your approval. How do you address concerns about coercion? About consent that might be compromised by professional leverage?’

Daniel answered before Alexandra could speak.

‘I understand the concern, and it’s a valid one. But the reality is more complicated.’ He leaned forward. ‘Before the Programme, I was successful by every conventional measure. Promotions, bonuses, recognition. I had achieved everything I was supposed to achieve.’ He paused. ‘And I was completely unfulfilled. I didn’t know why. I just knew that something was missing.’

He looked at Alexandra.

‘The Programme gave me something I didn’t know I needed. Structure. Purpose. The freedom to stop performing and start being.’ He turned back to Victoria. ‘I’m not with Alexandra because I’m afraid of losing my career. I’m with her because she saw me clearly before I could see myself. Because she gave me a framework for understanding what I actually wanted, instead of what I thought I should want.’ He touched his collar. ‘This isn’t a symbol of coercion. It’s a symbol of liberation. And I would have made the same choice even if it meant leaving the company entirely.’

Victoria studied him for a long moment.

Then she nodded.

The interview continued for two hours.

Victoria asked about the Programme’s structure. About the contract Daniel had signed. About the challenges they had faced—the investigation, Julian’s machinations, the judgment of colleagues who didn’t understand. She asked about the collar, about the cage, about the nature of their daily life together.

Alexandra answered most questions with unflinching honesty. Daniel filled in the gaps, providing his perspective on experiences that had fundamentally altered his understanding of himself.

‘When you wear the collar publicly,’ Victoria asked at one point, ‘how do people react?’

‘Mixed responses.’ Daniel touched the silver band. ‘Some are curious. Some are hostile. Most simply pretend not to notice.’ He smiled slightly. ‘But I’ve stopped caring about their reactions. The only opinion that matters is Alexandra’s.’

‘And the physical aspects of your relationship?’ Victoria glanced between them. ‘You mentioned a cage. Can you elaborate?’

Alexandra answered this one.

‘Daniel wears a chastity device. His sexual pleasure is under my control.’ She spoke as matter-of-factly as if discussing stock portfolios. ‘It’s a physical manifestation of our dynamic—a reminder, throughout the day, that his body belongs to me.’ She paused. ‘Some people find that disturbing. I understand that. But for us, it’s a source of connection. Even when we’re apart, the device keeps us linked. Every moment of denied pleasure is an act of devotion.’

Victoria made another note.

‘And that arrangement is permanent?’

‘Indefinite.’ Alexandra smiled. ‘I release him when I choose. And I lock him again when I choose.’ She reached over, touching Daniel’s face. ‘The uncertainty is part of the appeal. He never knows when—or if—he’ll be granted release. That vulnerability deepens his submission. And his submission deepens our bond.’

Daniel felt heat rise in his cheeks at the exposure. But he didn’t look away. This was what they had agreed to. Radical transparency. Total honesty. Letting the world see what they truly were.

‘One final question.’ Victoria set down her pen. ‘What do you want people to take away from this story? What message are you trying to send by sharing something so private?’

Alexandra and Daniel exchanged a look.

Then Alexandra spoke.

‘I want people to understand that love takes many forms. That power exchange, when practised ethically between consenting adults, isn’t abuse or exploitation—it’s connection. Intimacy. Trust.’ She touched her chest, where the key to Daniel’s cage rested against her skin. ‘What Daniel and I have is unusual. I know that. But it’s also the most genuine relationship either of us has ever experienced.’ She met Victoria’s eyes. ‘If our story helps even one person understand that unconventional doesn’t mean unhealthy—that different doesn’t mean wrong—then this exposure will have been worth it.’

Daniel nodded.

‘And I want people to know that submission isn’t weakness.’ His voice was steady. ‘Choosing to serve someone, choosing to surrender control—that requires enormous strength. More strength than I ever had when I was trying to control everything myself.’ He touched his collar. ‘I’m proud to wear this. Proud to belong to Alexandra. And if anyone has a problem with that…’ He smiled. ‘Well, that’s their problem, not mine.’

Victoria smiled.

‘Thank you both.’ She gathered her materials. ‘This has been… illuminating. I’ll have a draft for your review by Friday.’

After Victoria left, silence settled over the house.

Daniel stood at the window, watching her car disappear down the drive. Behind him, he heard Alexandra pouring two glasses of wine.

‘That went well,’ she said.

‘Did it?’ He turned. ‘It felt… strange. Exposing so much to a stranger.’

