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WATCHING


I knew I was fucked the moment I saw her.

Not at the lunch meeting with Declan Shaw three weeks ago, though that should have been warning enough. The way he talked about his "team," the slight edge of possession when he mentioned Elena McNeil.

No. I knew I was fucked yesterday afternoon, when I walked past Declan's office at 11 PM and saw them through the gap in the blinds.

I should have kept walking. Should have minded my own fucking business.

Instead, I stopped.

Elena was bent over his desk, skirt pushed up around her waist, her hands flat against the polished wood. Declan stood behind her, one hand fisted in her hair, the other delivering a sharp slap to her bare ass that made her body jolt forward.

Even through the glass, I could hear her moan.

My cock went hard instantly.

I watched Declan lean down and say something in her ear. Whatever it was made her nod frantically, desperately. Then he straightened and thrust into her—one brutal stroke that had her crying out loud enough that I heard it clearly in the empty hallway.

I pressed myself against the wall, heart pounding, knowing I should leave. But I couldn't tear my eyes away.

He fucked her hard, without mercy. His grip on her hair never loosening. The way she arched into him, took everything he gave her, begged for more with nothing but her body—

My hand moved to my cock without thinking, and I jerked it away like I'd been burned.

I walked away hard as hell, hands clenched into fists.

Now it's Friday night, I'm in my apartment with my third scotch, and I can't stop replaying that scene.

The way she gave herself over to him completely. The way she reacted to every touch. The sounds she made—desperate, needy, utterly lost in him.

I've been in the lifestyle for ten years. I can spot a natural submissive from across a room. But Elena McNeil isn't just submissive—she's perfect. Smart enough to challenge you, strong enough that her surrender actually means something, so responsive that training her would be exquisite torture.

And she belongs to Declan Shaw.

I drain my scotch and pour another.

I've been working with her for one week now. Meetings to discuss European market strategy. She's brilliant—sees patterns other analysts miss, asks the right questions, pushes back when my logic is flawed.

But underneath that brilliant mind, I see what she really is.

Every time I give her direction—even something as simple as "pull up that file" or "focus on this section"—she responds with this automatic obedience that has nothing to do with org charts. Something in her recognizes something in me.

She calls me "Mr. Collins" in that soft voice, and I imagine her calling me "Master" instead. On her knees. Looking up at me with those dark eyes that are too intelligent to be wasted on someone who treats her like property.

Because that's what Declan does, isn't it? I've seen them together in meetings. The way he touches her lower back when he thinks no one's looking. The marks on her neck that her high collars don't quite hide. The way she defers to him on decisions she's clearly qualified to make herself.

It's not partnership. It's ownership.

And she deserves better.

My phone buzzes. A text from Dr. Sarah White, my therapist.

Checking in. How's the new job? Any concerns we should discuss?

I should call her. Tell her about Elena, about the dangerous thoughts I'm having. Sarah would see the warning signs—repeating patterns from Claire and John, rationalizing unethical behavior, convincing myself I'm rescuing someone who doesn't need rescuing.

She'd be right to shut it down.

I delete the text without responding.

My laptop shows the presentation Elena sent me at 10:47 PM. Paris Market Analysis - Preliminary Findings. A note: Thought you'd want to review this before Monday's meeting. Let me know if you need any clarification. -Elena

Professional. Perfectly innocent.

But I keep imagining her at her desk, working late while Declan is wherever he goes when he's not controlling every aspect of her life. Does she ever get tired of it? Of being owned instead of partnered?

Does she ever wonder what it would be like with someone else?

I open my email and start typing.

Elena - Excellent work on the Paris analysis. I'd like to discuss expansion strategy in person. Are you available for dinner Monday night? There's a client meeting in Paris I'd like you to join me for in two weeks—we should start preparing. -Adrian

My finger hovers over send.

This is crossing a line. Dinner isn't necessary. I'm manufacturing reasons to be alone with her.

I hit send before I can second-guess myself.

Her response comes within five minutes.

Mr. Collins - Thank you. I'm available Monday night. What time works for you? And I'd be happy to join you in Paris. Should I coordinate with your assistant on travel arrangements? -Elena

Formal. Professional. Maintaining boundaries.

For now.

I type back: 7 PM. I'll pick you up from your office. Looking forward to working more closely with you. -Adrian

I lean back against the couch, my cock still half-hard.

This is wrong. Elena's in a relationship with my boss. I should keep things strictly professional.

But I can't stop thinking about her on her knees in front of me. The sounds she'd make. The way she'd give herself to me if I showed her what it feels like to submit to someone who actually sees her.

My phone buzzes again.

Mr. Collins - One more thing. Declan mentioned you're still settling into the city. If you need any recommendations, I'm happy to help. -Elena

She has no idea what she just invited.

I smile and type back: That's very kind. Maybe you could show me around sometime? -Adrian

Send.

In two weeks, she'll be in Paris with me. Away from Declan. Away from their routine and his control.

Declan Shaw made a mistake when he hired me.

By the time he realizes it, Elena will already be mine.


UNDER DIRECTION


The knock on my office door comes at exactly 2 PM.

I don't need to look up to know it's him. Adrian Collins is nothing if not punctual. Every meeting since he started working with me on European expansion—only a week, but already it feels like a ritual.

"Come in."

He enters carrying his laptop and a coffee—black, no sugar. He's wearing charcoal slacks and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, forearms tanned and muscular. The kind of arms that suggest he doesn't just sit behind a desk all day.

"Elena." He settles into the chair across from my desk without waiting for invitation. "How was your weekend?"

"Fine. Quiet. Yours?"

"Productive. I finalized the Paris itinerary." He pulls up a document on his laptop. "Two weeks from Monday. We fly out Sunday night, first meetings Tuesday morning."

Two weeks. Fourteen days until Paris.

"I saw the schedule you sent. It's aggressive."

"That's why I need you there." He turns his laptop so I can see the screen. "Seven meetings in five days. I'll need strategic briefings before each one."

"That's a lot of late nights."

"I hope that's not a problem." His eyes meet mine—grey-blue, with a sharpness that cuts straight through me. "I got the impression you don't mind working late."

He's referring to Monday night. The dinner that was supposed to be about Paris strategy but somehow turned into three hours of wine and conversation that had nothing to do with work.

Three hours where he asked me about my childhood, my parents, what I wanted out of my career. Three hours where he actually listened to my answers instead of waiting for his turn to talk.

I'd come home that night feeling strangely energized, like I'd had a conversation I didn't know I needed.

"Late nights are fine," I say. "As long as the work requires it."

"Oh, it requires it." He leans back, one ankle crossed over his knee, completely at ease in my space. "But that's not what I want to discuss today. I want to talk about the competitive analysis you sent me."

I pull up the document on my screen. "What about it?"

"It's thorough. Well-researched. Exactly what I asked for." He pauses, and something in his expression shifts. "And it's wrong."

"I falter. "Excuse me?"

"Your conclusion. That we should partner with Rousseau Industries for market entry. It's the safe play, but it's not the right play."

"Irritation surges through me, hot and sudden." I spent forty hours on that analysis. Forty hours of research, modelling, cross-referencing data until my eyes blurred. "Based on what criteria? I analyzed every major player in the French market. Rousseau has the infrastructure, the connections, the regulatory expertise—"

"All true." He uncrosses his legs and leans forward, elbows on his knees. "But you analyzed the obvious players. The established ones." He stands and moves around my desk, positioning himself beside me so he can see my screen. Close enough to smell him—vetiver and mint, crisp and masculine. "Look here. You dismissed Mercier Group because they're smaller, but that's exactly why they're the right choice."

His hand reaches past me to scroll through my document, his arm brushing mine. The contact is brief, incidental, but I'm suddenly very aware of how close he's standing. Of the warmth radiating from his body.

"Mercier is too small for the kind of market penetration we need," I argue, forcing myself to focus on the screen instead of his proximity. "They have maybe thirty percent of Rousseau's distribution network. The logistics alone—"

"They're hungry." His finger taps the screen, pointing to the section on market share. "Desperate to break into the tier-one market. That makes them flexible. Rousseau will negotiate from a position of strength because they don't need us. Mercier does. We can dictate terms, maintain control of the expansion strategy, build something from the ground up instead of plugging into someone else's system."

I hate that he's right.

I hate even more that I didn't see it myself.

"That's a significant pivot from what I recommended."

"It is." He straightens but doesn't move away. I can still feel the heat of him, just inches behind my shoulder. "So revise it. I want a new analysis by tomorrow morning. Focus on Mercier—their financials, their leadership team, their weaknesses we can exploit."

It's not a request. It's a directive.

And I'm already pulling up a new document before I realize what I'm doing.

"That's going to take all night."

"Then you'll be working all night." He finally steps back, returning to his chair. "Unless that's a problem."

I should say yes. Should tell him I have plans, that I can't just drop everything because he's decided to change strategy.

"It's not a problem."

"Good." He smiles—not smug, exactly, but satisfied. Like he knew exactly what I'd say before I said it. "I'll stay late too. We can work through it together."

"That's not necessary—"

"It is. This was my call, my change in direction. I should be here to support you through the revision." He stands, tucking his laptop under his arm. "Tonight. Six PM. My office."

Then he's gone, leaving me staring at my screen with my heart beating faster than it should.

I pull out my phone and text Declan.

Working late tonight. Adrian needs revisions on the Paris analysis.

His response comes quickly. How late?

Not sure. Could be midnight.

Okay. I have dinner with Marcus anyway. Come over when you're done?

Yes sir.

Good girl. Work hard.

I smile at the screen. This is how it usually goes—Declan trusts me, gives me space to do my job. He knows the Paris project is important, knows Adrian needs me on it. He's been nothing but supportive since Adrian joined the company a month ago.

I spend the next three hours gathering data on Mercier Group, building the framework for the new analysis. By five-thirty, I have a rough outline and a growing headache.

I take two aspirin, touch up my lipstick, and gather my laptop.

His office is on the corner of the executive floor, bigger than mine, with floor-to-ceiling windows that look out over Midtown. The door is open when I arrive, and he's standing at the window, phone pressed to his ear.

He sees me and holds up one finger—give me a minute—then gestures to the sitting area in the corner. Two leather chairs, a small couch, a coffee table with a bottle of sparkling water and two glasses already set out.

I settle into one of the chairs and wait, trying not to listen to his conversation. Something about a property in the Hamptons, a contractor who's behind schedule. His voice is calm but firm, the kind of tone that makes it clear he's not asking.

When he hangs up, he runs a hand through his hair and sighs. "Sorry about that. Renovations."

"You bought a place in the Hamptons?"

"I'm trying to." He moves to the sitting area and takes the chair across from me, pouring water for both of us. "It's a project. The previous owners let it fall apart, so I'm essentially rebuilding from the foundation up."

"That sounds expensive."

"It is. But there's something satisfying about taking something broken and making it better." He hands me a glass, and our fingers brush briefly. "More satisfying than buying something that's already perfect."

I take a sip of water, unsure how to respond.

"Shall we get started?" he asks, and the moment passes.

For the next four hours, we work. Adrian is exacting, precise, but also patient when I push back on his conclusions. He listens to my counterarguments, actually considers them, sometimes even changes his mind.

It's different from working with Declan. Not better or worse—just different. Declan leads with authority, makes decisions and expects execution. Adrian leads with questions, draws out my reasoning, challenges me to defend my positions.

Both approaches work. They just feel different.

By eight o'clock, we've built out the Mercier analysis framework and identified the key data points I'll need to fill in. My back aches from hunching over my laptop, and my eyes are starting to blur.

"Break," Adrian announces, closing his laptop. "You've been staring at that screen for two hours straight."

"I'm fine—"

"You're squinting. And you've rubbed your temples three times in the last ten minutes." He stands and stretches, his shirt pulling tight across his chest. "Come on. Let's get some air."

"Air?"

"There's a rooftop terrace on this floor. Didn't you know?"

I didn't, actually. I've been working at Shaw Capital for months, and I've never been to any rooftop terrace.

"I don't think I have access—"

"I do." He pulls a keycard from his pocket. "Perk of being the new guy. Declan gave me the VIP tour."

We take the elevator up one floor and step out onto a terrace I didn't know existed. It's small but beautiful—potted trees, string lights, a few wrought-iron tables and chairs arranged around a central fountain. The Manhattan skyline glitters in the darkness, a thousand windows lit against the night.

"This is incredible," I say, moving to the railing. "Why doesn't anyone use this?"

"Apparently it was the old CEO's private space. Declan doesn't like heights, so he never comes up here." Adrian joins me at the railing, close enough that our shoulders almost touch. "I figured someone should enjoy it."

We stand in silence for a moment, looking out at the city. The air is cool but not cold, a perfect late-spring evening. I can feel the tension draining from my shoulders for the first time all day.

"Can I ask you something?" Adrian says.

"Depends on what it is."

"How did you end up at Shaw Capital? Declan mentioned you started as an intern."

"I did. Right out of school." I keep my tone even. "I was supposed to be filing reports and building decks, but Declan saw potential. He gave me real work—strategy projects, client meetings. Things interns don't usually touch."

"And he promoted you."

"He did." I meet his gaze steadily, daring him to make assumptions. "The work is challenging. The team is good."

There's weight in the silence between us. He knows there's more to the story—they always do.

I shift gears. "What about you? Why leave your own company to work for someone else?"

"Honestly?" He leans against the railing, his profile sharp against the city lights. "I was tired of being the one making all the decisions. Building companies is exhausting. The constant pressure, the employees depending on you, the investors demanding results. Sometimes it's nice to execute someone else's vision for a change."

"That's surprisingly humble."

"I'm a surprisingly humble guy." He grins, and I find myself smiling back. "Plus, Declan made a compelling offer. He's very persuasive when he wants something."

"He is."

"You two seem close."

It's not a question, but it hangs in the air like one.

"He's been a good mentor," I say carefully. "He took a chance on me when no one else would. I owe him a lot."

"Just a mentor?"

I feel my cheeks flush despite the cool air. "That's not really—"

"Sorry." He holds up his hands, stepping back slightly. "That was inappropriate. Forget I asked. Your personal life is none of my business."

"It's fine. I just..." I trail off, not sure how to finish the sentence. "We should probably get back to work."

"Probably." But he doesn't move. "Elena, can I say something?"

"You seem to say things whether I give permission or not."

He laughs—a real laugh, warm and surprised. "Fair point." He pauses, then: "I just wanted to say that I'm glad you're on this project. Most analysts would have been defensive when I challenged their conclusions. You listened, considered, adapted. That's rare."

"Thank you."

"I mean it. You're exceptional. I hope you know that."

"His words settle into my chest, and the warmth surprises me."

"We should get back," I say again, because I don't know what else to say.

"We should."

This time, we do.

Back in his office, we work for another two hours. By ten o'clock, the analysis is eighty percent complete.

"That's enough for tonight," Adrian says, closing his laptop. "We can finish the rest tomorrow."

"I can stay—"

"Elena." There's an edge of concern beneath the authority. "Go home. You've done more than enough."

I start gathering my things, and he stands to walk me out. At the door to his office, we both stop.

"Thank you," he says. "For staying late. For being flexible with the direction change. I know I'm asking a lot."

"It's my job."

"It's more than your job, and we both know it." He's looking at me with something I can't quite read. "Get some sleep. I'll see you tomorrow."

The elevator ride down feels longer than usual. I check my phone—a text from Declan.

Heading home from dinner. Join me when you're done?

I reply: On my way now.

Declan: Good. I missed you tonight.

I smile and type back: Missed you too.

The car takes twenty minutes to get to Declan's building, and by the time I arrive, I'm exhausted but also strangely wired. Something about the evening—the work, the conversation, the rooftop terrace—has left me feeling energized in a way I can't quite explain.

Declan's apartment is dark when I let myself in, except for a single lamp in the living room. I find him on the couch, a glass of whiskey in his hand, still in his dress shirt and slacks from dinner.

"There she is," he says, setting down his drink and opening his arms. "Come here."

I kick off my heels and curl up beside him, letting his arms wrap around me. He smells like whiskey and his familiar cologne, and I feel myself relax for the first time all evening.

"How was the work session?" he asks, his lips brushing my temple.

"Productive. Adrian had me redo the entire Mercier analysis. He was right about the approach, but it meant starting from scratch."

"That's Adrian. He's thorough." Declan's hand strokes up and down my arm. "I'm glad you two are working well together. The Paris trip is important. I need my best people on it."

"You're not worried? Sending me off to Paris with another man for a week?"

"It comes out teasing, and Declan's laugh is immediate."

"Worried? About Adrian?" He shakes his head, amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Elena, Adrian is the most professional person I've ever met. The man is a straight arrow. Plus, he knows you're mine. I made that very clear when I hired him."

"Something about the way he says it—you're mine—makes my stomach drop in the best way."

"Did you?"

"Of course. I told him my Head of Executive Operations is off limits. Company policy against fraternization and all that." He winks. "He didn't seem interested anyway. I think he's still recovering from his last relationship."

"What happened with his last relationship?"

"Not sure exactly. Something complicated. Marcus mentioned it involved another couple—some kind of messy situation that required therapy to process." Declan shrugs, clearly uninterested in the details. "But that's his business. All I care about is that he keeps his hands off what's mine."

His hand slides from my arm to my thigh, squeezing possessively.

"And you are mine, aren't you, Elena?"

"Yes, sir."

"Say it properly."

I shift so I can look at him, my eyes meeting his. "I'm yours, sir. Every part of me."

"Good girl." His eyes darken, that familiar predatory look settling over his features. "I think you need a reminder tonight. You've been spending a lot of time with other people. I want to make sure you remember where you belong."

"Heat flashes through me. "What kind of reminder?"

"Go to the bedroom. Put on your collar. Nothing else." "His voice drops to that low, commanding register that sends a pulse of want through me. "And then kneel beside the bed and wait for me."

I stand immediately, my exhaustion forgotten, replaced by a thrumming anticipation that pulses through my entire body.

"Yes, sir."

"And Elena?" He catches my wrist as I turn to go, pulling me back for a kiss that's hard and possessive, his tongue claiming my mouth the way he'll soon claim the rest of me. When he releases me, I'm breathless. "Don't make me wait too long."

I walk to the bedroom on legs that are already unsteady.

The collar is in its usual place—the top drawer of Declan's dresser, nestled in black velvet like the precious thing it is. It's simple but beautiful, supple black leather with a single silver O-ring at the front. He had it custom-made for me a few weeks ago.

I strip quickly, folding my clothes neatly on the chair because he likes order, likes seeing evidence of my obedience in the small things. Then I fasten the collar around my neck, adjusting it until the O-ring sits perfectly in the hollow of my throat.

The weight of it settles something in my chest. Like coming home.

I kneel beside the bed, sitting back on my heels, hands resting palm-up on my thighs. The position is familiar, comfortable in its submission. I've knelt here dozens of times, waiting for him, anticipation building with every passing second.

I hear him moving around in the other room. The clink of ice in a glass. Footsteps. The soft sound of him removing his watch, setting it on the entry table.

Making me wait. Because he knows what the waiting does to me.

By the time he appears in the doorway, my heart is pounding and my skin feels too tight for my body.

He's removed his tie and unbuttoned the top of his shirt, but otherwise he's still fully dressed. The contrast—his power and polish against my vulnerability—makes my breath catch.