‘Strange is accurate.’ She extended a glass to him. ‘But also necessary. Julian’s attack is coming. Better to control the narrative than let him shape it.’ She sipped her wine. ‘Victoria will write a fair piece. And when it publishes, we’ll have taken away Julian’s most powerful weapon. He can’t expose what we’ve already revealed.’

Daniel accepted the wine, but didn’t drink.

‘What if people react badly? What if the board—’

‘The board has already accepted our relationship.’ Alexandra moved closer. ‘Eleanor made certain of that. The interview simply makes it public.’ She touched his face. ‘I won’t pretend there won’t be consequences. Some clients may leave. Some colleagues will judge. But the core of what we’ve built—at the company, and between us—will survive.’ She kissed him softly. ‘I promise.’

He leaned into her touch.

‘I trust you.’

‘Good.’ She stepped back, her expression shifting. ‘Because now that the interview is done, I have other matters to attend to.’ She gestured toward the study door. ‘Go to the playroom. Undress. Wait for me.’ Her eyes glinted. ‘We’re going to celebrate.’

The playroom was dim when he entered.

He undressed quickly, folding his clothes and setting them aside. The cage pressed against him, a familiar weight. Six weeks had passed since the night she had released him—the only time since his claiming. He had been locked ever since, with no indication of when—or if—she would unlock him again.

He knelt in the centre of the room, his hands on his thighs, his head slightly bowed.

The door opened behind him.

‘Beautiful.’ Her voice was soft, appreciative. ‘I never tire of seeing you like this.’

She circled him slowly, her heels clicking against the floor. When she came into his view, he saw that she had changed—her professional attire replaced by a silk robe that clung to her curves.

‘Tonight is about celebration,’ she said. ‘You handled the interview beautifully. You spoke our truth with courage and clarity.’ She stopped before him. ‘You’ve made me very proud.’

‘Thank you, Ma’am.’

She reached down, tilting his chin up.

‘Rise.’

He stood, his body responding to her proximity even through the confinement of the cage.

She untied her robe, letting it fall to the floor. Beneath, she wore nothing. Her skin glowed in the candlelight, her body a landscape he had memorised through months of worship.

‘Tonight, I want you to serve me,’ she said. ‘Not as a test. Not as a task. Simply because I desire you.’ She touched his chest. ‘And because you desire to serve.’ She met his eyes. ‘Show me, Daniel. Show me what your devotion feels like.’

He started with her hands.

Lifting each one to his lips, kissing her palms, her fingers, the delicate skin of her wrists. Then her arms, moving slowly upward, tracing the lines of muscle and bone with lips and tongue.

Her shoulders next, the curve of her neck, the sensitive spot behind her ear that made her gasp. He took his time, exploring every inch of her with patient reverence.

‘That’s it,’ she murmured. ‘Slowly. Thoroughly.’

He worked his way down. Her collarbone. Her chest. The swell of her breasts, which he circled without touching, drawing out the anticipation until she made a sound of frustrated desire.

‘Daniel—’

He took her nipple into his mouth.

She cried out, her hands fisting in his hair. He gave the same attention to its twin, then began moving lower. Her stomach. Her hips. The crease where thigh met body.

‘Daniel, please—’

He dropped to his knees before her.

He worshipped her with his mouth.

Slow, deliberate strokes. Patient exploration. Finding her rhythm and following it, building her pleasure with the same methodical attention he brought to everything else.

She came against his tongue, her body shaking, his name echoing through the room.

But he didn’t stop.

He continued through her aftershocks, extending her pleasure until she pushed him away.

‘Enough,’ she gasped. ‘I need—come here.’

She pulled him to his feet, kissing him deeply. Tasting herself on his lips. Feeling his arousal straining against the cage that imprisoned him.

‘You’re so hard,’ she murmured. ‘So desperate.’ She reached down, touching the device. ‘Do you want to come tonight, Daniel?’

He groaned.

‘Yes. Please.’

‘Beg for it.’

He met her eyes.

‘Please, Alexandra. Please let me inside you. Please let me come.’ He pressed his forehead to hers. ‘I need you. I need to feel you around me. Please.’

She studied him for a long moment.

Then she smiled.

‘Get on the bed.’

She unlocked him slowly.

The key that had rested against her chest for weeks now turned in the lock, freeing him from his confinement. The sensation was overwhelming—air on sensitised skin, blood rushing to places that had been restricted for so long.

But she didn’t give him time to adjust.

She pushed him onto his back, straddling him, taking him inside her in one smooth motion.

‘Daniel—’ Her voice caught. ‘You feel—’

He gripped her hips, fighting the urge to thrust.

‘I won’t last long,’ he warned. ‘It’s been too long.’

‘Then don’t last.’ She began to move. ‘Come for me. Show me what six weeks of denial feels like.’

He didn’t need to be told twice.

The orgasm crashed through him within seconds—a tidal wave of sensation that whited out his vision and left him gasping. She continued moving through it, extending his pleasure until he was whimpering beneath her.

Only then did she stop, collapsing against his chest.

They lay tangled together, their breathing slowly returning to normal.

‘Thank you,’ he murmured against her hair.

‘Thank you.’ She pressed a kiss to his chest. ‘For the interview. For the service. For being exactly who you are.’ She lifted her head. ‘I’m going to lock you again tomorrow. But tonight…’ She smiled. ‘Tonight you sleep unlocked. A reward for everything you’ve given me.’

He pulled her closer.

‘I love you.’

‘I know.’ She settled against him. ‘I love you too.’

The article published two weeks later.

Daniel read it alone, in his office at Wren Enterprises, his hands trembling slightly as he turned the pages of the magazine.

Victoria had done good work.

The piece was thorough, fair, and surprisingly moving. She had captured the complexity of their relationship—the power exchange, the consent, the genuine love that undergirded it all. She had included quotes from Eleanor, who described Alexandra as ‘the most capable executive I’ve ever worked with’ and their relationship as ‘a personal matter that has no bearing on her professional excellence.’ She had even included quotes from other Programme participants, all of whom confirmed that their experiences had been consensual and professionally beneficial.

The headline read: *POWER EXCHANGE: Inside the Unconventional Relationship That Challenged Corporate America*

And the subhead: *How Wren Enterprises CEO Alexandra Wren and Executive Daniel Cross are Redefining What It Means to Lead—and to Serve.*

His phone buzzed with a message from Alexandra.

*Victoria sent me an advance copy. She captured it perfectly. I’m proud of you. Come to my office. We should celebrate.*

He smiled.

Then he stood, adjusted his collar so it caught the light, and walked through the door.

The reaction was immediate.

Colleagues stopped him in the hallway, their expressions ranging from curiosity to admiration to barely concealed disgust. His phone buzzed constantly with messages—some supportive, some hostile, some simply confused.

But the overwhelming response was fascination.

People wanted to understand. To ask questions. To reconcile the executive they knew with the submissive described in the article.

He answered what he could. Deflected what he couldn’t. And throughout it all, the collar gleamed at his throat, a visible symbol of the truth he had chosen to share.

By the end of the day, the article had gone viral.

Eleanor Vance called that evening.

‘You’ve handled this beautifully,’ she said, her voice warm. ‘The board has been fielding calls all day. Most are supportive, once they understand the nature of the relationship.’ She paused. ‘Julian’s allies are backing away. They can see which way the wind is blowing.’

‘And Julian himself?’

‘Quiet.’ Eleanor’s voice carried satisfaction. ‘He wasn’t expecting you to go public. His entire strategy was built on the assumption that you’d try to hide.’ She laughed softly. ‘He doesn’t know how to respond to transparency. It’s rather amusing to watch.’

Daniel felt tension he hadn’t realised he was carrying begin to ease.

‘Thank you, Eleanor. For everything.’

‘Don’t thank me yet.’ Her voice turned serious. ‘Julian isn’t finished. He’s too ambitious to accept defeat gracefully. But his options are limited now. You’ve taken away his most powerful weapon.’ She paused. ‘Just stay vigilant. And stay together. That’s your real strength.’

That night, Daniel knelt before Alexandra in the playroom.

The cage was back in place, locking him once again into indefinite denial. But his heart was light. His mind was clear. And his devotion was stronger than ever.

‘The article is out,’ Alexandra said, her fingers in his hair. ‘The world knows what we are.’ She tilted his chin up. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Free,’ he said honestly. ‘Exposed, but free.’ He leaned into her touch. ‘I spent so long hiding. From myself, from others. Pretending to be what I thought I should be.’ He met her eyes. ‘Now I don’t have to hide anymore. Now I can just be yours.’

She smiled.

‘Yes,’ she said softly. ‘You can.’ She leaned down, pressing a kiss to his forehead. ‘And I will spend the rest of my life making sure you never regret that choice.’


EPILOGUE - Permanent

One year later.

The seasons had turned full circle since Daniel first knelt in Alexandra’s study and asked her to make this permanent.

Spring had given way to summer, summer to autumn, autumn to winter, and now spring had returned again—white blossoms carpeting the grounds of Alexandra’s estate, the air thick with the scent of renewal. He had watched the cycle pass from windows throughout the house, from the playroom where she had trained him, from the bedroom where he now slept every night at her side.

One year.