"Look at you," he murmurs, moving closer. He walks a slow circle around me, inspecting. I keep my eyes forward, my breathing controlled, even as I feel his gaze on every inch of my naked skin. "So beautiful like this. So perfectly obedient."

"Thank you, sir."

"Did you think about me tonight? While you were working with Adrian?"

The question catches me off guard. "I—yes, sir. I always think about you."

"Hmm." He stops in front of me, his fingers catching my chin and tilting my face up. "What did you think about?"

"Coming home to you. Being with you." I swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry. "This."

"This?" His thumb traces my lower lip, pressing slightly. "Be specific, Elena. What did you think about?"

"Kneeling for you. Serving you." My voice comes out breathy, need threading through every word. "Making you feel good."

"That's what you want? To make me feel good?"

"Yes, sir. Please."

"Please what?"

"Please let me serve you. Please let me make you feel good." I'm trembling now, the anticipation nearly unbearable. "Please use me."

His smile is slow and dark and satisfied. "Such a good girl, asking so nicely." He releases my chin and steps back, his hands moving to his belt.

"Tonight, you're not Elena." He unbuckles his belt without breaking eye contact. "You're not my girlfriend or my submissive or my employee. Tonight, you're just a set of holes for me to use. Do you understand?"

The crude words send a jolt of arousal straight to my center. "Yes, sir."

"What are you?"

"A set of holes for you to use, sir."

"Good." He pulls his belt free and sets it aside, then unbuttons his shirt, revealing the muscled chest beneath. "And what do holes do?"

"Whatever you want them to, sir."

"That's right. They take whatever I give them. They don't complain. They don't ask questions. They just..." He unzips his pants, and I watch, transfixed, as he frees his cock. He's already hard, thick and flushed and perfect.

He steps closer, one hand threading through my hair, tilting my head back. His cock bobs in front of my face, close enough that I can smell his arousal, feel the heat radiating from his skin.

"Open your mouth."

I obey instantly, my lips parting, my jaw relaxing. He doesn't make me wait—just slides inside, one smooth thrust that fills my mouth completely.

"Fuck," he breathes, his grip tightening in my hair. "That's it. That's a good little hole."

He starts to move, shallow thrusts at first, letting me adjust to the invasion. I focus on relaxing my throat, on breathing through my nose, on being exactly what he wants me to be.

Nothing but a vessel for his pleasure.

"Look at me," he orders, and I lift my eyes to meet his. The connection is electric—his dark gaze boring into mine while he fucks my mouth. "You take it so well. Such a perfect, obedient hole. This is what you were made for, isn't it? To be on your knees with my cock in your throat."

I moan around him, the vibration making him moan with pleasure.

"That's right. You love this. Love being used." He pulls back until just the tip rests on my tongue, then slams forward again, harder this time. I gag slightly, tears springing to my eyes, but I don't pull away. "Take it. Take all of it."

He sets a brutal rhythm, fucking my face with the same intensity he uses when he fucks my pussy. I surrender to it completely, letting him use me, letting myself disappear into the simple act of serving.

Drool escapes the corners of my mouth. Tears stream down my cheeks. My jaw aches, my throat burns, and I've never felt more alive.

"Touch yourself," he commands suddenly. "I want you dripping when I'm finished with your mouth."

My hand moves between my legs without conscious thought, and I gasp around his cock when I feel how wet I already am. Soaked. Aching. I slide two fingers through my folds, circling my clit, pleasure shooting through me.

"That's it," Declan growls, watching me pleasure myself while he uses my mouth. "Show me how much you love this. Show me what a desperate little slut you are."

I work my clit faster, my hips rocking against my own hand, chasing the pleasure while he chases his. The dual sensations—his cock in my mouth, my fingers on my clit—blend into something overwhelming, something that threatens to sweep me away entirely.

"Don't you dare cum," he warns, his voice tight with his own approaching release. "Holes don't cum without permission. They wait. They take what they're given and they fucking wait."

I whimper, my hand slowing but not stopping. I'm so close. So close it hurts. But I won't cum without permission. I won't.

"Good girl. Such a good, obedient—fuck—" His hips stutter, his cock swelling on my tongue. "I'm going to cum down your throat. You're going to swallow every drop. And then—" He groans, his head falling back. "Then I'm going to eat that pretty pussy until you scream."

He cums with a low growl, his cock pulsing against my tongue, hot spurts hitting the back of my throat. I swallow frantically, desperately, not wanting to waste a drop. He tastes like salt and musk and Declan, and I moan as I drink him down.

When he finally pulls out, I gasp for air, my chest heaving, spit glistening on my chin.

"On the bed," he orders, his voice rough. "On your back. Legs spread."

I scramble to obey, climbing onto the mattress and spreading myself open for him. I'm trembling with need, my pussy throbbing around nothing, desperate for his touch.

He stands at the foot of the bed, looking down at me with dark, satisfied eyes. "Look at that. Look how wet you are. Look how much you love being my little fuck toy."

"Please," I whimper, beyond pride, beyond shame. "Please, sir."

"Please what?"

"Please make me cum. Please eat my pussy. Please, I need—"

"What do you need?"

"Your mouth. Your tongue. You." I'm babbling now, too far gone to care. "Please, sir, I've been good, I've been so good—"

"You have been good." He kneels on the bed, settling between my spread thighs. His breath ghosts over my swollen folds, making me shiver. "You've been such a good little hole for me. You deserve a reward."

And then his mouth is on me, and I cry out so loudly I'm sure the neighbors can hear.

He devours me. There's no other word for it. His tongue spears inside me, fucking me in miniature, then drags up to circle my clit with devastating precision. He knows exactly what I like, exactly what makes me fall apart, and he uses that knowledge ruthlessly.

"Oh god," I gasp, my hands fisting in the sheets. "Oh god, oh fuck, sir—"

"That's it," he murmurs against my flesh, the vibration making me shake. "Let me hear you. Let me hear what a desperate little slut you are."

He seals his lips around my clit and sucks, hard, and I scream. My hips buck against his face, but his hands clamp down on my thighs, holding me in place, holding me open for his assault.

"Sir—sir, please, I'm going to—"

"Ask properly."

"Please may I cum? "

"Since you asked so nicely." He thrusts two fingers inside me, and the pressure makes me choke on a moan. "Cum for me. Cum all over my face like the desperate little slut you are."

Permission granted, my body detonates.

The orgasm crashes through me in waves, my pussy clenching around his fingers, my clit throbbing against his tongue. I'm screaming, sobbing, thrashing against his grip as he works me through it, extending the pleasure until it borders on pain.

When I finally come down, I'm shaking uncontrollably, my entire body wrung out and weak.

Declan crawls up my body, his face glistening with my arousal. He kisses me deeply, letting me taste myself on his lips, and I moan into his mouth.

"Good girl," he murmurs against my lips. "Such a good girl."

He rolls onto his back and pulls me against his chest, his hand stroking soothingly up and down my spine. I curl into him, still trembling, my collar a comforting weight around my throat.

"How do you feel?" he asks softly, his lips brushing my hair.

"Good," I manage, my voice hoarse. "So good. Thank you, sir."

"Thank you for serving me so beautifully." His hand finds my jaw, tilting my head back. His eyes are soft now, tender, all trace of the demanding Dom replaced by the man who loves me. "I'm so proud of you, Elena. You're everything I could ever want."

"I love you," I whisper.

"I love you too." He kisses my forehead, then my nose, then my lips. "Now sleep. You've got a long day tomorrow."

I nestle against his chest, his heartbeat steady beneath my ear. The events of the evening—the work session with Adrian, the conversation on the rooftop, the scene we just played out—swirl together in my exhausted mind.

But lying here in Declan's arms, wearing his collar, thoroughly claimed and cherished, none of that seems to matter.

I belong here.

I belong to him.

Two weeks until Paris, and then I'll be back here again, right where I'm supposed to be.

I close my eyes and let sleep pull me under.


RATIONALIZING


Sleep won't come.

I've been lying here for three hours, watching the ceiling, and all I can see is Elena at midnight—dark circles under her eyes, shoulders slumped, fingers working across the keyboard even though she could barely keep her head up

Still working. Still pushing. Still trying to be perfect.

I can't stop replaying it. The way she bit her lip when she was concentrating. How her whole face lit up when she finally solved a problem in the analysis. The split second of relief when I told her she'd done enough—like she'd been waiting for permission to stop.

My cock stirs despite my better judgement. She's taken. She's my colleague. She belongs to Declan Shaw.

I slide my hand down anyway, wrapping my fingers around myself as I harden.

Eyes closed, I see her again. Standing close enough tonight that I caught her perfume—something floral, subtle, the kind of thing that's been driving me crazy for days. The way her breath hitched when our hands brushed. How her pupils went dark when I leaned in to see her screen.

Did she feel it? Or am I inventing chemistry that doesn't exist?

I stroke myself slow, imagining what it would be like if circumstances were different. If she were free. If I could show her exactly what she does to me.

I'd start by making her rest. Not a command, just a quiet suggestion: "Close your eyes. Let me take care of you."

And she'd let me. I know she would. Because what she needs isn't more demands—it's someone to take the weight off her shoulders.

My hand moves faster now. In my mind, I'm between her thighs, tasting her. The way she'd gasp when my tongue finds the right spot. The way her fingers would thread through my hair—not controlling, just holding on. Needing something real.

I'd take my time. Make her forget about deadlines and expectations and being perfect. Just focus on the sounds she makes. The way she tastes. The way her body would tense and then release.

"That's it," I'd murmur against her skin. "Just let go."

I cum hard, her name on my lips, spilling into the darkness.

The guilt hits immediately.

Christ.

I reach for tissues, clean up, my chest tight with self-loathing. She's not mine. She'll probably never be mine. Jerking off to fantasies about another man's woman makes me exactly the kind of person I've always despised.

But even now, even drowning in guilt, I'm already thinking about tomorrow. The next meeting. The next excuse to be near her.

I'm so fucked.

***

Saturday morning finds me in Dr. Sarah White's office at nine sharp. I'd called her at midnight, voice probably sounding as desperate as I felt.

"Walk me through what happened," Sarah says, pen resting on her notepad.

"I'm attracted to someone I shouldn't be."

"The colleague? The one in a relationship with your boss?"

I'd mentioned Elena in passing three weeks ago, back when I still thought I could manage this professionally. Sarah never forgets.

"Yeah."

"Last time we spoke, you said you were handling it. Maintaining distance. What changed?"

I exhale slowly. "The Paris project. We've been working together more—late nights, dinners. I'm noticing things I shouldn't notice."

"Such as?"

"She's exhausted constantly. Works herself to death. Skips meals." I pause. "She seems stretched so thin, like she's trying to be perfect for everyone and it's killing her."

Sarah sets her pen down entirely. "Adrian. How do you know that's not simply who she is? Ambitious people push themselves. It doesn't necessarily mean something's wrong."

"I know, but—" I stop, trying to articulate the instinct in my gut. "She deserves someone paying attention. Really paying attention."

"And you've decided that someone should be you."

"I haven't decided anything. I'm just... more aware of her than I should be."

"Aware." Sarah's voice stays carefully neutral. "You called me at midnight for an emergency session because you're 'aware' of a colleague."

"It's more than that. I think about her all the time. I look forward to our meetings more than is appropriate. And last night..." I can't finish.

"Last night what?"

"I thought about her. While I was alone."

Sarah nods like she saw this coming. "Adrian, listen to what you're telling me. You're attracted to a woman in a committed relationship with your boss. You're manufacturing reasons to spend time with her. You're fantasizing about her. These are red flags."

"I know."

"Do you? Because it sounds like you're rationalizing. You're telling yourself you're 'concerned' about her wellbeing when really, you want her. Your brain is searching for reasons why pursuing her would be justified."

The accuracy stings.

"I'm not pursuing her. I haven't crossed any lines."

"Multiple late nights alone together? Dinners? A five-day trip to Paris?" Sarah raises an eyebrow. "Maybe you haven't crossed the line yet, but you're standing right on top of it."

"It's work-related."

"Is it? Or is work a convenient cover?"

I don't answer. We both know the truth.

"You have a pattern," Sarah continues, gentler now. "With Claire and John, you saw a woman you believed wasn't getting what she needed from her partner. You convinced yourself you could provide it. You told yourself you were helping. How did that situation end?"

"This is different."

"How?"

"Because I'm aware of the pattern. I'm here, talking to you, trying to stay ahead of it."

"That's progress. Genuine progress." She pauses. "But awareness without action is just intellectual masturbation. What are you going to do differently this time?"

"I don't know. That's why I'm here."

Sarah studies me for a long moment. "What do you actually know about Elena's relationship? Not what you've observed or assumed—what you actually know for certain."

"She's with Declan. They're serious."

"And?"

"And... nothing. She doesn't talk about him. Not with me."

"So you're filling in the blanks. You see an exhausted, hardworking woman and you're constructing a narrative where she needs rescuing. Where her partner is failing her. Where you could do better."

"I'm not—"

"You are. It's human nature. You're attracted to her, so your brain generates justifications for acting on it. 'She's unhappy. She's neglected. She deserves better.' These are stories you're telling yourself to make desire feel like duty."

I let that sink in. She's not entirely wrong.

"So what do I do?"

"Set real boundaries. Keep interactions strictly professional. No more late dinners. No personal conversations." She pauses. "And seriously reconsider Paris."

"I can't cancel. It's too important."

"Then bring additional staff. Make it a team effort."

"That's not logistically feasible—"

"It's emotionally feasible. Adrian, you're setting yourself up for failure. Five days alone with a woman you're obsessed with, in one of the world's most romantic cities. What exactly do you think is going to happen?"

"Nothing. I have self-control."

"Do you? Calling me at midnight suggests otherwise."

"I can't argue with that. And it pisses me off."

"I'll be careful," I say finally. "Professional. I won't cross lines."

"I hope that's true." Sarah picks up her pen. "Because if you pursue this—if you act on these feelings—you'll hurt people. Her. Her partner. Yourself. And unlike previous situations, you can't walk away from this one. You work together. You see each other daily. The professional consequences alone could destroy your career."

"I know."

"Knowing intellectually and believing emotionally are different things. Right now, you understand the risks on paper. But when the moment comes—when you're alone with her and she's looking at you and everything feels possible—intellectual understanding has a way of evaporating."

The session ends with me promising to think seriously about everything she's said. To consider restructuring Paris. To set firmer boundaries.

I agree because she needs to hear it.

But walking out into Saturday morning sunshine, I already know I'm not changing course.

Sarah sees danger.

I see possibility.

***

Monday morning, seven AM, I'm reviewing the finalized Paris itinerary.

Seven meetings across five days. Client dinners. Strategy sessions. A full schedule designed to keep us productive from dawn to midnight.

The hotel is a boutique property on the Left Bank—professional, well-reviewed, comfortable without being extravagant. Two rooms on the same floor, close enough to make late-night work sessions practical.

That's the only reason I chose this arrangement.

I'm still telling myself that when I hear the knock.

"Come in."

Elena enters with two coffee cups from the café downstairs. "Morning. Took a gamble you'd be here early."

She's in a soft gray blouse and black trousers, hair loose instead of pulled back. She looks rested—like she actually slept this weekend.

"You didn't have to do this." I accept the coffee. "But thank you."

"I was getting one anyway." She sits across from me. "Finished the Mercier analysis. Want to review it?"

Seven-fifteen on a Monday morning, and she's completed a complex strategic analysis.

"You worked this weekend?"

"Some. Wanted to make sure it was thorough."

Something tightens in my chest. Even on her days off, she's pushing. Striving for perfection.

"Let's see it."

She opens her laptop and walks me through the analysis. It's exceptional—meticulously researched, logically constructed, full of insights I'd missed. She's anticipated objections and addressed them preemptively. Her recommendations are bold but defensible.

"This is impressive," I say when she finishes. "Really impressive. You've covered every angle."

"Thank you." Color rises in her cheeks. "I wanted to make sure I addressed your concerns about the original approach."

"You've exceeded that. This is exactly what we need for Paris."

Her smile transforms her face—tension dropping away, genuine pleasure breaking through. She's beautiful when she's proud of herself. When she lets herself feel successful instead of just competent.

"I'm glad. I know I resisted initially, but you were right about Mercier. The data supports your instinct."

"I appreciate that you pushed back, though. I don't want someone who just agrees with everything I say. I want critical thinking."

"Good. Because I plan to keep disagreeing when you're wrong."

I laugh. "I'd expect nothing less."

We spend an hour refining details, polishing the presentation, war-gaming potential questions from the French partners. Working with her is effortless. She's sharp, responsive, unafraid to challenge my assumptions when she has better ideas.

By the time we finish, other early arrivals are filtering into the office.

"Should get to my desk," Elena says, closing her laptop. "Strategy meeting at nine."

"Before you go—" I search for the right words. "Thank you. For all the extra hours on this project. I know it's been demanding."

"It's my job."

"It's more than your job. You've gone well beyond expectations." I hold her gaze. "I notice. And I appreciate it."

Something flickers across her face—surprise, maybe pleasure at being recognized.

"Thank you. That actually means a lot."

After she leaves, I sit with her coffee warming my hands, thinking about how her entire face changed when she smiled.

This is going to be a problem.

The nine AM strategy meeting tests my self-control.

Elena sits three chairs down, directly across from Declan. I try focusing on the presentation, the projections, anything except how she tucks hair behind her ear when she's thinking.

I'm not entirely successful.

Declan runs the meeting with characteristic efficiency—incisive questions, clear expectations, zero tolerance for vague answers. He's objectively good at this. Decisive. Strategic. Respected.

I watch how he and Elena interact. Professional, appropriate, nothing obviously intimate. But there's familiarity in how she anticipates his questions, how he acknowledges her contributions with slight nods.

They work well together. Whatever their personal relationship looks like, professionally they're synchronized.

At one point, Elena challenges something Declan said about the Singapore timeline. Instead of getting defensive, he considers her argument and nods.

"You're right. We need to adjust the deadline."

Small moment, but I notice it. He listens to her. Values her intelligence. Isn't threatened when she disagrees.

Maybe Sarah's right. Maybe I'm constructing narratives to justify attraction.

When the meeting ends, most people rush to their next commitment. I pack up slowly, noticing Elena doing the same. Declan gets pulled into conversation with Marcus, his attention diverted.

In the hallway, Elena falls into step beside me.

"Good meeting," she says. "I think we're in solid shape for Paris."

"Thanks to your analysis."

"Thanks to both of us." She glances sideways at me. "I meant what I said earlier. I'm glad we're working together on this."

"Even after I made you redo everything?"

She laughs—genuine, unguarded. "Even after. You were right. And I'd rather work with someone who pushes me than someone who just accepts whatever I produce."

"Careful. I might take that as permission to be even more demanding."

"I can handle demanding."

The words hang there, suddenly charged with something that might be my imagination.

"I'm sure you can," I say, keeping my tone light. "Six o'clock tonight? One more presentation run-through before week's end."

"Six works."

She heads toward her office. I watch her go, trying to convince myself the electricity between us is one-sided.

Failing completely.

That evening, Elena arrives at exactly six.

"Right on time," I say, gesturing her in. "How was your afternoon?"

"Busy. Productive." She settles into the chair beside my desk—we've fallen into this pattern naturally, working side by side instead of across from each other. "Finalized the stakeholder profiles for the Mercier team. Want to review them?"