Twelve months of service. Twelve months of growth. Twelve months of learning what it meant to belong to someone completely.

The collar at his throat had become as natural as his own heartbeat. The cage between his legs had become a comfort rather than a constraint. The rituals that once felt foreign now structured his days like the framework of a house he had helped build.

He was home.

He woke before her, as he always did.

The morning light filtered through silk curtains, casting the bedroom in soft gold. Alexandra lay beside him, her dark hair spread across the pillow, her breathing deep and even. In sleep, the hardness was gone from her face. She looked younger. Vulnerable. The woman beneath the armour.

He watched her for a moment, as he did every morning. Counting his blessings. Remembering what his life had been before.

Then he rose silently, beginning his preparations.

The shower was quick but thorough. He groomed himself according to her specifications—clean-shaven, skin moisturised, hair neatly arranged. The plug came next, inserted with practiced ease. The cage remained, as it always did, though he had learned to appreciate its presence rather than resent it.

When he emerged from the bathroom, Alexandra was awake.

‘Good morning,’ she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.

‘Good morning, Ma’am.’ He crossed to her side of the bed, offering his hand. ‘How may I serve you today?’

She took his hand, pulling him down for a kiss.

‘Breakfast in the solarium. The usual.’ She released him, stretching. ‘And schedule a session in the playroom for this afternoon. I’m feeling… indulgent.’

He felt heat rise in his cheeks.

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

The estate had changed over the past year.

Not structurally—Alexandra’s home remained the elegant Georgian mansion it had always been. But in smaller ways. Signs of Daniel’s presence now dotted the space. A second coffee cup in the solarium. Books on the shelves that reflected his interests alongside hers. A closet that held his clothes alongside her wardrobe.

They had also, after months of negotiation, established a more visible presence in the wider world. The interview had opened doors that Alexandra had long kept closed. They attended events together now—corporate galas, charity functions, industry conferences—with Daniel at her side, his collar clearly visible, their relationship no longer hidden.

Some people stared. Some whispered. Some pulled away entirely, uncomfortable with what they saw.

But others had surprised them.

A surprising number of colleagues had expressed admiration for their honesty. Several executives had reached out privately to share their own unconventional relationships, grateful to see someone in a position of power living openly. The article had become a touchstone, a reference point for discussions about power exchange and ethical non-traditional relationships.

Alexandra had been asked to speak at conferences. To contribute to publications. To share her expertise on building ethical structures for dominant-submissive partnerships.

She had declined most of the requests.

‘Our relationship isn’t a case study,’ she had explained to Daniel one evening. ‘I shared our story to protect us, not to make us representatives for an entire community.’ She had touched his face. ‘What we have is ours. I won’t let it become a lecture circuit.’

After breakfast, Alexandra disappeared into her study.

Daniel spent the morning managing household affairs—coordinates with the chef, reviewing the week’s schedule, handling correspondence that required his attention. His role at Wren Enterprises had shifted over the past year. He still worked in strategy, still contributed to the company’s growth, but his responsibilities had evolved. He no longer climbed ladders or angled for promotion.

He served Alexandra. That was enough.

More than enough.

By noon, he had completed his tasks and returned to the bedroom to prepare for the afternoon session. He undressed carefully, folding his clothes and setting them aside. The cage remained, of course—Alexandra had not released him in over three months, the longest period of denial since their relationship began. He had learned to find satisfaction in her pleasure alone, his own needs secondary to her desires.

He knelt in the centre of the playroom, waiting.

She arrived twenty minutes later.

She had changed into a silk robe, her hair pinned up, her feet bare against the floor. She moved around him slowly, assessing, her fingers trailing across his shoulders.

‘You’ve been patient,’ she said quietly. ‘Three months without complaint. Without begging.’ She stopped before him. ‘I’m impressed.’

‘Thank you, Ma’am.’

She reached down, tilting his chin up.

‘Do you know why I’ve kept you locked so long?’

‘To demonstrate your control.’

‘Partially.’ She smiled. ‘But also because I wanted to see if you could find fulfilment without release. If you could learn to need my pleasure more than your own.’ She touched his cheek. ‘And you have. Every time I’ve allowed you to serve me over these months, you’ve given everything without asking for anything in return.’ Her voice softened. ‘That’s the truest submission I’ve ever experienced.’

He felt something swell in his chest.

‘I don’t need release to feel satisfied,’ he said quietly. ‘I need only to serve you. To know that I’ve pleased you.’ He met her eyes. ‘That’s always been enough.’

She studied him for a long moment.

Then she smiled.

‘Stand.’

He rose to his feet.

She moved to one of the cabinets, opening it to reveal the collection within. He watched as she selected items—a set of padded cuffs, a length of silk rope, a blindfold made of soft black fabric.

‘I want to try something different today,’ she said, returning to him. ‘Something we’ve discussed but never attempted.’ She set the items on a nearby table. ‘I want to take you deeper. Into submission. Into trust.’ She met his eyes. ‘Into yourself.’

‘What do you need me to do?’

‘Surrender completely. Not just your body—your mind. Your senses.’ She picked up the blindfold. ‘I’m going to take away your sight. Bind your hands. And then I’m going to use you in ways you won’t be able to anticipate or control.’ She paused. ‘The only power you’ll have is your safe word. Everything else will belong to me.’

He felt his pulse quicken.

‘I trust you,’ he said.

‘Good.’ She stepped closer. ‘Then let’s begin.’

The blindfold settled over his eyes.

Darkness enveloped him—not gradual, but immediate. He felt her hands guiding him backward, positioning him against the padded bench at the centre of the room.

‘Lie down.’

He did.

The cuffs came next, fastened around his wrists and ankles. He felt her securing them to the bench, spreading his limbs, rendering him completely immobile. The silk rope followed, wrapping around his chest and thighs, holding him firmly in place.

‘Deeper,’ she murmured, her breath warm against his ear. ‘Let go of everything except the sensation. Let go of thought. Of anticipation.’ Her hand moved across his chest. ‘Just feel.’

He exhaled slowly.

Letting go.

It was a skill he had developed over the past year—the ability to release conscious thought and simply exist in sensation. To stop analysing, planning, calculating. To just be.

Her hands moved over his body.

Not teasing. Not demanding. Simply exploring. Tracing the lines of muscle and bone, the curves and hollows, the places that made him shiver and the places that made him sigh.

‘Beautiful,’ she murmured. ‘You’re so beautiful like this. Completely open. Completely mine.’

‘Yours,’ he breathed. ‘Always.’

Her mouth replaced her hands.

She started at his throat, pressing kisses along the line of his jaw. Down his neck, across his collarbone, along the centre of his chest. Her tongue traced patterns on his skin, leaving trails of heat that cooled in the air.

He pulled against the restraints—not to escape, but to feel them. To remind himself that he couldn’t move. That he was truly, completely at her mercy.

The cage pressed against him, his arousal growing within its confines. But the denial had become part of the experience now. He no longer resented it. He welcomed it. Every moment of denied pleasure was a moment of connection to her.

She continued her descent.

His stomach. His hips. The crease where thigh met body. She avoided the cage entirely, moving past it to kiss along his inner thighs, her breath ghosting over skin that had become increasingly sensitive.

‘Alexandra…’ Her name escaped him as a whisper.

‘Shh.’ She pressed a kiss to his thigh. ‘Don’t speak. Just feel.’

She tormented him slowly.

Her hands and mouth moved across every inch of his body—every inch except the one place he most wanted her touch. The cage remained untouched, his arousal pressing against it, desperate for attention she refused to give.

Time lost meaning.

He floated in darkness and sensation, aware only of her presence, her touch, the waves of pleasure that rolled through him without ever reaching completion. This was what she had taught him over the past year—how to find satisfaction in the journey itself, without needing a destination.

Then, without warning, she straddled him.

He felt her heat, her wetness, pressing against the cage. She was aroused—he could feel it, smell it, sense it in the way her body moved against his.

‘Do you feel what you do to me?’ she breathed. ‘How much I want you?’

‘Yes.’ The word came out strangled.

‘This is what you’ve given me.’ She ground against him, her body sliding across the cage. ‘A year of devotion. A year of service. A year of loving me in ways I never thought possible.’ She leaned down, her lips brushing his ear. ‘You’ve earned a reward.’

He felt the key press against his chest.

‘Tonight, I’m going to unlock you. I’m going to let you inside me. And I’m going to let you come.’ She bit his earlobe gently. ‘But first, I’m going to use you for my pleasure. And you’re going to lie there and take it.’

‘Yes,’ he gasped. ‘Please. Anything.’

She laughed softly.

Then she began to move.

She rode him through the cage.

Not penetration—she couldn’t, not while he was locked—but something else. Friction. Pressure. Her body sliding against his, using the cage as a point of contact, chasing her own pleasure while he lay helpless beneath her.

He could feel her building. Could sense the tension in her thighs, the quickening of her breath, the way her movements became more erratic as she approached the edge.