We work for two hours straight. The presentation gets tighter, our talking points sharper, our answers to hypothetical objections more polished. Elena's focused and engaged, but I catch the fatigue creeping in around the edges—the way she rubs her temples, the slight slump in her shoulders.

At eight, I close my laptop.

"That's enough for tonight."

"We still need to—"

"Tomorrow. It can wait until tomorrow." I stand and stretch. "When did you last eat?"

She thinks about it. "Lunch. Salad."

"A salad six hours ago isn't dinner. Come on, let's get food."

"I should probably just head home—"

"Elena." I keep my voice gentle, not commanding. "You've been working since seven this morning. You need actual food. Let me buy you dinner—call it payment for all the extra hours."

She hesitates. I can see her weighing it—professional appropriateness, exhaustion, hunger she's been ignoring.

"Okay," she says finally. "But somewhere quick. I need to get home at a reasonable hour."

"Quick it is."

We end up at a Thai place around the corner. Order-at-the-counter casual, food-in-ten-minutes efficient. Nothing intimate or romantic. Just two colleagues grabbing a quick meal after a long day.

I get pad thai. She orders green curry.

"So," she says once we're settled at a small table by the window. "Two weeks until Paris. Nervous?"

"About the meetings? No. We're prepared."

"About anything else?"

I study her, trying to read the subtext. "What else would there be?"

"I don't know. Being away. The pressure. Murphy's Law."

"Things always go wrong on business trips. The key is adapting." I take a bite. "What about you? Nervous?"

"A little," she admits. "It's a huge opportunity. If it goes well, it could shape the entire European expansion. If it goes badly..."

"It won't."

"You seem certain."

"I am. About our preparation. About the strategy." I pause. "About you."

She looks down at her curry, that faint flush coloring her cheeks again.

"I hope I live up to that."

"You will. You're one of the most capable people I've ever worked with, Elena. And I've worked with a lot of people."

"Capable." She smiles wryly. "Perfect tombstone material. 'Here lies Elena McNeil. She was very capable.'"

"What would you prefer?"

"I don't know. Something less... utilitarian. 'She was interesting.' 'She took chances.' 'She actually lived instead of just optimizing everything.'"

The words are light, self-deprecating, but something real lurks underneath. A longing for something different.

"You don't think you're living?"

"I think I'm excellent at meeting expectations. Other people's expectations." She pushes curry around her plate. "Sometimes I wonder what I'd do if I didn't have any. Expectations, I mean. If I could just... do whatever I wanted without worrying about the fallout."

"What would you do?"

"No idea. That's the problem." Her laugh doesn't quite reach her eyes. "I've spent so long being what other people need, I'm not sure I remember what I actually want."

The confession hangs between us, more vulnerable than anything she's shared before.

"You should figure that out," I say quietly. "What you want. It's important."

"Is it?"

"More important than anything else."

She meets my eyes, and the restaurant seems to fade. Just us, looking at each other, something unspoken passing between us.

Then she looks away.

"We should probably go. It's getting late."

"Right. Of course."

I pay despite her protests—"You bought coffee, I'm buying dinner"—and we step out into the cool evening.

"I'll get you a cab," I say, already scanning for yellow.

"I can take the subway."

"It's late. Humor me."

She doesn't argue. When a cab pulls up, she turns to me before getting in.

"Thank you. For dinner. And for..." She trails off. "For asking what I want. Nobody really does that."

"They should."

She smiles—soft, a little sad—and gets in the cab.

I watch it disappear into traffic, something tight and complicated lodged in my chest.

This is dangerous. Exactly what Sarah warned me about.

But I can't seem to care.

The next morning, my phone buzzes while I'm still at my desk.

Elena: Thank you again for last night. I needed that more than I realized.

I stare at the message for a long moment before responding.

Me: Anytime. Everyone needs reminding to eat occasionally.

Elena: Is that your new role? Making sure I eat?

Me: Maybe. Someone should.

I send it before second-guessing. It's borderline—friendly, but edged with something more. The kind of thing that could read as professional concern or something else entirely.

Her response takes longer this time.

Elena: Declan would say that's his job.

Me: Then let me take one thing off his plate. Consider me your official meal reminder for the next two weeks.

I watch the three dots appear and disappear several times before her final message arrives.

Elena: Deal. But I expect variety. No more desk granola bars.

I grin at my phone like an idiot.

Me: Consider it done.

I pocket the phone and try to focus on actual work, but my mind keeps circling back to last night. The way she talked about meeting expectations. About not knowing what she wants.

Maybe I'm reading too much into it. Maybe it was just exhaustion talking.

But maybe—just maybe—there's a part of Elena looking for something different. Something more.

And in two weeks, in Paris, I'll find out.

The rest of the week blurs past in meetings and preparation. Elena and I work late every night, but I'm careful to keep things professional. We grab dinner together twice more—quick, casual meals near the office—but I don't push. Don't probe her personal life. Don't give her reasons to pull back.

I'm building trust. Showing her I'm reliable. Not a threat.

It's strategic. Patient. Exactly the long game Sarah accused me of playing.

But it's also genuine. I genuinely like working with her. Genuinely enjoy our conversations. Genuinely want to see her succeed.

The attraction isn't fading, but I'm managing it. Containing it. Waiting.

Friday afternoon, I'm reviewing the final Paris itinerary when Declan appears in my doorway.

"Adrian. Got a minute?"

"Of course." I gesture to the chair across from my desk. "What can I do for you?"

He doesn't sit. Instead, he closes the door and leans against it, arms crossed.

"I wanted to talk about Paris."

Something in his tone raises my alert level. "What about it?"

"You've been working closely with Elena on this project. Late nights, dinners, lots of one-on-one time."

"She's my strategic lead. That's how the work flows."

"I know." He pauses, and for a second I think he's going to confront me. My stomach drops. "I just wanted to say thank you. For taking care of her."

I straighten. "Sorry?"

"Elena works too hard. Pushes herself past reasonable limits. I try to get her to slow down, but she doesn't always listen to me." He smiles wryly. "She mentioned you've been making sure she eats. That you've been sending her home at decent hours instead of letting her work until midnight. I appreciate that."

This is not what I expected.

"She's no good to anyone exhausted," I say carefully. "I need her sharp for Paris."

"Exactly. That's good leadership." Declan straightens. "I trust you to take care of her over there. Make sure she doesn't run herself into the ground trying to be perfect."

"I will."

"Good." He opens the door. "Oh, and Adrian? The meetings are important, but so is the relationship-building. Take her out for a nice dinner or two. Company card. She deserves to enjoy the city a bit."

"Will do."

He nods and leaves, and I sit there trying to process what just happened.

Declan Shaw just gave me permission to take his girlfriend to romantic dinners in Paris. Thanked me for caring for her. Said he trusts me.

Either he's completely oblivious to what I represent, or he's so secure in his relationship that I don't register as a threat.

"Or—and this thought unsettles me most—he's testing me. Handing me rope to see if I'll hang myself."

Whatever his reasoning, the result is the same: access, permission, an open door.

My phone buzzes. Elena.

Elena: Declan said he talked to you about Paris. Thanks for not making me look like I can't take care of myself.

Me: I didn't. Just told him you work hard and I want you energized for the meetings.

Elena: Very diplomatic. You're good at this. 😊

Me: At what?

Elena: Managing up. Saying the right things to the right people.

Me: Learned early that politics matter. Even when the work should speak for itself.

Elena: That's cynical.

Me: That's realistic.

I stare at the screen, then type: Dinner tonight? We should celebrate finishing prep.

The three dots appear and disappear multiple times. Finally: Can't tonight. Plans with Declan.

Of course. Friday night.

Me: Another time then. Have a good weekend.

Elena: You too. See you Monday.

I set the phone down and stare out at the Manhattan skyline.

One more week until Paris.

One more week of patience.

Then—whatever happens, happens.

Sunday night, I'm home reviewing documents when my phone rings. Sarah.

"Just checking in," she says. "How are you doing with the situation we discussed?"

"Managing. Keeping things professional."

"And Paris?"

"Unchanged. We leave next Sunday."

"Adrian." Her voice is gentle but firm. "I want you to promise me something."

"What?"

"That you'll call me if things get complicated over there. If you feel yourself slipping. If you need someone to talk you off the ledge."

"Sarah, I'm not going to—"

"Promise me."

I sigh. "I promise."

"Good. And Adrian? Whatever you think you see in this woman—whatever connection you think exists—remember you're seeing her in a very specific context. Work stress. Late nights. High pressure. That's not real life. That's not who she is when she's relaxed, happy, not performing."

"I know."

"Do you? Because the Elena you're falling for might not exist. She might be a version of herself that she shows you because the situation demands it. The real Elena—the one who goes home to Declan, who chose him, who stays with him—might be someone very different."

The words stick, uncomfortable and true.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"I hope so." A pause. "Be careful, Adrian. For everyone's sake."

She hangs up, and I sit in my dark apartment, her words echoing.

The Elena you're falling for might not exist.

Maybe she's right. Maybe I'm building a fantasy from fragments. Seeing what I want to see. Hearing what I want to hear.

But when I close my eyes, I see Elena in that restaurant, wondering what she'd do without expectations to meet.

I see her smile when I told her she's more than just capable.

I see her surprise when I asked what she wants—like nobody's ever bothered asking before.

That's not fantasy. That's real.

And in one week, in Paris, I'm going to find out if it's enough.


NOTHING TO WORRY ABOUT


Eight PM on a Thursday, and I'm still at my desk, watching them through the glass walls of my office.

Adrian and Elena. Heads bent close over her laptop. His hand on the back of her chair, leaning in to see her screen. Her nodding at whatever he's saying, typing notes.

Professional. Appropriate. Completely innocent to anyone who doesn't know what to look for.

But I know what to look for.

I've been watching Adrian Collins for three weeks now, and I like what I see. He's smart, collaborative, pushes Elena to think bigger. They work well together—the kind of professional chemistry that's hard to manufacture and impossible to fake.

Elena's thriving on this project. More engaged than she's been in months. Coming home energized instead of drained. Talking about strategy with genuine excitement instead of just competence.

That's what I wanted when I hired Adrian. Someone who could challenge her, bring out her best work, help her grow beyond what I can teach her.

My phone buzzes. Marcus.

Need five minutes. Your office.

I text back: Now?

Now.

I lean back in my chair, taking one more look at Elena and Adrian before Marcus arrives. She's laughing at something he said, her whole face lighting up in a way that makes me smile.

She's happy. That's all that matters.

Marcus appears in my doorway. "Got a minute?"

"Come in. Close the door."

He does, settling into the chair across from my desk with his usual efficiency.

"What's on your mind?"

"Richard Caldwell."

I groan. "What now?"

"He's building a case. Against you." Marcus leans forward. "He's been talking to board members, planting seeds about your leadership. Your judgement."

"Specifically?"

"Your relationship with Elena. He's positioning it as a liability. Conflict of interest, inappropriate fraternization, all the usual corporate morality bullshit."

I pour myself a scotch, offering Marcus one. He accepts this time.

"Caldwell's been gunning for my position since he joined the board. He's just using Elena as ammunition."

"I know. But he's getting traction. Some of the more conservative board members are listening." Marcus takes a sip. "The Paris trip isn't helping. Caldwell's been making noise about Elena traveling alone with another executive. Suggesting it looks bad."

"She's not traveling with me. What does it matter if it's Adrian?"

"It matters because Caldwell's spinning it as evidence you're not taking the relationship seriously. That you're either neglectful or you're using your position to enable her relationship with a subordinate." Marcus shrugs. "His logic is bullshit, but it's effective bullshit."

"So what do you suggest?"

"Be visible. Show that you and Elena are solid. That this is a real relationship, not some executive affair that'll blow up and embarrass the company." He pauses. "And maybe have a conversation with Adrian. Make sure he understands the optics. That people are watching."

"Adrian's professional. He knows boundaries."

"I'm sure he does. But Caldwell's looking for ammunition. Don't give him any."

After Marcus leaves, I sit with my scotch, thinking about Richard Caldwell.

The man is old money, old values, old ideas about how business should be conducted. He joined the board six months ago as a favor to a major investor, and he's been challenging me ever since.

We had a meeting earlier this week where he made his position clear.

"I notice your companion is traveling to Paris with Mr. Collins next week."

I'd kept my expression neutral. "Elena McNeil is our lead strategist on European markets. Her presence is essential."

"For five days. Alone with another executive. In Paris. "There was nothing friendly in Caldwell's smile. "Some might consider that inappropriate given your relationship."

"Some might mind their own business."

"It becomes my business when it affects the company. Your personal entanglements could create liability."

The threat was clear. He's watching, waiting for me to make a mistake he can exploit.

But the truth is, there's no mistake to exploit. Elena and I are solid. She's going to Paris because she's the best person for the job. Adrian's a professional. There's nothing inappropriate happening.

Caldwell is grasping at straws.

Still, Marcus is right. Optics matter. Especially when someone's actively trying to undermine you.

I pull out my phone and text Elena: How much longer?

The response comes quickly: Maybe another hour? We're almost done.

Come to my place when you're finished. I'm sending a car.

I can take the subway—

Elena. Car. No argument.

A pause. Then: Yes, sir.

I lean back and watch them through the glass again. Adrian is standing now, stretching. Elena laughs at something, and I see the ease between them. The comfort.

I'm not jealous. Elena and I are solid. But I am aware that she needs this—professional collaboration that values her mind, that challenges her, that treats her as an equal.

I can't give her that the same way Adrian can. My position, our relationship—it creates natural boundaries. With Adrian, she can just be a strategist. No power dynamics, no complicated layers.

That's healthy. Good for her career, good for her confidence.

As long as it stays professional.

Which it will. Because I trust her. And I trust Adrian to maintain appropriate boundaries.

At nine-fifteen, my assistant buzzes. "Mr. Shaw, your car returned. Ms. McNeil is on her way up."

"Thank you."

I stand and move to the window, looking out at the Manhattan skyline while I wait.

I hear the door open, and turn to see Elena walking toward my office.

She looks good. Tired from a long day, yes, but energized in a way I haven't seen in months. The Paris project has been good for her.

"Come in. Close the door."

She does, setting down her bag and moving toward me with a smile.

"How was the session with Adrian?"

"Productive. We finalized the last of the presentation materials. I think we're in really good shape for Paris."

"I'm glad." I pull her close, kissing her forehead. "You've been working hard on this."

"It's a good project. Important." She looks up at me. "Adrian's been great to work with. He really listens, you know? Takes my ideas seriously."

"That's why I hired him. He's smart enough to recognize talent when he sees it."

She smiles and leans into me, and I hold her for a moment, just breathing her in.

"You hungry?"

"Starving, actually. We worked through dinner."

"Let me order something. What do you want?"

"Surprise me. You know what I like."

I order from her favorite Italian place while she curls up on my office couch, kicking off her heels. By the time the food arrives, she's told me about three different insights they uncovered today, her eyes bright with enthusiasm.

This is what I wanted. Elena engaged, challenged, growing.

We eat and talk about everything except work—her friend's wedding next month, the book she's reading, whether we should go away somewhere after she gets back from Paris.

"Where would you want to go?" she asks.

"Somewhere quiet. Just us. Maybe Newport for the weekend.

"It'll be freezing this time of year."

"Then we'll stay inside. As long as I have you to myself for a few days." I set down my fork. "I know I've been distracted lately. Board politics, Caldwell being an ass. I want to make sure you know you're my priority."

"I know that." She reaches over and takes my hand. "You don't have to worry about us, Declan. We're solid."

"I know. But I also know I haven't been as present as I should be. So after Paris, let's do something. Just us."

"I'd like that."

We finish dinner, and she helps me clean up even though I tell her to leave it. Then she's back in my arms, and I'm struck again by how right this feels. How perfectly she fits against me.

"Stay tonight," I say quietly.

"I was planning to. I brought clothes for tomorrow."

"Good." I tilt her face up and kiss her, slow and deep. "Because I want you all to myself tonight."

She shivers against me. "What did you have in mind?"

"A reminder. Of what we have. What no one else can give you."

"I don't need reminding."

"Maybe not. But I want to anyway." I step back and take her hand. "Come on."

In my bedroom, I close the door. Elena stands in the center of the room, waiting, her breathing already uneven.

"Strip. Take your time."

Her hands go to the buttons of her blouse, undoing them slowly. One by one. Letting me watch.

The blouse falls to the floor. Black lace bra underneath—the expensive kind I bought her last month.

Skirt next, unzipped and pushed down her hips. Matching black lace panties.

God, she's beautiful. Every time, it hits me the same way. This brilliant, complicated, perfect woman chose me. Trusts me with all of herself.

"Everything."

She reaches back and unhooks her bra, lets it fall. Then the panties, stepped out of and kicked aside.

Naked and trusting. Mine.

"Shower. Now."

A flicker of surprise crosses her face—we don't usually play in the shower—but she heads for the bathroom. I follow, already unbuttoning my shirt.

The bathroom is all marble and glass, the shower large enough for four people. I turn on the water, adjusting the temperature until it's hot but not scalding.

"Get in."

She steps under the spray, and I watch the water cascade over her body for a moment before joining her.

I don't touch her right away. Just let her stand there, water streaming over her skin, her eyes on me.

"Turn around. Face the wall. Hands flat against the tile."

She obeys, placing her palms against the warm marble. The position arches her back slightly, pushes her ass out toward me.

I step close, my body pressing against hers from behind. My cock hard against her lower back. My hands settling on her hips.

"Do you know what you do to me?" I murmur against her ear. "Every time I see you, every time I touch you—I can't get enough."

"Declan—"

"Shh. Tonight I'm going to take my time with you. Remind you exactly how good we are together." My hands slide up her sides, over her ribs, cupping her breasts. "Remind you that no one else will ever know your body the way I do."

I roll her nipples between my fingers, tugging gently until she gasps. Her head falls back against my shoulder.

"That's it. Just feel."

One hand stays on her breast while the other slides down her stomach, between her legs. She's already wet—not just from the water, but from arousal.

"Always so ready for me," I breathe, sliding two fingers inside her. "Such a good girl."

She moans, her hips rocking back against my hand.

I fuck her slowly with my fingers, building the pleasure gradually. My fingers finds her clit and tease it with just enough pressure to make her whimper.

"Please—"

She's gasping, incoherent.

"Use your words."

"More—please—"

I don't respond, just maintain that torturous rhythm. When I withdraw my fingers, her sound of frustration echoes off the tile—desperate and needy.

"Patience, baby."

I grab the body wash, the cool gel warming in my palms as I rub them together. Then I touch her. Start at her shoulders and work my way down, soap slicking across her wet skin. She's trembling—whether from arousal or the tenderness, I'm not sure. Maybe both.

I take my time. Wash her arms, her sides, the curve of her hips. My thumbs trace her ribs, feeling each breath she takes. This isn't about control right now. It's about showing her I see every part of her. That she matters beyond what happens in scenes.

Her eyes stay on my face, wide and vulnerable. Like she doesn't quite know what to do with gentleness.

My hands slide over her breasts, her stomach, between her legs. Washing her, touching her, making her squirm with need.

"Sir, please—"

"I love when you beg." I turn her around to face me, pressing her back against the tile. The water streams over both of us as I drop to my knees. "But tonight, I want to taste you first."

I lift one of her legs over my shoulder, opening her to me, and lean in.