‘Daniel—’ His name was a moan on her lips. ‘I’m going to—’

She came with a cry, her body shuddering against his. He felt the spasms through the cage, felt her wetness spreading across his skin, felt the overwhelming need to be inside her but couldn’t, couldn’t—

She collapsed against his chest.

‘Perfect,’ she breathed. ‘You’re perfect.’

He pulled against the restraints, desperate to touch her, but couldn’t. He was still bound, still blindfolded, still locked. Completely at her mercy.

She lay on top of him for a long moment, catching her breath.

Then she reached down.

He heard the click of the lock before he felt the cage fall away.

The sensation was overwhelming.

After three months of confinement, the sudden freedom felt almost painful. Blood rushed to tissues that had been compressed for so long. His arousal sprang free, pressing against her stomach, desperate for attention.

She didn’t make him wait.

She positioned herself above him, her heat hovering just out of reach.

‘Tell me what you want,’ she whispered. ‘In your own words. Not as a submissive begging his mistress. As a man who loves me.’ She lowered herself slightly, the tip of him pressing against her entrance. ‘Tell me what you truly desire.’

He strained upward, but she held herself just out of reach.

‘I want you,’ he said, the words tumbling out. ‘I want to be inside you. I want to feel you around me. I want to come so hard I forget everything except this moment, except you, except us.’ He pulled against the restraints. ‘But more than that, I want to love you. I want to serve you. I want to spend every day for the rest of my life showing you what you mean to me.’ He felt tears prick at the corners of his eyes beneath the blindfold. ‘You saved me, Alexandra. You gave me a life I didn’t know was possible. And I will spend the rest of my life trying to deserve you.’

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she lowered herself onto him.

The sensation was indescribable.

Her heat surrounding him after months of denial. Her body accepting him, welcoming him, pulling him deeper. He groaned, fighting the urge to thrust, to take his pleasure without regard for hers.

But she didn’t move.

She simply held him inside her, her muscles clenching around him, her body still.

‘Don’t come,’ she said softly. ‘Not yet. Just feel me. Feel what it means to be inside me after all this time.’

He breathed deeply, fighting for control.

‘I won’t last long.’

‘You’ll last as long as I tell you to.’ She began to move slowly, rising and falling in a rhythm designed to drive him mad. ‘Because your pleasure belongs to me. Your body belongs to me. And I decide when—or if—you get to come.’

He whimpered.

The pleasure was intense, almost unbearable. After three months of denial, every sensation was amplified. Every movement of her body sent shocks through his system. He felt himself approaching the edge within seconds.

‘Alexandra—I’m close—’

‘Stop.’

She dismounted immediately, leaving him throbbing in the cool air.

‘What—’

‘Patience.’ He heard her moving, felt her weight shift on the bench beside him. ‘I’m not finished with you yet.’

She straddled him again, but this time, she faced away from him. He felt her hands on his thighs, felt her positioning herself, felt—

Her tongue traced the length of him.

He cried out, straining against the restraints.

‘Alexandra—’

‘Shh.’ She took him into her mouth, her tongue swirling around the tip, her hand pumping the shaft. The pleasure was devastating. He felt his orgasm building again, faster this time, more intense—

She stopped.

‘Relax,’ she murmured. ‘Let it fade. Then we’ll begin again.’

She brought him to the edge four times.

Each time, she stopped just before he could fall over. Each time, she waited until his breathing slowed, until the desperate need subsided, and then she began again.

By the fourth time, he was trembling. Tears leaked from beneath the blindfold. His entire body shook with need.

‘Please,’ he whispered. ‘Please, I can’t—I need—’

‘I know.’ She kissed his chest. ‘I know what you need.’ She removed the blindfold.

He blinked against the sudden light, his eyes finding her face. She was flushed, beautiful, gazing down at him with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

‘I love you,’ she said. ‘Do you know that? I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. More than I thought I was capable of loving.’ She touched his face. ‘You’ve given me everything. Your submission. Your devotion. Your heart.’ She leaned down, pressing her forehead to his. ‘Let me give you something in return.’

She lowered herself onto him one final time.

This time, she didn’t stop.

She rode him with abandon, her hips moving in a rhythm that matched her own need. He felt her building toward orgasm again, felt her body tensing around him, felt her breath coming faster.

‘Come with me,’ she gasped. ‘Now. Together.’

Permission granted, he let go.

The orgasm crashed through him like a wave—starting at the base of his spine and radiating outward until his entire body shook. He felt her shatter above him at the same moment, her body clenching around him, her voice crying his name into the room.

They came together.

Over and over, wave after wave, until neither of them could tell where one ended and the other began.

When it was finally over, she collapsed against his chest.

He felt her tears on his skin.

They lay tangled together for a long time.