The first swipe of my tongue makes her cry out, her hands flying to my hair. I take my time, licking and sucking, learning her responses all over again.

She tastes like salt and Elena, familiar and perfect. I work her clit with my tongue while sliding two fingers back inside her, pressing deep.

"Oh god—oh fuck—Sir—"

"That's it. Let me hear you." I suck her clit hard, and her whole body shudders. "Cum for me. Right now."

She cums with a sharp cry, her pussy clenching around my fingers, her whole body trembling. I work her through it, gentling my touch as she comes down.

When I stand, she's panting, eyes glazed with pleasure.

"Beautiful," I murmur, kissing her. "You're so fucking beautiful when you cum."

"Need you inside me," she gasps. "Please—"

"Turn around again. Hands on the wall."

She turns, bracing herself. I position myself behind her, my cock pressing against her entrance.

"Tell me what you want."

"You. I want you inside me. Please fuck me."

I push inside in one slow thrust, and we both groan. She's tight and hot and perfect around me.

"Jesus, Elena." I pull back and thrust again, harder this time. "You feel so good. Always so perfect."

I set a steady rhythm, one hand gripping her hip hard. My other hand slides up her body, finding her breast and pinching her nipple—hard. She gasps, arching into the pain.

"You like that?" I rasp against her ear, twisting slightly before soothing it with my palm.

"Yes," she breathes.

I fist my hand in her wet hair, pulling her head back to expose her throat. The water streams over us, steam filling the shower. I bite down on the junction of her neck and shoulder—not gentle—and she moans.

My hand moves from her breast to wrap around her throat, applying just enough pressure. Not cutting off air, just control. Possession.

"Whose are you?" I demand, my rhythm never faltering.

Her answer comes breathless: "Yours."

"Harder—please—need it harder—"

I give her what she's asking for, fucking her with deep, powerful strokes. The sound of skin slapping skin echoes off the tile, mixing with her moans and my harsh breathing.

"Touch yourself," I command. "Make yourself cum while I fuck you."

Her hand joins mine between her legs, and I feel her working her clit, chasing her pleasure.

"That's a good filthy girl. Take what you need."

She cums again, harder this time, her whole body going rigid as pleasure crashes through her. The feeling of her clenching around me, combined with her cries of pleasure, pushes me over the edge.

I bury myself deep and cum hard, groaning her name, my hips jerking as I empty myself inside her.

For a long moment, we just stay like that—connected, breathing hard, water streaming over us.

Then I pull out carefully and turn her around, pulling her close.
"I love you," I say quietly.
"Love you too." Her arms tighten around me for a moment before she pulls back to look at me.

We stand under the water until it starts to cool, then I turn it off and wrap her in a towel. Dry her carefully, tenderly, taking care of her the way she needs.

In bed, she curls against me, her head on my chest, her breathing evening out.

"Thank you," she whispers. "For tonight. For reminding me."

"You don't need reminding. But I like doing it anyway." I kiss the top of her head. "Paris is going to be great. You're going to be amazing."

"I hope so."

"I know so. And when you get back, we're going away. Just us. Somewhere we can be completely disconnected from work."

"That sounds perfect."

Within minutes, she's asleep, her breath warm against my skin.

I lie awake longer, thinking about the week ahead.

Elena leaves for Paris in seven days. Five days away from me, working closely with Adrian, navigating high-stakes meetings in one of the world's most romantic cities.

I'm not worried. I trust her completely. And I trust that what we have is strong enough to survive anything.

But I'm also aware that this is a test. Not of her loyalty—I don't question that—but of us. Of whether what we've built can withstand distance and pressure and the normal challenges of a relationship.

Most couples face those tests gradually. We're facing them all at once—public scrutiny from Caldwell, professional pressure from the Paris project, the natural complications of a D/s relationship in a corporate environment.

If we survive this, we can survive anything.

I pull her closer, breathing in the scent of her shampoo.

She's mine. Not because I own her, but because she chooses to be. Every day, she chooses me. Chooses us. Chooses this life we're building together.

That's enough. That has to be enough.

Adrian Collins might be smart and charming and good at his job.

But he's not me.

And Elena knows the difference.


TEMPTED


Three days until Paris, and I'm standing in my bedroom staring at an open suitcase like it's going to pack itself.

"Do you need fancy dresses for a work trip?" Sienna asks from my doorway, coffee mug in hand.

I look at the black cocktail dress I'm holding—the one with the low back that Declan loves. "There's a client gala Thursday night. I need something appropriate."

"That's not appropriate. That's date-night fancy."

I fold the dress and tuck it into the suitcase. "It's Paris. Everything's fancier there."

Sienna sits on my bed, watching me pack. "So you're excited about this trip?"

"Yeah. It's a huge opportunity. The Paris market is fascinating, and if we pull this off, it'll be a major win for the company."

"And Adrian? He's good to work with?"

I pause, a blouse half-folded in my hands. "Really good. He's smart, organized. Makes the work easier."

That's true. All of it's true.

What I don't say: that I've started looking forward to our meetings more than I should. That sometimes I catch myself checking my reflection before heading to his office. That his texts send a thrill through me that has nothing to do with work.

"Declan must be happy you're working with someone competent," Sienna says.

"He is." I resume folding, not meeting her eyes. "He trusts me. It's just work."

And it is. Mostly.

"Well, have fun in Paris," Sienna says, standing. "And bring me back some good chocolate."

"I will."

After she leaves, I pull out the lingerie I bought last week. Black lace. Expensive. I tell myself it's because my old stuff is worn out, not because I'm going on a trip where I'll see Adrian every day.

But I'm not sure I believe myself.

***

Two days before Paris, I'm in Adrian's office at seven PM going over final preparations.

"Walk me through the Mercier presentation one more time," he says, pulling up the slide deck.

I lean over to see the screen better, and our shoulders brush. The contact is brief, incidental, but I'm hyperaware of it. Of him. Of the warmth radiating from his body.

"We open with market analysis," I say, clicking to the next slide. My hand is close to his on the keyboard. "Then competitive landscape. Value proposition."

"What if they push back on timeline?"

"We have the accelerated schedule as backup. Aggressive but achievable if they commit resources."

"Good." He turns his head to look at me, and suddenly his face is inches from mine. "You've thought of everything."

For a second, neither of us moves. I can see the flecks of color in his eyes—grey with blue around the edges. Can smell his cologne, clean and masculine that's become familiar over these weeks.

Then I pull back, creating distance.

"I tried," I say, my voice coming out slightly breathless.

"You did more than try. This is excellent work, Elena."

Something about his approval makes my chest tighten. Declan tells me I do good work all the time. But with Adrian, it feels different. Like he's seeing me as a colleague first, everything else second.

"We should eat," Adrian says, checking his watch. "Almost eight. Have you had dinner?"

"Not yet."

"Let me order Thai. That okay?"

"Perfect."

While we wait for food, we keep working, but the conversation drifts beyond Paris. Books we're reading. Movies we've seen. The cities we've lived in.

It's easy. Natural. The kind of conversation where you lose track of time.

When I laugh at something he says, really laugh, he smiles. "You have a great laugh."

The compliment catches me off guard. "Thanks?"

"I mean it. You should do it more often. You're always so serious at work."

"Work is serious."

"It doesn't have to be. Not all the time." He's looking at me with that intensity that makes my stomach flip. "You're allowed to enjoy yourself, Elena."

"I know that."

"Do you?"

My phone buzzes before I can answer. Declan's name on the screen.

Reality check.

"I should take this," I say, stepping into the hallway.

"Hey," I answer.

"Everything okay? You sound distracted."

"I'm fine. Just finishing up with Adrian. What's up?"

"Wanted to hear your voice. Miss you."

Guilt floods through me. Not because I've done anything wrong—I haven't—but because of what I've been feeling and thinking.

"Miss you too."

"What time will you be done? Come over. I'll cook."

"That sounds perfect. Give me thirty minutes?"

"See you soon. Love you."

"Love you too."

I hang up and lean against the wall, taking a breath.

Nothing happened. Nothing is happening. This is just work with someone I happen to find attractive. That's normal. That's allowed.

As long as I don't act on it.

When I return to Adrian's office, he's packing up like nothing unusual occurred.

"Everything okay?" he asks.

"Yeah. That was Declan. I need to head out."

"Of course. See you Sunday morning. Airport, ten AM."

"See you then."

I grab my things and leave, grateful for the escape.

Declan's apartment smells like garlic and tomatoes when I arrive. He's in the kitchen, sleeves rolled up, stirring something on the stove.

"There's my girl." He pulls me into a kiss, and I melt into it. This is familiar. Safe. Home.

"What are you making?"

"Pasta puttanesca. Your favorite." He returns to the stove. "Go change. Pour yourself wine. Dinner in ten."

I do as he says, grateful for the routine. In his bedroom, I change into one of his t-shirts and lounge pants. Comfortable girlfriend clothes.

Not the black dress I packed for Paris.

At dinner, we talk about his day. A difficult board meeting with Caldwell. Issues with Singapore. Normal work stress.

"How's Paris prep?" he asks.

"Good. We're ready. Adrian's been really organized."

"I'm glad you're working with someone competent. This project's important."

"It is."

"You nervous?"

"A little. But also excited. It's a great opportunity."

"You're going to be amazing." He reaches across the table and takes my hand. "You're brilliant, Elena. Sometimes I think you forget that."

The confidence in his voice makes something in my chest tighten. He believes in me. Trusts me. Loves me.

"Thank you," I say quietly. "For always believing in me."

"Always."

After dinner, we move to the bedroom. He's tender at first, kissing me slowly, taking his time. But when I try to take off his shirt, he catches my wrists.

"Not yet. Tonight I want you to take care of me first."

"What do you want?"

"On your knees. I want your mouth."

I slide off the bed and kneel in front of him while he sits on the edge. He's already hard when I free him from his pants.

"Look at me," he commands, and I do, meeting his dark eyes as I take him in my mouth.

I know exactly what he likes. How to use my tongue, my hands, how much pressure, when to take him deeper. I've done this dozens of times.

But tonight, my mind wanders.

I close my eyes, and suddenly it's not Declan I'm picturing. It's Adrian. Standing in front of me, his hand in my hair, those grey-blue eyes watching me.

You're so good at this, imaginary Adrian says. So fucking perfect.

"That's it," Declan groans above me, and I refocus, feeling guilty. This is wrong. I shouldn't be thinking about another man while I'm with Declan.

But the image won't leave. Adrian's hands on me. His voice praising me. The way he'd look at me after, like I'm something precious.

"Fuck, Elena—"

I work him faster, using everything I know to bring him to the edge. When he comes, groaning my name, I swallow automatically, the way he's taught me.

"Good girl," he murmurs, pulling me up onto the bed. "Such a good girl for me."

He undresses me slowly, kissing every inch of exposed skin. When he settles between my legs, his mouth on me, I try to focus on the sensation. On him. On us.

But my mind keeps drifting. To Adrian's hands. His voice. The way he looks at me.

When I cum, it's Adrian's face I see behind my closed eyelids.

The guilt crashes over me immediately.

"You okay?" Declan asks, noticing my sudden tension.

"Yeah. Just intense."

He pulls me against his chest, his hand stroking my hair in that soothing way he does. "I love you. It's only five days."

"I know."

"And then you come back to me."

"Always."

I mean it. I do love him. I do plan to come back.

But lying there in his arms, I can't stop thinking about Adrian. About Paris. About five days away from everything familiar, in one of the world's most romantic cities, with a man who makes me feel things I shouldn't feel.

"Elena?" Declan's voice pulls me back.

"Yeah?"

"Where'd you go just then?"

"Nowhere. Just tired."

"Stay with me. Be here."

"I am here."

But I'm not. Not entirely.

And that scares me more than anything.

My last morning in New York, Declan wakes me with kisses down my spine.

"Morning," I murmur, still half-asleep.

"Good morning, beautiful." His hand slides between my legs, finding me already wet. "Once more before you leave me for five days."

This time is different from last night. Slower. More deliberate.

"On the bed," he says. "Wrists above your head."

I obey, watching as he retrieves restraints from the drawer. He secures my wrists to the headboard, then spreads my legs, binding my ankles to the corners.

"Declan—"

"You're going to cum as many times as I decide," he says, his voice calm and absolute. "And you're going to thank me for each one."

He produces a vibrator, securing it against my clit with a harness, adjusting the straps until there's no escape. When he turns it on, I gasp.

The first orgasm builds fast. Within minutes I'm arching off the bed, crying out. "Thank you," I gasp.

"Good girl." He doesn't turn it off.

The pleasure that felt so good moments ago becomes overwhelming. I squirm, but the restraints hold me in place.

The second orgasm is sharper, almost painful. My body convulses. "Thank you," I sob.

"That's two." He brushes my hair back, tender despite everything. "Give me two more."

By the third, I'm crying, overwhelmed. "Thank you, fuck, thank you—"

"One more," he says, watching me with that hungry look.

When the fourth hits, it whites out everything else. I scream his name.

He finally turns it off and removes the harness, but he doesn't release my restraints yet.

"One more thing," he says, his voice rough with desire. "I'm going to fuck your ass while you're still shaking from coming for me."

My body is still trembling from the forced orgasms, oversensitive and pliant.

He reaches for the lube on the nightstand, slicking his fingers. "Color?" he asks as he circles my entrance.

"Green," I whisper.

He takes his time preparing me, working my hole open with patient fingers despite the tension I can see in his body. When he finally presses his cock inside, it's slow and controlled, letting me adjust to the fullness.

"Fuck," he groans. "Your tight little asshole feels incredible."

He sets a deep rhythm, one hand braced on the bed, the other reaching up to grip my bound wrists. The intensity after everything else is almost too much, but I arch into him anyway.

"Whose are you?" he demands, driving deeper into me.

"Yours. Only yours."

He fucks me harder, chasing his release. When he cums with a groan, burying himself completely in my ass, I feel it everywhere—the fullness, the possession, the absolute claim he has on my body.

Afterward, he carefully withdraws and releases my restraints, gathering me into his arms as I shake.

"You did so well," he murmurs, stroking my back. "So fucking perfect."

After I've caught my breath, still tangled together, he reaches over to the nightstand and pulls out a small jewelry box.

"What's this?"

"Open it."

Inside is a delicate gold necklace with a small pendant—a compass. It's beautiful. Clearly expensive. Clearly chosen with thought.

"Declan—"

"So you always find your way home. To me." He takes it from the box and fastens it around my neck. The metal is cool against my skin. "Wear it in Paris. Remember where you belong."

"I love it. I'll wear it the whole time."

He kisses my shoulder where the necklace rests. "Five days. Then you come home to me."

"Five days."

"If anything feels wrong—if you need me—call. I'll get on a plane."

"Nothing's going to happen. It's just work."

"I know. But promise anyway."

"I promise."

He pulls me close, and we stay like that until my alarm goes off.

Time to go.

***

JFK Airport, Sunday morning. I'm standing at the gate, coffee in hand, when Adrian appears.

He's in dark jeans and a navy sweater, more casual than I've ever seen him. It makes him look younger. More approachable. Dangerously attractive.

"Ready for this?" he asks.

"As ready as I'll ever be."

On the plane—business class, side by side—we talk about logistics at first. Schedule, meetings, what to expect. Safe topics.

But once we're in the air and settled, the conversation shifts. Hobbies. Places we've traveled. Life beyond work.

Adrian tells me about a disastrous business trip to Tokyo where everything went wrong, and I laugh until tears stream down my face.

"Stop," I gasp. "My stomach hurts."

"It's completely true! I gave the presentation in a borrowed suit three sizes too big because my luggage went to Osaka."

"How did they take you seriously?"

"They didn't. But the analysis was solid enough that they signed anyway."

The laughter trails off, and then it's just us. The way he's looking at me—warm and open and real—makes my throat tight. I realize I'm smiling back at him, and it's not the practiced smile I give clients or the careful one I use in scenes. It's just... me. And he's looking at me like that's exactly who he wants to see.

Then he looks away, back to his laptop. "Want to review the Mercier presentation once more?"

"Sure."

We work for the rest of the flight. Professional and focused.

But I'm hyperaware of every time our arms brush on the armrest. Every time he leans close to see my screen. Every time he smiles at something I say.

This is dangerous. I know it's dangerous.

But I'm struggling to make myself care.

Paris in late afternoon is golden and beautiful—old architecture, the Seine glittering in the distance, everything bathed in honey-colored light.

The hotel is a boutique property in the 7th arrondissement, elegant without being ostentatious. The kind of place that whispers money rather than shouting it.

At check-in, I get my key. "Room 412. Fourth floor."

Adrian gets his. "Room 414. Also fourth floor."

Fourth floor. Same floor. Two rooms apart.

My heart beats faster.

In the elevator, neither of us mentions it.

"Want to grab dinner?" Adrian asks as we reach our floor. "Or too tired?"

I should say I'm tired. Should go to my room, call Declan, unpack, establish boundaries.

"Dinner sounds good. Give me an hour to change?"

"Perfect. Meet you in the lobby at seven."

My room is beautiful. High ceilings, ornate moldings, a window overlooking a quiet Parisian street. Very romantic.

I unpack methodically, hanging up work clothes and dresses. When I get to the black dress—the one Sienna questioned—I pause.

It's too nice for a casual dinner. Too much.

I should wear pants and a blouse. Professional.

But I hang the black dress where I can see it.

I shower, taking my time. Shave my legs even though no one will see them. Use the expensive body lotion that makes my skin soft. Dry my hair carefully.

In the mirror, I touch Declan's necklace. The compass. So you always find your way home.

I should call him. Let him know I arrived safely.

I text instead: Landed safely. Hotel is beautiful. Miss you already.

His response comes quickly: Miss you too. Call me tonight after dinner?

Will do. Love you.

Love you more.

I set the phone down and stare at the black dress.

It's just dinner with a colleague. Nothing's going to happen. I'm in control.

But even as I think it, I'm reaching for the dress. Pulling it on. Zipping it up.

It fits perfectly. The low back shows skin down to my lower back. Elegant. Sophisticated. Beautiful.

I apply makeup—more than necessary for a work dinner. Mascara, lipstick, a touch of bronzer.

Spray perfume. The expensive one Declan bought me.

Look at myself in the mirror.

I look like I'm going on a date.

This is just dinner, I tell myself. Nothing's going to happen. You're just enjoying Paris. That's allowed.

But my hands are shaking when I grab my purse.

And in my head, a voice whispers: You know exactly what you're doing. You know exactly what this dress means. You know where this is heading.

I touch Declan's necklace one more time.

Then I head for the elevator.

Seven PM.

Time to pretend this is innocent.


TOO LATE


I'm standing in the hotel lobby at seven PM, and Elena McNeil is descending the marble staircase in a black dress that should be illegal. It hugs every curve, dips low in the back, and makes every man in this lobby turn to look.

But she's looking at me.

"You look incredible," I say when she reaches the bottom step.

Her cheeks flush. "Thank you. I wasn't sure if it was too much for dinner."

It's absolutely too much for a colleague dinner. It's perfect for a date.

"It's perfect." I offer my arm, and after a brief hesitation, she takes it. "The restaurant is just a few blocks. Is walking okay?"

"Walking is great."

Paris at night is beautiful—lit monuments, the smell of baking bread and wine drifting from open café doors. But I'm barely aware of any of it. All my attention is on the woman beside me, the warmth of her hand on my arm, the scent of her perfume.

"I'm glad we're doing this," she says as we walk. "After the week we've had, we both earned a good meal."

"Agreed. And I wanted to celebrate properly. That Mercier presentation was brilliant. You were brilliant."

"We were a good team."

"We are a good team." I let the present tense hang there.

The restaurant is intimate—exposed brick, candlelight, tables close enough that conversations blend into ambient noise. I chose it carefully. Romantic without being overtly so. Plausible deniability.

The hostess seats us at a corner table. Elena sits with her back to the wall, and I take the seat beside her instead of across. Close enough that our knees almost touch.

"Wine?" I ask.

"Definitely."

I order a bottle of Bordeaux—expensive but not ostentatious. The kind of wine you order when you're celebrating. Or seducing.

When it arrives, I pour for both of us. Elena takes a long sip.

"God, that's good."

"The French know their wine." I sip my own glass, watching her over the rim. "How are you feeling?"

"Exhausted," she admits. "But good. I can't believe we're actually here."

"Believe it. You earned this." I set down my glass. "Any nerves about tomorrow's meeting?"

"Some. Moreau has a reputation for being... exacting."

"He does. But so do you."

"Nothing's going to go wrong. You did the work. You earned this success."

She smiles at that, and something tightens in my chest. She's beautiful when she smiles like that—really smiles, not the professional version she wears at work.

We order food—duck confit for her, steak frites for me—and the conversation flows easily. Work at first, then branching into other topics. Books. Travel. The differences between New York and Paris.

The wine keeps flowing.

Halfway through the bottle, her knee touches mine under the table. She doesn't move it away.

"Can I ask you something?" she says, her voice slightly loose from the alcohol.

"Anything."

"Why did you really ask me to come on this trip? You could have handled these meetings alone."

I could lie. Should lie. But the wine and the candlelight and the way she's looking at me makes honesty feel inevitable.

"Because I wanted to spend time with you. Away from the office. Away from everything else."

"Adrian—"

"I know. You're with Declan. I'm not trying to—" I pause. "Actually, that's a lie. I am trying. I have been since we met."

She takes a long drink of wine. "You shouldn't say things like that."

"Why not? It's true."

"Because I can't—we can't—"

"Can't what? Talk honestly? Admit there's something between us?"

"There's nothing between us."

"Elena." I lean closer. "We've been dancing around this for weeks. The late nights. The dinners. You feel it too."

"That doesn't mean we should act on it."

"Maybe not. But that doesn't make it less real."

She's quiet for a moment, staring at her wine glass. When she looks up, her eyes are conflicted. "I should call Declan. Let him know how the day went."

"Do you want to?"

"I should."

"That's not what I asked."

She doesn't answer. Just refills both our glasses.

The food arrives, and we eat. The conversation shifts to safer topics, but the tension remains. Our knees stay touching. My hand brushes hers when I reach for the bread basket. Small touches that feel enormous.

By the time dessert arrives—chocolate soufflé we're sharing—we're both more than a little drunk.

"Try this," I say, holding a spoonful out to her.

She leans forward and lets me feed her. Her lips close around the spoon, and I imagine those lips somewhere else entirely.

"Good?" I ask, my voice thick.

"Really good."

I feed her another bite, watching her mouth. She's looking at me now, really looking, and I can see the war in her expression. Want versus obligation. Desire versus loyalty.

"Elena," I say quietly. "Tell me to stop."

"Stop what?"

"Looking at you like I want to take you upstairs and spend the rest of the night learning every way to make you cum."

She sucks in a breath. "Adrian—"

"Tell me to stop, and I will. I'll pay the check. Walk you to your room. Say goodnight like a gentleman. And tomorrow we'll pretend this conversation never happened."

She doesn't say anything.

"But if you don't tell me to stop..." I lean closer. "Then I'm going to keep looking at you exactly like this. And when we leave this restaurant, I'm going to walk you back to the hotel. And when we get to your door, I'm going to kiss you. And you're going to let me."

"You don't know that."

"Don't I?" I brush my thumb across the back of her hand. "Tell me I'm wrong. Tell me you're going to go back to your room, call Declan, and forget about me."

She picks up her wine glass with a shaking hand and drains it.

"I can't," she whispers.

"Can't what?"

"Tell you to stop."

The quiet stretches.

I signal for the check.

The walk back to the hotel takes forever and no time at all. Elena is quiet beside me, and I can practically hear her thinking. Second-guessing. Talking herself out of this.

I put my hand on her lower back—just above where the dress dips—and feel her shiver.

"Cold?" I ask.

"No."

We pass couples strolling, tourists taking photos, cafes still serving late dinners. Paris at night is alive with possibility, and all I can think about is getting Elena alone.

The hotel appears too soon and not soon enough. We cross the lobby without speaking, take the elevator to the fourth floor.

At her door, we both stop.

"Adrian," she starts.

"I know." I turn to face her. "This is a terrible idea. You're in a relationship. I'm your colleague. This will complicate everything."

"Yes. All of that."

"Say the word, and I walk away. Right now. No hard feelings. No awkwardness tomorrow."

She stares at me, and I can see her trying to find the strength to say no.

She doesn't find it.

Instead, she pulls out her key card with shaking hands. Fumbles with it twice before getting the door open.

I follow her inside.

The door closes behind us with a soft click.

For one moment, we just stand there. Then she turns to face me, and whatever restraint we've been holding onto shatters.

I bridge the gap between us and kiss her.

She gasps against my mouth, and then she's kissing me back. Hard and desperate. Weeks of tension exploding into this moment.

My hand fists in her hair, angling her head so I can deepen the kiss. She tastes like chocolate and wine and surrender.

"Tell me you want this," I demand against her mouth.

"I want this."

"Say it again."

"I want this. I want you."

I back her against the wall, my body pressing into hers, pinning her there. "Good girl."

The praise makes her moan, and I remember that. She responds to approval. Needs it. Craves it.

My hand slides up her thigh, pushing the dress up roughly. "How much did you think about this? Tonight? Getting ready?"

"Too much."

"Did you touch yourself? Thinking about me?"

"Yes."

Jesus. Her, touching herself and thinking about me. About my hands, my mouth, my cock. While she's playing the perfect girlfriend to Declan. My dick throbs.

I grab the edge of her panties—thin lace that probably cost a fortune—and tear them completely off. She gasps, the sound sharp in the quiet hallway, her hips bucking forward.

"I'll buy you new ones."

Two fingers slam inside her without warning, and fuck—she's soaking wet. Hotter than I imagined. My fingers are coated instantly, and she clenches around me like her body's been waiting for this.

"Fuck, you're dripping for me."

I finger her brutally, no warm-up, no gentleness. Just hard, fast pressure against that spot inside her. Her legs start trembling immediately, barely holding her up. She's trying so hard to stay quiet—lip caught between her teeth, little whimpers caught in her throat.

"Don't you dare hold back." My other hand finds her throat, fingers pressing lightly against her pulse. I feel it racing. "Let me hear every sound. I want you loud. Don't care who's listening."

"Someone might—"

"I don't give a fuck. Let them hear what a slut you are for me."

She lets go completely. The moan tears out of her throat—loud, shameless, perfect. I don't let up, driving my fingers deeper, harder, feeling her start to come apart.

"That's it. Good fucking girl. Give it to me."

The orgasm rips through her. Her pussy clamps down on my fingers, pulsing, and she's making these broken sounds that go straight to my cock. Her knees buckle and I have to hold her up with my body, pressed against her while she rides it out.

When I pull my fingers free, they're coated. I don't hesitate—I lock eyes with her as I slide them into my mouth. The taste hits my tongue and I groan. She's perfect. Sweet and tangy and I want more. I want to taste her properly, with my mouth between her legs and hours to make her scream.

"Bedroom. Now. And strip."

She stumbles toward the bed. I follow, shedding my clothes.

When I reach her, she's down to her bra and the necklace from Declan.

Her hand shakes as she unclasps it, setting it on the nightstand.

"Good. Now lose the rest."

Once she's naked, I don't give her time to second-guess this. I drop to my knees in front of her, and the position feels right in a way I wasn't expecting—me looking up at her, about to take control completely.

"Spread your legs."

She does. Her thighs tremble as they part.

I bury my face between them, tongue sliding through her folds, and fuck—she tastes incredible. Better than when I had her on my fingers. I lick into her, taking my time, learning what makes her gasp and what makes her moan.

"Oh god—Adrian—"

I suck her clit hard, feeling her legs nearly give out, then pull back. Look up at her. Her face is flushed, lips parted, chest heaving.

"That's not what you're going to call me tonight."

She blinks down at me, confused. Desperate. I can see her trying to process through the haze of arousal.

"When we're like this, you call me Master. Understood?"

Her eyes widen. "I—yes—"

"Yes, what?"

"Yes, Master."

Fuck. Hearing it from her lips makes my cock throb painfully.

I go back down on her like I'm starving. Tongue working her clit in circles while my fingers pump into her, and she's making these desperate little sounds that drive me crazy. Her whole body is wound tight, ready to snap.

"Ask permission to cum."

"Please—Master—please can I—"

"Not yet." I pull back, and she actually whines at the loss. I get to my feet. "On the bed. On your back. Now."

She scrambles to obey, and there's something incredible about how eager she is. I climb over her, cage her in with my body, and kiss her hard. Let her taste her own arousal on my lips. She kisses back desperately, hands clutching at my shoulders.

I pull away and go for her neck. Bite down where it curves into her shoulder—really bite, not a playful nip. She cries out, fingers digging into my back.

"Everyone's going to see these tomorrow." I bite again, sucking this time, making sure it'll be dark purple by morning. "They're going to look at you and know. Know that someone made you theirs."

I move down her body methodically. Bite her collarbone hard enough to make her gasp. Her breast—teeth scraping over the soft flesh. Her ribs. Her stomach. I'm leaving a trail of marks, proof that I was here, that she let me do this.

Her thighs are next. I spread them wide and sink my teeth into the soft inner flesh of one, then the other. She yelps, tries to close her legs, but I hold them open.

I line myself up at her entrance. My cock is leaking, desperate. This is the point of no return.

"Last chance. Tell me to stop."

She's panting, looking at me with those wide eyes. "Don't stop. Please, Master, don't stop."

I push inside slowly—agonizingly slowly—making her feel every inch. We both groan.

"Fuck, you feel incredible." I start moving with deliberate, controlled strokes. "Even better than I imagined."

"Harder," she gasps. "Please, Master—"

"Not yet. You take what I give you."

I maintain the torturous pace, watching her squirm beneath me. Her nails dig into my back.

"Please—I need—"

"What do you need? Say it."

"I need you to fuck me harder. Please, Master."

I pull out completely. "On your stomach. Ass up. Now."

She scrambles to obey. The sight of her ass in the air, waiting for me, is almost too much.

I position myself behind her and deliver a sharp slap to her ass. She yelps.

"Count them. We're going to ten."

"One," she gasps as I spank her again.

By five, her ass is pink and she's trembling. By ten, she's whimpering and I can see how wet she is.

"Good girl." I soothe the heated skin with my palm before pushing back inside her in one brutal thrust.

She cries out, fisting the sheets.

"This is what you needed, isn't it?" I fuck her without mercy, holding her hips in place. "Someone to take control. To use you properly."

"Yes—Master—yes—"

I fist my hand in her hair, pulling her head back. "Declan doesn't fuck you like this, does he?"

"No—"

"Say it. Tell me whose cock you prefer."

"Yours, Master. I want yours."

Another sharp slap to her ass. "Again. Convince me."

"Your cock feels better, Master. Please—I need to cum—"

"Not yet." I release her hair and reach around to find her clit. "You cum when I say. Not before."

I drive into her again and again—fucking her hard while teasing her clit, bringing her to the edge over and over but not letting her tip over.

"Please, Master, please—I'm begging you—"

"Beg prettier than that."

"Please, Master, I need it so badly. I'll do anything. Please let me cum on your cock."

"Anything?" I slow my thrusts. "You're going to cum whenever I want. Going to be my good little slut when I call. Understood?"

"Yes—yes, Master, anything—"

"Touch yourself. Make yourself cum while I use you."

Her hand goes between her legs. Within seconds she's shaking, right on the edge.

"Cum. Now."

She screams into the mattress, clenching around me so hard I nearly lose control. I fuck her through it, prolonging her orgasm until she's sobbing with oversensitiveness.

Finally, I can't hold back anymore. Weeks of wanting her, fantasizing about her, restraining myself—it all crashes over me at once.

"Fuck—Elena—I'm going to cum—"

I bury myself deep, holding her in place as I cum harder than I ever have. It's almost painful in its intensity—pleasure so sharp it borders on agony. I lose all sense of anything beyond this, every muscle in my body going rigid as I empty myself inside her.

I can't stop the sounds tearing from my throat—raw, desperate groans that I'd be embarrassed by if I had any control left. But I don't. I'm completely undone, shaking and gasping as wave after wave crashes through me.

It feels endless. Like every fantasy, every moment of wanting her has concentrated into this single release. My hips jerk involuntarily, pushing deeper, trying to get impossibly closer.

"Fuck—fuck—" It's all I can manage, my brain completely offline.

When it finally subsides, I collapse partially onto her, trembling and breathless, still buried inside her. My heart is pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears.

"Jesus Christ," I breathe against her shoulder. "That was—fuck."

For a long moment, there's just our ragged breathing and the distant sounds of Paris through the window.

Then reality starts creeping in.

I pull out carefully and roll onto my back. Elena stays still for a moment, then sits up abruptly, pulling the sheet around herself.

"Oh god," she breathes. "Oh god, what did we just do?"

"Elena—"

"No. Don't." She stands, keeping the sheet wrapped tight. "You need to go. You need to leave right now."

"We should talk—"

"There's nothing to talk about." Her voice is rising, panic creeping in. "I just—I cheated on Declan. I cheated on him with you. In Paris. What the fuck is wrong with me?"

"Elena, breathe—"

"Don't tell me to breathe!" She's pacing now, one hand pressed to her forehead. "I need you to leave. Please. I can't think with you here."

I stand and gather my clothes, getting dressed quickly. She won't look at me, just keeps pacing, white-knuckling that sheet around her body.

"Are you okay?" I ask at the door.

"No. I'm not okay. I'm the opposite of okay." She finally looks at me, and her eyes are wild. "This can't happen again. It was a mistake. A huge, terrible mistake."

"If that's what you want—"

"It's what has to happen. We work together. I'm with Declan. This—" She gestures between us. "This was insane."

"Okay."

"Okay? That's it?"

"What do you want me to say? I'm not going to force you into something you don't want."

A humorless laugh escapes her. "You already did. Or I did. Or we both did. I don't even know anymore."

"Elena—"

"Just go. Please. I need to be alone."

I leave, pulling the door closed behind me.

In the hallway, I hear something crash inside her room—something thrown against the wall, maybe. Then silence.

Back in my room, I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at my phone.

Three texts from Declan, sent while I was inside his girlfriend.

How's Paris?

Elena's not answering. Is she okay?

Tell her to call me when she gets a chance.

I should feel worse. Should be consumed with guilt.

But all I feel is the memory of her underneath me. The way she said my name. How she took off Declan's necklace and set it aside.

She's panicking now. Probably pacing her room, spiraling into guilt and self-recrimination. Maybe she'll call Declan. Maybe she'll confess everything and end this before it really begins.

But I don't think she will.

Because even in her panic, even when she was telling me to leave, she didn't say she regretted it. Didn't say she didn't want me.

She said it was a mistake. Said it can't happen again.

Those aren't the same thing.

I lie back and close my eyes, already planning tomorrow. How to approach her. What to say. How to give her space while also making sure she knows I'm still here.

She'll try to pretend tonight didn't happen. Will be cold and professional at breakfast. Will throw herself into work to avoid thinking about it.

But eventually—tomorrow night, the next night, whenever—she'll crack. The guilt will fade enough that want takes over again.

And when it does, I'll be ready.

***

Morning comes too soon.

The hotel restaurant is half-full when I arrive at eight. Elena is already there, sitting ramrod straight, coffee in one hand, phone in the other.

She looks terrible. Dark circles under her eyes that makeup can't hide. Hair pulled back so tight it must hurt. The necklace is back, of course.

"Morning," I say, sitting across from her.

"Morning." Her voice is clipped and cold, eyes fixed on her phone.

"How'd you sleep?"

"Fine."

Lie. Obvious lie.

A waiter appears and I order coffee. Elena orders nothing, even though her cup is empty.

"We should go over today's schedule," she says, still not looking at me. "The Mercier follow-up is at ten. Then the Laurent meeting at two."

"Elena—"

"And tonight there's that dinner with the board members. I think we should both attend. Show a united front."

"We need to talk about last night."

"No. We don't." She finally looks at me, and her eyes are hard. "Last night was a mistake. It won't happen again. That's all there is to discuss."

"Okay."

"Okay?" She looks surprised, clearly expecting more resistance. "That's it?"

"If you want to pretend it didn't happen, we can pretend it didn't happen."

"I don't want to pretend. I want it to actually not have happened. But since that's impossible, yes, we're going to act like it didn't."

"Whatever you need."

She stares at me like she's trying to figure out if I'm mocking her. "Why are you being so calm about this?"

"Because one of us has to be."

"I'm calm. I'm perfectly calm."

"You're gripping that phone so hard you're going to crack the screen."

She looks down and immediately loosens her grip. "I'm fine. Everything's fine. We're going to do our jobs, finish this trip, and go home. And we're never going to speak about last night again."

"If that's what you want."

"Stop saying that. Stop being so—" She cuts herself off, shaking her head. "I need to go. Prepare for the meeting."

"Elena, wait—"

But she's already standing, grabbing her bag, walking away without looking back.

I sit there alone, my coffee cooling, watching her disappear into the elevator.

She's panicking. Spiraling. Probably spent the whole night alternating between guilt and replaying every moment we were together.

Good.

Because panic means it mattered. Means it got under her skin. Means she can't just forget about it no matter how much she wants to.

She'll avoid me today. Be cold and professional. Throw herself into work.

But tonight, at that dinner, when the wine is flowing and the work is done and we're alone in the elevator back to our floor—

That's when I'll see if she really wants it to never happen again.

Something tells me she doesn't.


COMPLICIT


The Mercier follow-up meeting at ten is excruciating.

I'm exhausted—maybe two hours of sleep total, spent mostly staring at the ceiling replaying every moment of last night. Every touch. Every command. Every way I betrayed Declan.

But I'm a professional. So I sit in this conference room with my notes organized, my presentation polished, and a smile on my face that feels like it might crack at any moment.

Adrian is beside me, calm and collected like he didn't have me bent over twelve hours ago. Like he didn't make me cum while telling me to call him master.

"Ms. McNeil?" One of the Mercier executives is looking at me expectantly.

Shit. He asked a question. I have no idea what it was.

"I'm sorry, could you repeat that?"

"The timeline for implementation. Your recommendation?"

I pull up the relevant slide, grateful muscle memory can carry me through this. "We're proposing a phased approach. Initial rollout in Q1, full implementation by Q3. This allows for..."

I'm on autopilot. My mouth says the right words while my brain screams at me. What are you doing? You need to stop this. You need to tell Adrian it's over.

The meeting ends with handshakes and promises to finalize contracts next week. A complete success that I barely register.

"That went well," Adrian says as we leave the building.