She had released his wrists and ankles, but neither of them moved to leave the bench. They simply held each other, their breathing slowly returning to normal, their hearts beating in tandem.

‘I never thought I’d have this,’ Alexandra whispered against his chest. ‘Someone who sees me. All of me. And stays.’ She lifted her head, meeting his eyes. ‘You’ve given me more than I ever dreamed of asking for.’

He touched her face.

‘You gave me myself.’ He pressed a kiss to her palm. ‘I was so lost before you. Trying to be what everyone expected. Trying to want what I was supposed to want.’ He shook his head. ‘You showed me what I actually needed. And you gave me the courage to ask for it.’ He pulled her closer. ‘I love you, Alexandra. Every part of you. The dominant who commands me. The woman who kneelt beside me. The partner who builds a life with me.’ He pressed his forehead to hers. ‘I will love you until my last breath.’

She smiled.

‘And I you.’ She kissed him softly. ‘For the rest of our lives.’

Later, they sat together in the solarium.

The afternoon had faded into evening, the golden light replaced by the soft glow of lamps. Dinner had been delivered—simple fare, neither of them in the mood for ceremony.

Daniel wore a robe, the collar gleaming at his throat. The cage rested on the table between them, cleaned and waiting. Alexandra had not yet indicated whether she would lock him again.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said, setting down her wine glass. ‘About the future.’

‘The future?’

‘I’m stepping down as CEO.’ She held up a hand before he could respond. ‘Not immediately. Not even soon. But within the next few years. I’ve built something remarkable, and I want to ensure it continues after I’m gone.’ She met his eyes. ‘But more than that, I want time. For us. For this.’ She gestured vaguely at the space around them. ‘I’ve spent fifteen years pouring myself into that company. I don’t regret it. But I’ve realised there’s more to life than quarterly reports and shareholder meetings.’

Daniel processed this.

‘What would you do instead?’

‘Teach.’ She smiled. ‘There are people out there like us. People who crave what we have but don’t know how to find it. I want to help them. Not through a Programme like I designed before—that was too transactional. But through education. Mentorship. Community building.’ She paused. ‘I want to share what I’ve learned. What we’ve learned.’ She touched his hand. ‘With you at my side.’

He felt something swell in his chest.

‘You want me involved?’

‘I can’t imagine doing it without you.’ She laced her fingers through his. ‘You understand submission in a way I never will. You’ve lived it. Transformed through it.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Together, we could help people find what we found. Not just dominance and submission—connection. Love.’ She smiled. ‘A home.’

He was quiet for a moment.

Then he lifted her hand to his lips.

‘I would be honoured.’

She beamed.

‘Good.’ She released his hand, picking up the cage from the table. ‘Now. About this.’ She turned it in the light. ‘I haven’t decided whether to lock you again. After three months, you’ve earned a respite.’ Her eyes glinted. ‘But I also know how much you’ve grown to appreciate the denial. How much it connects you to me.’ She paused. ‘So I’m going to let you choose. Do you want me to lock you again tonight? Or would you prefer to remain free for a while?’

He considered.

The cage had become part of him. A symbol of her ownership, a constant reminder of his devotion. The idea of being without it felt strange. Almost wrong.

But she was offering him a choice. His honest desire.

‘I want you to decide,’ he said finally. ‘Not because I’m deferring to your authority—but because I trust you to know what I need better than I do.’ He touched his collar. ‘I gave you ownership of my body. That means you decide when I’m locked and when I’m free. Not because I have no choice—but because I choose to give you that choice.’ He smiled. ‘That’s what submission means to me. Not the absence of agency, but the deliberate surrender of it to someone I love.’

She stared at him for a long moment.

Then she laughed.

‘You continue to astound me.’ She leaned across the table, kissing him deeply. ‘In that case, I’m going to lock you. Not tonight—tonight I want to feel you inside me again. But tomorrow.’ She pressed the cage into his hand. ‘Keep it safe. Tomorrow morning, you’ll present yourself to me, and I’ll lock you again. For as long as I choose.’ She met his eyes. ‘Is that acceptable?’

‘Yes.’ He closed his fingers around the device. ‘It’s perfect.’

That night, they made love in their bed.

Not the playroom—too formal, too structured. Their bedroom, with its silk sheets and soft pillows and the moonlight streaming through the windows.

She rode him slowly, her body undulating in waves, her eyes never leaving his. He touched her everywhere—her face, her breasts, her hips, the places he had memorised over a year of worship. When they came, it was together, her name on his lips and his on hers.

Afterward, she curled against his side, her head on his chest.