"Yeah."

"Elena—"

"I don't want to talk about it. Not here. Not now."

We take separate cars back to the hotel. In mine, I pull out my phone and see three missed calls from Declan. My stomach drops.

I call him back immediately.

"Hey," he answers on the first ring. "Everything okay? You didn't call me back last night after we talked."

"I'm sorry. I fell asleep right after. Long day."

"How'd the Mercier meeting go?"

"Good. Really good. They're signing." I stare out the window at Paris passing by. "Declan, I miss you."

It's not a lie. I do miss him. Miss the simplicity of what we had before Adrian. Miss not feeling like I'm drowning in guilt and confusion.

"I miss you too, baby. Just a few more days. "When you get back we can spend the whole day in bed. Just us."

The thought of being in bed with Declan after what I've done makes me want to throw up.

"That sounds perfect."

"I'm proud of you, you know that? This Paris project—you've killed it. Adrian's been sending me updates. He says you're the reason it's all coming together."

Adrian's been reporting to Declan. Telling him how great I am. While planning to seduce me again.

"It's been a team effort."

"Don't be modest. Take the credit." He pauses. "I love you. You're everything to me."

Tears prick my eyes. "I love you too."

We hang up, and I sit in the back of the car crying silently while the driver pretends not to notice.

The afternoon Laurent meeting is worse.

I can barely focus. Keep losing my train of thought. Adrian has to step in twice to cover for me, which only makes me feel more incompetent.

When it's finally over, he follows me into the elevator.

"Elena, we need to talk."

"Not now."

"Yes, now. You're falling apart. What's going on?"

"What's going on?" I turn on him. "I'm cheating on my boyfriend. With you. That's what's going on."

"I know that—"

"No, I don't think you do. I don't think you understand what this is doing to me." The elevator doors open on our floor. I step out. "I can't do this, Adrian. Last night was a mistake. A huge mistake."

"Elena—"

"No. Listen to me. I love Declan. I love him. And I'm destroying that for... for what? For good sex? For attention? For some fantasy version of myself that doesn't exist?"

"It's not a fantasy—"

"Yes, it is! This—" I gesture between us. "This isn't real. It's Paris. It's wine and candles and pretending consequences don't exist. But they do exist. When we get back to New York, I have to face him. I have to look him in the eye knowing what I did. And I can't—I won't—"

I'm crying now, ugly tears I can't control.

Adrian reaches for me, but I step back.

"Don't. Please don't touch me. I can't think when you touch me."

"Okay." He drops his hands. "I'm sorry. For pushing too far last night.

"All of it was wrong."

"Maybe. But I'm not sorry it happened."

"You should be."

"Why? Because you're with Declan? Because I'm making things complicated?" He moves closer, and I don't have the strength to step back this time. "Or because you're realizing you want this as much as I do and that terrifies you?"

"That's not—"

"Isn't it?" His hand comes to my face, gentle. "Elena, I'm not asking you to leave him. I'm not asking you to choose. I'm just asking you to be honest about what you want."

"I want to stop feeling guilty."

"Then stop. Stop fighting this. Stop pretending you don't want me."

"I can't just—"

"Yes, you can. For one more night. One more night of not thinking. Not deciding. Just being."

I should say no. Should go to my room, pack my bags, spend the evening on the phone with Declan remembering why I love him.

"The dinner tonight," I say instead. "The one with the board members."

"What about it?"

"After. After the dinner..." I can't believe I'm saying this. "Come to my room."

"Elena—"

"Don't. Don't ask me if I'm sure. Don't give me a chance to change my mind. Just... come to my room."

He studies my face for a long moment. "Okay."

I spend the afternoon in my hotel room having a full breakdown.

I call Sienna, desperate to hear a friendly voice. She answers on the second ring.

"Elena! Finally! I've been texting you!"

"I know. I'm sorry. It's been crazy here."

"How's Paris? Is it amazing? Are you eating all the croissants?"

"It's... yeah, it's beautiful."

"You okay? You sound weird."

"Just tired. The meetings have been intense."

"Well, you're almost done! Three more days and you're home. Declan's been like a lost puppy without you. It's adorable."

The mention of Declan makes my chest tight. "Has he?"

"Yeah. He called me yesterday asking if I thought you'd like some surprise when you get back. He's planning something, I think."

"Oh god."

"What? You don't like surprises?"

"No, I do. I just—" I can't finish the sentence. Can't tell her that Declan planning something sweet makes me feel like the worst person alive.

"Elena, seriously, are you okay?"

"Yeah. I'm fine. Just ready to come home."

"Well, hang in there. A few more days!" She pauses. "Hey, how's working with Adrian? Declan said you guys are a good team."

"Yeah. He's fine. Professional."

The words feel wrong leaving my mouth.

We talk for a few more minutes before I make an excuse to hang up. Then I lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling, my phone in my hand.

I could text Adrian right now. Tell him not to come tonight. End this before it gets worse.

But I don't.

Instead, I get up and start getting ready for dinner.

The dinner is at a restaurant near the Opera—formal, elegant, full of board members and executives I need to impress. I wear a burgundy dress that's professional enough for work but fitted enough that Adrian's eyes darken when he sees me.

We're seated across from each other, which is probably for the best. If we were side by side, I'd be too aware of him. Too tempted to touch.

The meal drags. Conversations about market strategy and quarterly projections that I contribute to automatically while my mind is elsewhere.

Adrian is charming, professional, impressive. He catches my eye a few times, and each look is a reminder of what's waiting after this. What I've already agreed to.

Finally, mercifully, it ends. People start filtering out, heading back to hotels or other engagements.

"Well done today," one of the board members says to me. "Declan was right to send you. You're an asset to this company."

"Thank you."

An asset. That's what I am. A valuable piece on the board. Not a person making terrible decisions that could blow up everyone's lives.

Adrian and I end up in a taxi together, the other executives having already left.

"You were amazing tonight," he says. "Even distracted, you're brilliant."

"Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Don't compliment me. Don't make this about how good we work together. Just..." I look out the window at Paris passing by. "I don't know what I'm doing, Adrian. I don't know why I can't just say no to you."

"Maybe because you don't want to."

"That's not good enough. Wanting something doesn't make it right."

"No. But it makes it real."

We ride the rest of the way in silence.

At the hotel, we go up separately. I stop at my room, key card in hand, and nearly text him to forget it.

But I don't.

Ten minutes later, there's a knock at my door.

I open it. Adrian stands there, still in his dinner clothes, looking at me with those eyes that see too much.

"Last chance," he says.

I step back, letting him in.

The door closes, and for a moment we just look at each other.

"I talked to Declan today," I say. "He told me he's proud of me. That he loves me. That he's planning something for when I get back."

"And you still asked me here."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I don't know!" The words burst out. "I don't know why I can't stop this. Why I can't just be faithful to a man who loves me. Why every time I'm near you, I stop being the person I thought I was."

Adrian crosses to me slowly. "Maybe you're exactly the person you thought you were. Maybe you're just letting yourself want something you've been denying."

"Or maybe I'm just selfish and weak."

"You're neither of those things." His hand comes to my face, thumb brushing my cheek. "You're someone caught between what you think you should want and what you actually want. You're not weak, you're just human."

"Stop making it sound noble. I'm cheating. That's not complicated, it's just wrong."

"Then tell me to leave."

I should. I know I should.

"I can't."

"Why not?"

"Because I want you." The admission feels like jumping off a cliff. "I want you, and I hate myself for it, but I can't make it stop."

He kisses me then. Slow and deep. Like he's got all the time in the world to take me apart.

"Then stop trying to make it stop," he murmurs against my mouth. "For tonight. Just for tonight."

My hands are already reaching for his shirt buttons.

This time is different.

Last night was frantic, desperate, fueled by wine and recklessness. Tonight is deliberate. He undresses me piece by piece, kissing every inch of exposed skin, but there's an edge to it. A controlled intensity that makes my skin prickle with anticipation.

When I'm finally naked, he steps back and looks at me while he slowly unbuckles his belt.

My breath catches as he slides the leather free from the loops. It's expensive—thick, supple, the kind that makes a statement. The kind that could leave marks.

"Hands behind your back."

My heart jumps. "Adrian—"

"Good girl. Hands. Now."

I put my hands behind my back, wrists crossed. He steps behind me and I feel the leather wrap around them. Once. Twice. The belt is thick, expensive—nothing like the quick ties Declan uses. This feels deliberate. Inescapable.

He buckles it just tight enough that I can't slip free but not so tight it cuts off circulation. Tests the binding with a firm tug that makes my breath catch.

I'm bound. Helpless. Completely at his mercy.

"How does that feel?"

"Good." My voice comes out breathless. "Really good."

"Good." He walks around to face me again, his hand coming to my jaw—rougher than Declan's touch, more commanding. He tilts my face up, forcing me to meet his eyes. "You've been drowning in guilt all day. Beating yourself up. I'm going to give you something else to feel."

"What—"

"Shh." His thumb brushes my lower lip, then pushes inside my mouth. "On your knees."

I sink down, the bound hands behind my back forcing my chest forward, my spine to arch. Vulnerable. Exposed. Displayed for him in a way that makes my stomach flip.

"Fuck," he breathes, looking down at me with raw hunger. "You look perfect like this. Do you know that?"

"Yes, Master."

The honorific slips out instinctively, and the effect on him is immediate. His pupils dilate, his jaw clenches, and something predatory crosses his face.

He reaches up and loosens his tie with deliberate slowness, pulling it free. The silk whispers through his collar.

"Don't move."

He steps behind me and wraps the tie around my eyes. The world goes black. My other senses sharpen instantly—the sound of his breathing, the scent of his cologne, the air moving as he circles me.

"Adrian—"

His hand tangles in my hair, yanking my head back hard enough to make me gasp. "Master," he corrects, his voice low and dangerous. "And you don't speak unless I tell you to. Nod if you understand."

I nod.

"Good girl."

He releases my hair and I hear him move in front of me. The sound of his zipper—loud in the quiet room—then his cock brushes my lips. Already hard, the head wet.

"Open that pretty mouth."

I part my lips and he pushes inside. Without sight, everything else sharpens. I feel every ridge, every vein. The way my jaw has to stretch. He tastes different from Declan—saltier, or maybe it's just that my brain is registering every detail differently when I can't see.

The thought hits me: I'm comparing them. Cataloging the differences between my boyfriend's cock and Adrian's. The guilt makes my stomach twist even as arousal pulses between my legs.

He starts fucking my mouth, fist tight in my hair, and there's nothing gentle about it. He doesn't work up to it. Just takes what he wants, using me, and I'm so wet from it I could die from shame.

"That's it. Deeper. Show me how badly you want this cock."

He shoves in further and I gag so hard my whole body convulses. Tears stream from my eyes, soaking the blindfold, and I genuinely can't breathe. He keeps me there—holding my head in place—and terror starts creeping in. My lungs scream for air. Right when I'm about to panic for real, he pulls out.

I suck in a desperate breath, coughing, drool everywhere. I can feel it on my chin, my neck, probably dripping onto my tits. I must look wrecked.

"Such a perfect little cocksucker." His thumb brushes my wet cheek. "Does Declan know how good you are at this? How pretty you look with tears running down your face and a cock in your throat?"

He doesn't let me answer. Doesn't give me time to recover. Just pushes back into my mouth, even deeper this time. My throat spasms again, trying to close, trying to protect itself from the invasion.

"Breathe through your nose. You can take it."

The absolute certainty in his voice does something to me. I force my throat to relax, drag air through my nose in shallow gasps.

He slides in until I feel him at the back of my throat with every movement. In and out. Using me. I'm taking all of him now.

"Good girl. Such a good little whore for me."

He fucks my mouth harder now, both hands gripping my hair, holding me exactly where he wants me. I'm drooling—can't help it, can't control anything. Tears soak through the blindfold. The sounds coming out of me are mortifying—wet and gagging and desperate.

"I'm going to cum in your mouth and on your face. And you're going to wear my cum while I fuck you. You're going to be marked up like the dirty little slut you are."

His thrusts get uneven, sloppy. He pulls back until just the tip rests on my tongue.

"Swallow what you can."

He cums with a rough groan and it floods my mouth—hot and thick and overwhelming. I try to swallow but there's too much, and some spills out, running down my chin. He pulls out completely and I feel more land on my cheek, my jaw, painting my face.

The taste coats my tongue. Different from Declan's—more bitter, earthy. I'm comparing them again. Keeping a mental tally of betrayals.

"Perfect. Don't you dare wipe it off."

He yanks me to my feet and walks me backward. When my legs hit the bed, he shoves me down. My tied hands are trapped under me, forcing my back to arch, chest thrust forward. Completely vulnerable.

I feel him spread my legs. The air hits my pussy and I realize how exposed I am. How wet.

"Fucking beautiful. Marked up and ready for me. Do you know how wet you are? Your cunt is dripping just from sucking my cock."

His fingers slide through me and I can't help the sound I make. He's not wrong—I'm drenched.

"Please—"

"I didn't give you permission to speak."

Two fingers shove inside me roughly and I bite my lip so hard I taste blood. He doesn't ease in, just takes. Pumps his fingers a few times like he's testing how ready I am, then pulls out.

"Taste."

His wet fingers push past my lips. I taste myself—sharp and musky—mixed with what's left of his cum. It's disgusting. It turns me on so much I could scream.

Then his cock is there, pressing at my entrance. Already hard again. My brain tries to process that—how is he ready again already—but then he's moving.

He drives in with one vicious thrust. Buries himself completely.

The cry tears out of me before I can stop it. It's too much, too fast, stretching me almost to the point of pain. Then he pulls out entirely and I'm left clenching around nothing.

"No cumming without permission. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master," I gasp out, already trembling and on the verge.

He pushes back in and sets a brutal pace. Each thrust drives me down into the mattress, punches sounds out of me I didn't know I could make.

Right when I'm about to cum—so close I can feel it building—he stops. Pulls out completely.

"No—please—"

"What did I say about speaking?"

His hand cracks across my pussy and I yelp. The sharp sting bleeds into pleasure and I can't tell which is which anymore.

Then his mouth. His tongue finds my clit and works it expertly while his fingers push back inside me. I'm there again in seconds, hips grinding against his face shamelessly.

He stops.

I actually whimper. Real tears now, mixing with all the others soaking the blindfold.

"That's it. Feel it. Feel how desperate you are."

He tortures me like this. Over and over. His cock, his mouth, his fingers—bringing me right to the edge and pulling back. Each time the need gets worse. More unbearable. I'm shaking with it, my whole body wound so tight I might snap.

His cum is drying on my face, pulling my skin tight. A constant reminder that he's marked me, used me, owns me right now.

"Please—" The word comes out as a sob. "Master, please—I can't—I need—"

"What do you need? Beg me properly."

"I need to cum. Please, Master, please let me come. I'll do anything—"

"Anything?" He sounds so satisfied it makes me flush with shame. "We'll see about that. On your knees. Face down, ass up."

He positions me how he wants. With my hands tied, I have to balance on my shoulders, face pressed into the mattress. I'm completely exposed like this. Vulnerable. Humiliated.

His cock slides into my mouth from this new angle, and I taste myself all over him—mixed with his cum from before. It's overwhelming. Salt and sweat and sex.

He fucks my throat hard, hand on the back of my head, forcing me down. I gag and drool and take it.

"Such a dirty little slut. You love this, don't you? Being used like a fucktoy. Being made into a whore."

I can't answer around his cock, just make muffled sounds that might be agreement.

He pulls out suddenly and moves behind me. His cock pushes into my pussy without warning—so deep from this angle it borders on painful.

He grabs my bound wrists, uses them as handles to yank me back onto him with each thrust. The leverage makes him hit deeper, harder.

"This cunt is mine tonight. Every hole is mine. Say it."

"Every hole is yours, Master." My voice is muffled by the mattress.

He pounds into me and I'm climbing that edge again, so desperately close—

He stops. Pulls out.

I break. Actually sob into the mattress, tears of pure frustration.

"Up. On your feet."

He hauls me up and walks me across the room. I can barely stand—my legs feel like they might give out any second. Everything is shaking.

At the wall, he presses my chest against it. The cold shocks my overheated skin, makes my nipples harden instantly.

His hands spread my ass cheeks. I know what's coming and my stomach flips with anticipation and nerves.

"Have you ever been fucked here?"

"Yes, Master."

"Does Declan fuck your ass?"

"Yes, Master." The comparison makes guilt spike through me.

"We'll see if he's trained you properly."

His cock slides down, the head pressing against my asshole. Then he's pushing in—no prep, no lube except what's running down my legs from how wet I am.

The stretch burns. I gasp and try not to tense up.

"Relax. Take it."

He keeps pushing, working his way in slowly but insistently. It feels different from Declan. Less gentle. Declan always uses his fingers first, gets me ready, adds extra lube. Adrian is just taking what he wants, forcing my body to accommodate him.

Once he's all the way in, he pauses. Then his fist tangles in my hair and yanks my head back sharply.

"How does it feel to have another man's cock in your ass? To be cheating on your boyfriend with every hole?"

The words should horrify me. Instead, I squeeze around him reflexively.

"Answer me."

"It feels good, Master. It feels so good." I hate how true it is.

"That's right. Because you're a dirty little whore who needs to be used properly."

He starts moving—hard, deep thrusts that slam me into the wall. His free hand grabs my breast, twists my nipple viciously.

"This ass is mine tonight. This tight little hole is mine to fuck however I want."

He fucks me relentlessly, each stroke burning and stretching and filling me. The denied orgasm is wound so tight inside me I feel like I'll explode. His dried cum on my face feels like a brand.

"Please—Master— let me cum—I can't take anymore—"

"You're going to cum just from my cock in your ass. No touching. Just this."

His fingers find my clit and I nearly come apart just from that. I'm hypersensitive, every nerve ending raw.

"That's it. Cum for me. Cum while you take my cock in your ass. Show me what a dirty little slut you are."

The orgasm is overwhelming in its intensity, makes my whole body seize up around his cock. I'm screaming or crying or both. The pleasure is so intense it almost doesn't feel good anymore—it's just overwhelming sensation.

"Fuck—" He loses his rhythm. "Going to fill this ass up—mark you inside and out—"

One more brutal thrust and he's cumming, groaning against my neck. I feel him pulsing inside me, filling my ass, and it triggers another wave of pleasure that makes my knees buckle.

When he withdraws, the loss is immediate. Then the awareness—his cum leaking out of me, running down my legs. Physical proof of my betrayal.

He takes off the blindfold gently. The light makes me squint. When I can see again, he's looking at me like he's won something.

"Jesus Christ. Look at you."

He turns me to face the mirror across the room. I barely recognize myself—his cum dried on my face, my hair a mess, more of his release visibly leaking down my inner thighs.

I look thoroughly used. Marked. Claimed.

"You're fucking perfect."

He unbuckles the belt, freeing my hands, and I flex my fingers. He massages my wrists gently, checking for damage, then scoops me up and carries me to the bed.

He returns with a warm cloth and cleans me carefully—my face first, wiping away the evidence with tender touches that contrast sharply with how rough he was moments ago. Then between my legs, cleaning his cum from my thighs, gently wiping between my ass cheeks.

The gentleness after such intensity makes something crack in my chest.

"You were so good for me," he murmurs, pulling me against him. "So fucking perfect. So beautiful when you let go."