‘Tell me something,’ she murmured. ‘Something you’ve never told anyone.’

He stroked her hair, considering.

‘I was afraid of you,’ he said finally. ‘That first day of the Programme. When I realised what it was. What you wanted from me.’ He felt her still against him. ‘Not afraid you would hurt me. Afraid you would see me. The parts I kept hidden. The needs I didn’t understand.’ He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. ‘I was right to be afraid. You saw everything. But instead of using it against me, you gave me a framework for understanding it. For accepting it.’ He tightened his arms around her. ‘You made me whole. And I will spend the rest of my life being grateful for that.’

She was quiet for a long time.

Then she lifted her head, pressing a kiss to his chest.

‘You made me whole, too.’ Her voice was thick. ‘I’ve spent my entire life building walls. Protecting myself from the vulnerability of real connection. But you—’ She shook her head. ‘You walked through every wall I built. Not by forcing them down, but by waiting patiently on the other side until I was ready to open the gates.’ She lifted her face to his. ‘I love you, Daniel Cross. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. More than I thought I was capable of loving.’ She kissed him softly. ‘Thank you for choosing me.’

‘Thank you for letting me.’

She settled against his chest again.

They lay in silence as the moon crossed the sky, two people who had found each other against all odds, building a life that made sense only to them.

In the morning, he knelt before her.

The cage in his hands, presented with the reverence it deserved. She took it from him, her fingers brushing his, and she locked him into its embrace.

The click of the lock was a benediction.

‘Rise,’ she said.

He stood, and she pulled him into a kiss—not the kiss of a dominant claiming her submissive, but the kiss of a woman who loved him.

‘Come,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘Breakfast awaits. And then we have planning to do.’ She smiled. ‘The future won’t build itself.’

He followed her, wearing her collar and her cage and the love they had built together.

It was, he thought, exactly where he was meant to be.

**FIVE YEARS LATER**

The centre opened on a spring morning, much like the one when Daniel had first entered Alexandra’s Programme.

The Wren Institute for Ethical Power Exchange occupied a converted estate in the countryside, far from the corporate towers where Alexandra had built her empire. The grounds were immaculate, the buildings elegant, the atmosphere welcoming.

Inside, a small group had gathered for the first official session. Couples and individuals seeking what Daniel and Alexandra had found. Connection. Understanding. A framework for relationships that didn’t fit conventional moulds.

Alexandra stood at the front of the room, her silver hair caught in an elegant chignon, her posture commanding but warm.

‘Welcome,’ she said. ‘I’m Alexandra Wren. This is my partner, Daniel Cross.’ She gestured to the man beside her—grey touching his temples, a silver collar gleaming at his throat. ‘We’re here to help you find what you’re looking for. Not to prescribe a path, but to help you discover your own.’ She smiled. ‘This work is deeply personal. Sometimes painful. Always transformative.’ She looked at Daniel. ‘But if you’re willing to do the work, the rewards are beyond anything you can imagine.’

Daniel stepped forward.

‘Five years ago, I was a different person. Successful by every conventional measure—and completely unfulfilled.’ He touched his collar. ‘This represents the choice I made to change that. To stop performing and start being. To surrender control to someone I trusted.’ He met the eyes of everyone in the room. ‘I’m not going to tell you that submission is the answer for everyone. It’s not. But I am going to tell you that honesty is. Whatever you’re looking for, whatever you need—the first step is being honest with yourself about what that is.’ He smiled. ‘We’re here to help you do that work.’

He stepped back.

Alexandra took his hand.

‘Shall we begin?’

The session lasted all day.

By the end, several participants had already begun to open up. Sharing fears and desires they had never voiced before. Asking questions that had no easy answers. Beginning the slow, sometimes painful work of self-discovery.

Daniel and Alexandra moved among them, offering guidance, support, and occasionally the firm redirection that both had learned was essential to growth.

As the sun set, they stood together at the window, watching participants file out.

‘How do you feel?’ Alexandra asked.

Daniel touched his collar.

‘Grateful.’ He turned to face her. ‘For you. For this. For everything we’ve built.’ He kissed her softly. ‘I never imagined my life could be this full.’

She smiled.

‘Neither did I.’ She took his hand. ‘Come. We have work to do tomorrow. But tonight…’ She squeezed his fingers. ‘Tonight, we go home.’

They walked out together, into the spring evening, into the life they had chosen.

Two people, bound by love and choice and the willingness to be seen.

Finally, completely, permanently home.
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[image: ] https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61584740375802


Subscribe to my newsletter:
[image: ] https://preview.mailerlite.io/forms/2089597/178563752419918886/share



Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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