I curl into him, my body sated and exhausted, my mind too overwhelmed to process what just happened.

An hour passes. Maybe more. We don't talk much. Just exist in this bubble where consequences don't exist.

Then my phone rings—shrill in the silence. Declan's name flashing on the nightstand.

"Oh god—" Panic floods through me. I reach for it, but Adrian's hand closes over my wrist.

"Answer it."

"What? Adrian, no—"

"Answer it." His voice drops back into that commanding tone. "Put it on speaker."

"That's insane—"

"Elena." He releases my wrist and slides down the bed, positioning himself between my legs. "Answer the phone. Put it on speaker. And let me eat your pussy while you talk to him."

"Adrian, I can't—"

"You can." His eyes lock on mine, dark and intense. "Answer it."

The command in his voice makes my stomach flip. My hand trembles as I reach for the phone. I know I could stop this—end the call, push him away. But I don't want to.

My hand shakes as I grab the phone and hit accept. Speaker.

"Hey." I try to sound normal. "Sorry, I was just—"

"Hey, beautiful." Declan's voice fills the room, warm and familiar and full of love. "Sorry to call so late your time. I just got out of a meeting and wanted to hear your voice before you went to sleep."

Adrian's tongue drags slowly up my center, and I have to bite my lip to keep from gasping.

"It's—it's okay. I'm not asleep yet."

"How was your day? The board dinner go well?"

"Really well. They were impressed with—" Adrian's tongue flicks my clit, deliberate and slow. "With the presentation."

"That's my girl. I knew you'd kill it." There's so much pride in Declan's voice. "I can't wait for you to come home. I've missed you so much."

Adrian slides two fingers inside me while his mouth stays on my clit, and I have to press my free hand over my mouth to muffle the sound I make.

"Elena? You okay? You sound weird."

"I'm fine. Just—I stubbed my toe. On the bed frame."

"You should be more careful, baby."

"I will. I am." Adrian is relentless now, his fingers pumping inside me relentlessly, his tongue working my clit with devastating precision.

"So I was thinking," Declan continues, completely oblivious. "When you get back, let's actually book that Newport trip. Just the two of us. You deserve a break after working so hard on this."

"That—that sounds amazing—" Adrian sucks my clit hard, and it takes everything in me not to moan. My hips are trying to rock against his face, but I force myself to stay still.

"You've set a new standard with this project. Everyone here knows it."

The guilt crashes over me at the exact moment Adrian's fingers and mouth push me to the edge. I'm going to cum. Right now. While Declan is gushing over me.

"I should go—" The words come out strangled. "Really tired—need to sleep—"

"Of course. Get some rest. I love you."

"Love you too—goodnight—"

I end the call and immediately cum, my hand slamming over my mouth to muffle the scream. The orgasm is intense, overwhelming, made more powerful by the sheer depravity of what just happened.

When I can breathe again, I look down at Adrian. He's watching me, his mouth glistening with my arousal, looking entirely too pleased with himself.

"That," he says, "was the hottest thing I've ever experienced."

"That was awful. That was—god, Adrian, what's wrong with us?"

"Nothing's wrong with us. We're just giving in to what we want."

"I just came while on the phone with my boyfriend. While he told me he loved me. That's not normal. That's—"

"Complicated. Hot. Fucked up. All of the above." He crawls up beside me, pulling me against his chest. "But don't tell me you didn't love it. The danger. The wrongness. It made you cum harder than you have all night."

"Every word is true. That's what makes it unbearable."

We lie there in silence for a while. His hand strokes my hair, and it's too intimate. Too much like what Declan and I do.

"I need you to leave," I finally say. "Please."

"Elena—"

"I mean it. I can't—I need to be alone to process this."

He's quiet for a moment, then nods. "Okay."

He gets up and starts getting dressed. I watch him button his shirt, buckle his belt—the same belt that was binding my wrists an hour ago.

At the door, he pauses. "For what it's worth, I meant what I said earlier. I wish you were mine."

"But I'm not. I'm his. And after tonight..." I can't finish the sentence.

"You're not entirely his anymore. You know that, right?"

"Please go."

He does, the door closing softly behind him.

I'm alone again with my guilt and my shame and the lingering feeling of his mouth between my legs while Declan said he loved me.

I drag myself to the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. My wrists are red from the belt. There are marks on my hips, fingerprints already bruising on my hips. My ass is still pink from the spanking.

Evidence of what I've done. What I've become.

I climb into the shower and let the hot water wash over me, but it can't wash away the guilt. The memory of Declan's voice. The way I came while betraying him.

When I finally crawl into bed, naked and exhausted, I cry until there are no tears left.

Three day until I fly home.

Three days until I face Declan.

Tomorrow I have to figure out who the hell I am.

But tonight, I'm just broken.

And somewhere deep down, in a place I don't want to examine, I'm already wondering when I'll see Adrian again.


UNRAVELLING


The plane touches down at JFK, and reality is waiting.

I'm sitting in business class next to Adrian, both of us pretending to work on our laptops, and all I can think is: This ends now. It has to end now.

Except I've been telling myself that for five days.

Paris wasn't just two nights of reckless passion. It was five days of gradually giving in. Of boundaries eroding one encounter at a time.

The first two nights were frantic—desperate sex fueled by wine and months of tension and the intoxication of being somewhere that felt consequence-free. I told myself it was a mistake. That it would stop. That when the shock wore off, I'd find the strength to walk away.

I didn't.

By the third night, we'd stopped pretending it was just physical. Had dinner at a small bistro where we talked about everything except work or Declan or the mess we'd created. It felt like a date. And when we ended up back in my hotel room, the sex was slower. More intimate. Less about scratching an itch and more about something that actually mattered.

The fourth night, I stopped fighting it. Stopped pretending each time was the last. Adrian would text, and I'd go to him. He'd knock on my door, and I'd let him in. We fell into a rhythm—work during the day, together most nights.

I started comparing without meaning to. The way Adrian touched me—like he was discovering me instead of already knowing every response. The way he asked questions—"What do you want?" "How does this feel?"—instead of just commanding. The way he looked at me after, really looked, like he saw more than just a perfect submissive.

With Declan, everything is choreographed. He knows my body, my limits, my responses. He conducts our scenes like a maestro performing the same perfect symphony. It's satisfying. Reliable. Safe.

But predictable.

With Adrian, nothing is predictable. Every touch feels new. He makes me think, makes me choose, makes me actively participate instead of just receiving.

The fifth night—our last night in Paris—we didn't have sex. Just lay in bed talking until almost dawn. About what happens next. About whether this was just Paris or something real.

"I don't want to be his replacement," Adrian had said. "I don't want you to leave him for me just because I'm new and exciting."

"Then what do you want?"

"I want you to choose me because I'm right for you. Not because you're running from something. Because you're running toward me."

I couldn't promise that. Couldn't promise anything.

But sitting on this plane, watching Manhattan come into view, I know thinking about it isn't enough anymore.

The guilt hasn't faded completely. It's still there, a constant nausea that spikes whenever I think about Declan's face. But it's not drowning me anymore. It's become background noise. Manageable. Almost normal.

And that scares the shit out of me.

"We should talk," Adrian says quietly beside me. "About what happens next."

"What happens next is we go back to being colleagues. Professional. This was Paris. It stays in Paris."

"Elena—"

"I mean it." I snap my laptop shut." "When we get off this plane, this is over. I'm going back to Declan. You're going to find someone who's actually available. We're going to pretend the last five days never happened."

He's quiet for a moment. Then: "Do you really believe that?"

"I have to."

"That's not an answer."

My phone buzzes. Declan.

Landed yet? Can't wait to see you. Come straight to my place?

A sharp wave of guilt washes over me. Five days of lying. Five days of being someone I don't recognize.

And now I have to go home and pretend everything's fine.

"I have to go," I tell Adrian as the plane taxis to the gate. "Declan's expecting me."

"Elena, we need to actually talk about this—"

"There's nothing to talk about. It's over. It has to be."

But even as I say it, I know I'm lying.

***

Declan's apartment smells like home. Coffee and leather and that expensive cologne he wears. He's waiting at the door when I arrive, and the moment I see him, something in my chest cracks.

He looks tired. Stressed. Dark circles under his eyes suggesting he hasn't been sleeping well. Like the past five days were hard on him too.

"Come here," he says, pulling me into his arms.

I melt into him, letting him hold me, breathing in his familiar scent. For a moment, I can pretend the last week didn't happen. That I'm still the Elena who left for Paris. That nothing's changed.

But everything's changed.

"I missed you," he murmurs into my hair, his arms tightening around me like he's afraid I might disappear.

"I missed you too."

It's not entirely a lie. I did miss him. Missed this—the safety, the certainty, the feeling of being exactly where I belong.

But I also didn't miss him the way I should have. Didn't spend every night in Paris wishing I was home. Didn't count down the days.

I was too busy being with someone else.

He pulls back to look at me, his hands framing my face. His touch is possessive, familiar. "Let me look at you. Five days feels like forever."

I force myself to meet his eyes, terrified he'll see the truth written there. The guilt. The betrayal. The fact that another man has touched me in ways only he's supposed to.

But he just smiles—warm, genuine, full of love—and kisses me hard. The kind of kiss that says I belong to him

"Bedroom," he says against my mouth, his voice dropping into that commanding register that makes my submission automatically rise. "Now. I need you."

What follows is intense. Declan reclaiming every inch of my body, marking me, reminding me who I belong to. The sex is rough, possessive, almost desperate. Like he can sense something's different even if he can't name what.

"Who do you belong to?" he demands, his hand wrapped around my throat, his cock driving into me hard enough to make me gasp.

"You, sir," I breathe.

"And who decides when you come?"

"You do, sir. Only you."

The dishonesty burns.

But I say it anyway. Again and again. Until he comes, groaning my name, buried deep inside me, claiming me in the most primal way possible.

I melt into it. Perfectly. Like I always do.

Because physically, I am his. I feel the truth of it in my bones. My body knows exactly how to react.

It's my mind that's somewhere else. My heart that's divided.

And that's so much worse than if the sex was bad. If I didn't want him anymore.

It doesn't feel wrong. It feels exactly right.

Just like being with Adrian felt exactly right.

And I don't know how to reconcile those two truths.

Afterwards, lying in his arms while he strokes my hair—the tender aftercare that balances the rough scene—he asks, "How was Paris? Really?"

"Good. Exhausting. But good. The deal closed. Mercier signed."

"I heard. Marcus said Adrian was impressed with your work. Said you were essential to closing it."

Adrian's name in Declan's mouth makes my stomach twist with guilt so sharp I almost flinch.

"It was a team effort."

"Don't downplay your role. You're brilliant, Elena. " He kisses the top of my head, completely unaware. "I'm proud of you."

The words stab through me. I don't deserve your pride. I don't deserve any of this.

"Thank you," I whisper, barely keeping my voice steady.

"Now get some sleep. You look exhausted."

I close my eyes and try to sleep, pressed against his chest, his arm heavy around me.

Try to pretend I'm the same person I was before Paris.

But I'm not. And deep down, I think he knows something's different.

He just doesn't know what. Or maybe he's afraid to ask.

***

Monday morning, I'm back at my desk by eight AM. Everything looks the same—same office, same computer, same view of Manhattan.

But everything feels different.

I'm different.

My phone buzzes. Not my work phone. The personal one.

Adrian: Can we talk? Please?

I should ignore it. Should block his number. Should do anything except respond.

Instead, I type: There's nothing to talk about.

His response is immediate: Bullshit. My office. 6 PM. After everyone leaves.

Adrian—6 PM, Elena. Be there.

My body knows that tone. Responds to it without thought.
I should be better than this.

At six-fifteen, the office is mostly empty. I stand outside Adrian's office, my hand raised to knock, telling myself I can walk away.

I don't walk away.

"Come in," he calls before I can knock.

He's at his desk, sleeves rolled up, looking exactly like he did in Paris. Except now we're home. In the real world. Where this can't happen.

"You came," he says, standing.

"You told me to. What was I supposed to do?"

"You could have said no."

"Could I?"

"Elena—"

"This has to stop. You know that, right? We can't do this here. Not in New York. Not where Declan is."

"Then where? Paris was okay but home isn't?"

"Paris was a mistake."

"Was it?" He's closer now, his hand coming up to brush my cheek. "Because it didn't feel like a mistake. It felt like the first honest thing either of us had done in months."

"Don't—"

"Don't what? Tell you the truth? That you want to be here right now just as much as I want you here?"

"That doesn't make it right."

"No. But it doesn't make it less real."

He kisses me, and I know I should push him away. Should leave. Should do literally anything except kiss him back.

I kiss him back.

Within minutes, we're frantic. His hands in my hair. Mine pulling at his shirt. Tension that Paris didn't resolve, just intensified.

"We can't—" I gasp between kisses. "Not here—someone could—"

"Everyone's gone. It's just us." His hand slides up my thigh, under my skirt. "Tell me to stop."

I can't. I don't want to.

He backs me against his office door, his hand finding me already wet. "This is what I thought. You want this just as much as I do."

"I hate you."

"No, you don't." He slides two fingers inside me, and I bite back a moan. "You hate that you want me. That's different."

He's right.

The sex is quick, desperate, standing up with my skirt pushed up and his pants unzipped. Wrong in every way but feeling so right that I cum within minutes, biting his shoulder to keep quiet.

Afterwards, straightening our clothes like teenagers, reality crashes back.

"This is insane," I say, my hands shaking as I smooth my skirt. "We can't do this at the office."

"Then where?"

"Nowhere. This has to stop."

"You keep saying that. But here you are."

"Adrian—"

"I'm not the enemy, Elena. I'm not trying to ruin your life. I just—" He runs his hand through his hair, frustration evident. "I can't stop thinking about you. About us. About what we could be if you'd just give us a chance."

"I'm with Declan."

"Are you? Because it seems like you're with both of us. And that's not sustainable."

He's right. This double life is going to destroy me.

It's already destroying me.

"I need to go," I say, grabbing my bag. "This was a mistake. All of it."

"Elena—"

"Don't. Just don't."

I leave before he can say anything else. Before I change my mind. Before I admit that he's right and I don't know how to stop.

In the elevator, I check my reflection in the polished doors. Hair slightly messed, but fixable. Lipstick smudged, but I have more. On the outside, I look fine.

On the inside, I'm falling apart.

The pattern establishes itself within a week.

Mornings with Declan: Coffee at his place, check-ins where he asks about my stress levels. Him being attentive, caring, perfect. Me lying through my teeth.

Work with Adrian: Stolen moments in his office after everyone leaves. Late-night "strategy sessions" that end with us against his desk. Occasional lunches that become hotel rooms.

Evenings back with Declan: Intense scenes where he reclaims me, marks me, reminds me I'm his. Me responding perfectly while part of my mind is elsewhere.

I'm two different Elenas. Neither of them real.

The lies pile up. "Working late." "Client dinner." "Adrian needs help with European expansion." Each one easier than the last. Each one carving out another piece of my soul.

On day eight back in New York, I buy a burner phone.

I tell myself it's practical. Safer than texting Adrian where Declan might see.

But really, it's an admission. This isn't stopping. This is my life now.

Adrian's first text to the new number: Clever girl.

Me: This doesn't mean anything.

Him: It means you're planning to keep seeing me. That's something.

I can't argue with that.

Two weeks back, and I've lost eight pounds.

I notice when my jeans won't stay up. When Sienna comments I look thin. When Declan's hands span my waist more easily.

I'm not sleeping. Three, maybe four hours a night. The rest spent staring at the ceiling, replaying every lie, every moment with Adrian, every time I've looked Declan in the eye and deceived him.

The guilt is eating me alive.

But not enough to stop.

Because Adrian gives me something different. Something I didn't know I needed. He sees me as an equal within the submission. Values my mind as much as my body. Pushes me intellectually before physically.

With Declan, I'm his submissive first. His girlfriend second. His possession always.

With Adrian, I'm more. Complicated. Both brilliant and submissive. Both strong and surrendered.

It proves I'm not "just Declan's." That I can be wanted by someone else. That I'm more than one man's perfect submissive.

But the price is destroying everything.

Declan notices. Or doesn't. I can't tell which is worse.

He's distracted—board battles with Caldwell intensifying, meetings with lawyers, stress radiating off him. Our scenes are getting rougher, more possessive. Like he's trying to reclaim something slipping away.

But he doesn't ask questions. Doesn't push when I say "Just work stress." Doesn't seem to see how I'm falling apart.

Except for the moments when he does.

"Elena." His voice cutting through my dissociation during dinner. "Where did you go just then?"

"Nowhere. Sorry. Just tired."

His eyes searching my face. "Are you sure that's all?"

"I'm sure."

Him accepting it because he's too busy to dig deeper. Me relieved and resentful.

Does he really not see? Or is he choosing not to look?

Three weeks back, and Sienna corners me in the kitchen.

"We need to talk."

I'm pouring coffee, running late for a "meeting" that's actually a hotel with Adrian. "Can it wait? I have to—"

"No. It can't." She takes the coffee pot from my hands. "You've been different since Paris. Jumpy. Secretive. You won't look at me anymore."

"I'm just stressed—"

"Bullshit. I've known you for three years. This isn't stress. This is something else." Her voice softens. "Elena. Is Declan hurting you?"

The question catches me off guard. "What? No. Why would you—"

"The bruises. The marks. They're more intense lately. And you've been..." She gestures at me. "Different. Withdrawn. I'm worried he's crossing lines."

"He's not." I pull away, guilt burning through me. "It's consensual. All of it. You know that."

"I know what you've told me. But lately, you look like you're breaking."

"I'm fine."

"Elena—"

"I said I'm fine." The defensiveness bleeds through no matter how I try to hide it. "I have to go. I'm late."

I grab my coat and leave before she can push further. Before I break down and tell her everything.

In the elevator, my hands shake.

Sienna knows something's wrong. Getting closer to the truth.

I need to be more careful.

The first close call happens on a Thursday.

I spent the evening at Adrian's apartment—first time at his place, more intimate than hotels. Dinner, wine, sex that turned into falling asleep in his bed.

I wake at 11 PM, realizing I'm supposed to be at Declan's at 10.

Full panic. I'm grabbing clothes off the floor, throwing them on. My coat is in Adrian's closet—hanging there like it belongs, like I belong here—and the sight of it makes me want to throw up.

"Elena, slow down—" Adrian's voice sounds far away.

"I can't. I'm late. He's going to—" Know. Wonder. Suspect. I can't finish.

"Stop. Breathe. Text him you fell asleep at your place."

I grab my phone. My hands won't stop shaking. It takes three tries to type: So sorry. Fell asleep. On my way now.

His response comes fast: No worries. See you soon.

The sweetness of it—the trust—makes me feel sick.

When Declan opens his door, his face is soft with concern, and I want to die.

"You okay? You never fall asleep that early."

"Long day. Just crashed hard." I move into his arms before he can study my face too closely.

He holds me and I try to melt into him the way I normally would. Try to be the Elena he expects.

Then his whole body tenses.

"You smell different."

The world stops. My pulse stops. Everything stops.

"What?"

"Your coat." He pulls back slightly, his nose near my collar. "Different cologne. Not mine."

Think. THINK.

"Oh. Right. That." Think, Elena, think. "Elevator at work was packed. Some guy next to me was drowning in cologne. Awful." The laugh I produce sounds wrong. Tight. "Guess I should dry clean this coat."

He's still looking at me. Not just looking—studying. Like he's trying to read something in my face. The silence stretches and I'm dying in it.

"Just the elevator?"

"Just the elevator." My voice almost cracks. "I promise."

Promise. The word feels obscene coming out of my mouth when I can still feel where Adrian touched me, still have his marks hidden under my clothes.

Something shifts in Declan's face and he chooses to believe me. Pulls me in for a kiss. Gentle. Trusting.

But I saw it—that brief hesitation. That shadow of doubt. The question he's not quite ready to ask.

All night I'm terrified. Waiting for the moment he'll figure it out. When he touches my neck, I'm sure he'll feel the tender spots from Adrian's teeth. When he kisses me, I'm convinced he'll taste the difference. When he holds me, I know he's going to smell it—smell him—on my skin.

He doesn't.

But Jesus, it was close.

So close I can barely breathe.

The second close call is worse.

Much worse.

I tell Declan I'm working late at the office. Reality: I'm in a hotel room with Adrian, less than three blocks from where I'm supposed to be.

At 9 PM, my work phone lights up. Declan.

The terror is immediate.

"Hey, baby. I'm at your office building. Thought I'd surprise you with dinner."

The world tilts. I can't breathe.

"You're—what?"

"Standing outside your floor right now. But the lights are off and you're not here. Security told me you left at six."

Adrian is watching me and whatever he sees on my face makes him sit up straight. "What's wrong?" he mouths.

"Oh. Right. I stepped out for food. My phone died—that's why I didn't see your messages." The lies are coming out too fast. Sloppy.

"I looked through the window. Your office is dark. Your computer's shut down."

Oh God. Oh God oh God oh God.

"Because I'm not working from my office. I'm at Adrian's. Better equipment for the presentations." The lie is getting more complicated. Harder to remember. "Sorry, I should have mentioned—"

"Elena." His voice goes quiet. That particular quiet that makes my blood run cold. "Is there something you need to tell me?"

"No. Nothing. It's just work. I'm sorry I didn't text—let me finish up and I'll head over—"

"No. Come now. Leave it."

"Declan, I really need to—"

"Now, Elena."

The command in his voice cuts through everything. Through my panic, my lies, my defenses. Some part of me that's wired to obey him responds instantly.

"Yes, sir. I'm on my way."

The phone goes dead.

Adrian is already holding out my clothes, his expression genuinely worried.

"That was really bad," he says quietly.

"I know." I'm shaking. Can barely get my clothes on.

"He knows something's wrong."

"I know." I'm crying now, tears streaming as I yank on my jeans. "Fuck, I know."

I make it out in under three minutes. Drive to Declan's like a demon, running two red lights.

He's in the doorway when I arrive.

Arms crossed. Face like stone.

Cold in a way I've never seen before.

"Come in. Close the door."

I do, and the temperature feels glacial.

"Strip."

No preamble. No gentleness. Just the command.

I strip, and what follows is the roughest scene we've had in months. He's almost angry, the way he uses my body. Marking me. Biting. Leaving bruises that will last days.

Reclaiming what he thinks might be slipping away.

Afterwards, lying in bed, his hand traces the marks he left.

"If there's someone else," he says quietly, "tell me now. Give me that respect."

My throat closes. "There's no one else."

The biggest lie yet.

"Because if I find out you're lying to me—if I find out there's another man—we're done. No second chances. No forgiveness. Do you understand?"

"I understand."

"Say it. Say you're not lying to me."

"I'm not lying to you."

The words burn.

He pulls me close, his hand possessive on my hip. "You're mine, Elena. Mine. Say it."

"I'm yours."

But even as I say it, I know it's not fully true anymore.

I'm his. But I'm also Adrian's.

And that's the problem.

Four weeks back, and I'm unraveling.

Sienna has stopped trying to talk to me. Instead, she watches. Observant. Worried. Waiting for me to break.

I come home late more often than not. Make excuses. Keep my phone face-down everywhere.

When it buzzes—the burner phone, hidden in my purse—I jump. Every time. Sienna notices.

"Who keeps texting you?" she asks one night.

"Work. Adrian. The Paris deal has follow-up."

"At 11 PM?"

"European time zones."

Another lie. So many I can't keep track.

It's a Tuesday night when everything falls apart.

I'm supposed to be home by eight. Instead, I'm at a hotel with Adrian until almost ten. When I finally get home, Sienna is sitting on the couch. Waiting.

My bedroom door is open.

"We need to talk," she says, her voice shaking. "Now."

My stomach drops. "About what?"

"Sit down."

I sit, and she pulls something from behind a couch pillow.

The burner phone.

"I was looking for my charger," she says, tears already in her eyes. "Found this in your drawer. What the hell is this, Elena?"

I can't speak. Can't breathe. Can't think of a single lie.

"It has hundreds of texts." She's scrolling now, and I want to grab it but I'm frozen. "To someone named A. 'Can't wait to see you.' 'Last night was incredible.' 'I need you.'" She looks up. "Are you cheating on Declan?"

Silence.

The kind that confirms everything.

"Elena. Are you fucking cheating on Declan?"

I start crying. Can't help it. Four weeks of guilt and lies and fear finally breaking through.

"I didn't mean for it to happen—"

"Oh my god." She stands, pacing, her hands shaking. "You are. You're actually cheating on him. How long?"

"Paris. It started in Paris."

"Paris was a month ago. You've been—for a month—" She stops, staring at me like she doesn't know me. "Who is it? Is it Adrian?"

I can't answer. Don't need to.

"It IS Adrian. Jesus Christ, Elena. What are you thinking?"

"I don't know. I don't know what I'm thinking. It just happened and now I can't stop and I'm so fucked up—"

"You have to tell Declan."

"I can't—"

"You HAVE to. Or I will."

"Sienna, please—"

"No." She's crying now too. "I love you. You're my best friend. But I'm not helping you do this. I'm not going to watch you lie to a man who loves you while you're fucking someone else."

"I'll end it. I'll tell Adrian it's over. Just give me time—"

"You've had time. A month. And you haven't ended it." She sits back down, the burner phone between us like evidence. "You have one week. One week to either end it with Adrian or tell Declan the truth. Or I do it for you."

"Sienna—"

"I'm serious. I can't be part of this anymore. It's destroying you. And when Declan finds out—not if, when—it's going to destroy him too." She stands, wiping her eyes. "One week, Elena. Figure out who you want to be."

She goes to her room and closes the door.

I sit there alone in the living room, the burner phone in my hands.

Hundreds of texts from Adrian. Sweet ones. Sexy ones. The kind that show this isn't just physical. That we've built something real in the wreckage of my relationship.

I text him: We need to talk. Tomorrow.

His response is immediate: My place or yours?

Office. After hours.

Everything okay?

I type and delete three responses before settling on: No. Nothing is okay.

Setting the phone down, I look at my reflection in the darkened TV screen.

I don't recognize the woman looking back.

One week.

Seven days to end it with Adrian and hope Declan never finds out.

Or seven days to tell Declan the truth and lose him forever.

Or seven days to keep lying and lose everything.

I pull out my regular phone. Three missed calls from Declan. A text: Can I see you tonight? Need you.

The man who loves me. The man who trusts me. The man I've been betraying for a month.

I text back: On my way.

Because even now, even knowing I need to make a choice, I can't seem to stop being both versions of myself.

Declan's submissive girlfriend.

And Adrian's secret affair.

The woman I was.

And the woman I've become.

Neither of them whole. Both of them lies.

I grab my coat and head for the door. One more week of pretending everything's fine. One more week of performing my submission while my mind is screaming.

One week.

Then everything changes.

Ready or not.


SUSPICION


The boardroom is silent except for Richard Caldwell's voice, and I'm gripping my pen hard enough that I'm surprised it doesn't snap.

"Gentleman, we need to address the elephant in the room." Caldwell leans back in his leather chair, looking entirely too comfortable. "Professional boundaries at this company have been severely compromised."

"Richard," I start, but he raises a hand.

"Let me finish. Your... girlfriend... Miss McNeil. She travels alone with executives, dines with major clients, has unprecedented access to sensitive negotiations. For someone with—what?—less than a year of experience?"

Marcus shifts beside me. "Elena earned her position through exceptional performance—"

"Did she?" Something about Caldwell's smile makes my skin crawl. "Or did she earn it because she's sleeping with the CEO? Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like blatant nepotism. Favoritism. The kind of ethical violation that should concern every person in this room."

My jaw clenches. "Elena McNeil closed the Mercier deal. She built the entire European expansion strategy. She's proven her value repeatedly—"

"Under your supervision. Your mentorship. Your... protection." He looks around the table. "How many other junior consultants get solo meetings with the CEO? How many get sent to Paris with VPs for week-long trips? The optics alone are disastrous."

"The optics," I say carefully, "reflect a talented strategist being given opportunities to excel."

"No. The optics reflect a CEO who can't separate his personal life from professional judgement." Caldwell opens a folder. "I've been reviewing her personnel file. Rapid promotion. Salary increases that outpace her peers. Access to projects beyond her experience level. All coinciding exactly with when your relationship began."

The room is uncomfortable now. Several board members won't meet my eyes.

"Elena's performance reviews—"

"Written by you. Or by people who report to you. Hardly objective." Caldwell closes the folder. "I'm not saying she's incompetent. I'm saying she's unqualified for the level of responsibility she's been given. And the reason why is obvious to everyone except apparently you."

"Careful, Richard." The threat in my voice is unmistakable.

"I am being careful. That's my job. To protect this company from leadership that's compromised." He looks around the table again. "We need a CEO who makes decisions based on merit, not bedroom politics. Who understands that professional boundaries exist for a reason."

Marcus jumps in. "Declan's leadership has been exemplary. Profits are up, expansion is ahead of schedule—"

"Because of people like Adrian Collins. Who, coincidentally, spends an inordinate amount of time with Miss McNeil. Tell me, Declan. Do you think that's appropriate? Your girlfriend working late nights with your VP? Alone? Constantly?"

The implication hangs in the air.

"Their work relationship is professional," I say, but unease prickles at the back of my mind.

"Is it? Because they certainly spend a lot of time together. Late dinners. Weekend work sessions. That week in Paris." Caldwell pauses. "If I didn't know better, I'd say it looks... inappropriate. But then again, I'm just old-fashioned. I believe in traditional professional boundaries."

The meeting ends shortly after, battle lines clearly drawn. Three board members linger to speak quietly with Caldwell. I see them glancing at me.

This is worse than I thought.

Back in my office, Marcus closes the door.

"He's building a real case, Declan. And he's getting traction."

I pour scotch even though it's 10 AM. "How much traction?"

"Three board members are openly supporting him now. Two more are on the fence. He's been making calls, spreading concerns about your judgement."

"My judgement is fine."

"I know that. But optics matter. And right now, the optics are bad." Marcus accepts the scotch I offer him. "You need to be very careful. Any hint of actual impropriety and he'll use it to remove you."

"There is no impropriety. Elena earned everything she has."

"I believe you. But there's something else." Marcus hesitates. "Caldwell's been asking very specific questions. About Elena and Adrian."

My hand tightens on the glass. "What kind of questions?"

"How much time they spend together. Whether their relationship is appropriate. If you've noticed anything... unusual about their dynamic."

"Their dynamic is professional."

"Is it?" Marcus looks uncomfortable. "Declan, I'm your friend. I'm on your side. But they do spend a lot of time together. And Elena has been... different lately."

"Different how?"

"Distracted. Tired. She looks like she's carrying the weight of the world. I just—" He stops. "Never mind. I'm probably reading too much into it."

"Say what you were going to say."

"I'm sure it's nothing. Just stress. The European expansion is huge." But his eyes say he's thinking something else entirely.

After he leaves, I sit at my desk staring at nothing.

Caldwell's words echo: Your girlfriend working late nights with your VP. Alone. Constantly.

When did that become the pattern? When did "working late with Adrian" become Elena's default status?

The rest of the day is chaos.

Legal meeting about potential board challenges. Strategy session about defending my position. Three investor calls about "concerns regarding leadership stability."

Caldwell isn't just attacking me in the boardroom. He's calling investors, spreading doubt, poisoning the well.

My phone buzzes. Elena.

Working late with Adrian. European market analysis. Don't wait up.

I stare at that text.

Working late with Adrian.

How many times have I seen those exact words in the past month?

I pull up our message thread, scrolling back. The pattern is stark once I'm looking for it.

Working late with Adrian.—Three days ago

Client dinner with Adrian.— Last week

Late meeting with Adrian.—Ten days ago

Adrian needs help with presentation.—Two weeks ago

Adrian, Adrian, Adrian.

When did he become such a constant in her life? When did I stop noticing?

Another text from Elena: Might be midnight. Sorry.

I type back: Okay. Be safe.

But my finger hovers over send.

When's the last time she came home on time? When's the last time she wasn't with Adrian?

I delete the message and type instead: Miss you. Want to see you tonight.

Her response takes five minutes: Miss you too. But really need to finish this. Tomorrow?

I feel sick.

My phone rings. Caldwell.

I consider not answering. Then: "What do you want, Richard?"

"I think we need to have a frank conversation, Declan. Off the record."

"About?"

"About whether you're fit to lead this company. When a man can't see what's happening in his own relationship, how can he see what's happening in his business?"

"What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Your girlfriend and Adrian Collins. You really haven't noticed?" His voice is almost pitying. "All those late nights. The dinners. The way they look at each other in meetings. Everyone else has noticed. But you're too busy, too distracted, too—"

"There's nothing to notice. They work together."

"Do they? Just work?" He pauses. "Ask yourself, Declan. When's the last time Elena came home on time? When she wasn't with Adrian? When she looked at you the way she looks at him?"

"You're manufacturing problems to justify your power grab—"

"Am I? Or am I pointing out what's right in front of you? The CEO who can't even see he's losing his girlfriend is supposed to lead a Fortune 500 company?"

I hang up.

Sit there, breathing hard, telling myself it's manipulation. Political games. Caldwell trying to get in my head.

But the doubt is there now.

Creeping in.

Growing.

At 12:30 AM, Elena finally comes home.

I'm on the couch with my third scotch, laptop open to work I'm not actually doing.

"Hey," she says softly. "Sorry. Lost track of time."

She looks exhausted. Guilty, though maybe I'm just reading that into her expression. Her hair is slightly messed up, her lipstick faded.

I stand and pull her into my arms. She stiffens for just a second before melting into me.

"Missed you," I murmur into her hair.

"Missed you too."

I breathe in her scent. Something's different. The shampoo? That's not the one she usually uses. Hotel shampoo, maybe?

"Long day?" I ask.

"Very long. How was the board meeting?"

I'm surprised she remembered. "Bad. Caldwell's making serious moves."

Her hand comes up to cup my face. "I'm sorry. What can I do?"

"Just be here. With me. That's all I need."

Something flickers in her eyes. Guilt? Sadness? It's gone before I can interpret it.

"I'm here. Always."

My phone rings—another investor, another crisis. "I have to take this—"

"Of course. I'll go shower."

By the time I finish the call, she's already in bed, asleep.

I stand in the doorway watching her. She looks younger in sleep. Vulnerable. Like the Elena I first met, before the weight of our relationship and her job and everything else settled on her shoulders.

Something's wrong. I can feel it in my gut.

But I don't have time to figure out what.

Two days of non-stop crisis management. Barely seeing Elena except in passing.

Her texts constant: Working late, sorry. Client meeting ran over. Helping Adrian with presentation.

Friday evening, I'm done. I need her. Need to feel connected to her, to remind myself why we work, to silence Caldwell's insinuations.

I text: Clear your schedule. You're mine tonight.

Her response: I have a thing with Adrian—

My stomach sinks at that.

Cancel it. I need you. Please.

Long pause. Too long.

Finally: Okay. 7 PM?

7 PM. Don't be late.

I spend the afternoon preparing the bedroom. Not for interrogation or punishment. For reconnection.

Rope—the soft silk kind she loves. Candles. Massage oil. Music.

Tonight is about reminding both of us what we have. What we are together.

Because Caldwell's words keep echoing in my head, and I need to prove him wrong.

Elena arrives exactly at seven, looking nervous.

"Come here," I say, pulling her close.

Just holding her for a long moment. Feeling her heart beat against mine. Breathing her in.

"I've missed you," I murmur. "Really missed you."

"I've been right here."

"Have you? Because it feels like you've been somewhere else."

She tenses in my arms. "Work has been crazy—"

"I know. For both of us. That's why tonight is just us. No phones. No work. No outside world." I take her phone from her hand, then mine, and put them both in my desk drawer. "Tonight, you're mine. Just mine. Okay?"

Her eyes fill with tears, and I kiss them away.

"Hey. What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Just... thank you. For this. For understanding how hard it's been."

"Always." I start unbuttoning her blouse slowly. "Let me take care of you."

I undress her reverently, not rushing. Kissing each new piece of exposed skin. Reminding myself—reminding her—that this body is mine. Not in a possessive way, but in the way of two people who belong to each other.

"You're beautiful," I tell her. "Do you know that?"

"You always say that."

"Because it's always true." I slip her blouse off her shoulders. "Every time I look at you, I can't believe you're mine."

She makes a small sound, almost like a sob, and I capture her mouth in a kiss.

By the time she's naked, she's relaxed. The tension in her shoulders eased. Some of the guilt—if that's what it was—faded from her eyes.

"Bed," I say quietly. "I want to take my time with you tonight."

She climbs on, and I retrieve the silk rope—just enough to bind her wrists loosely above her head. Control, but gentle. Safe.

I trail my fingers down her arms, watching goosebumps rise on her skin. "Comfortable?"

"Yes."

I warm the massage oil between my palms—the scent of lavender fills the space between us—and start at her shoulders. They're tight, knotted with stress I should have been paying more attention to.

"Relax," I murmur, working my thumbs into the muscles. "Let me take care of you."

She exhales slowly, some of the tension releasing as I move down her back, her sides. I'm not rushing. Just my hands on her skin, relearning the map of her body.

"You've gotten too thin," I say, feeling her ribs more prominent than they should be.

"I've been forgetting to eat."

"I know." My hands continue their slow work. "We're fixing that."

I make a mental note—actually pay attention. Make sure she's eating, sleeping, taking care of herself. Not just excelling at work while falling apart everywhere else.

My hands drift lower, tracing her hips, the curve of her thighs. Close to where she wants me, but not quite there yet.

"Declan—"

"Patience."

I tease her deliberately. Building slowly. Her breathing shifts, her hips moving slightly against the restraints. I'm watching everything—what makes her gasp, what makes her pull at the silk, what makes that little sound in the back of her throat.

When I finally touch her properly, she's soaked.

"There we go," I murmur, working her with steady, unhurried pressure. Bringing her close to the edge, then backing off. Again. And again. Until she's trembling under my hands.

"Please—"

"I've got you. I promise."

I settle between her legs and push inside slowly. We both exhale at the same time—the familiarity of it, the rightness. Like coming home.

I keep the rhythm slow. Deep, deliberate strokes. My eyes locked on hers.

"I love you," I say. Simple. True.

Her breath catches. "I love you too."

I reach up to untie one wrist so she can touch me. Her hand immediately goes to my face—cupping my jaw, thumb brushing my cheekbone—and something about that gesture hits me harder than I expected. Tender and desperate at once.

"Cum for me," I say quietly when I feel her starting to tighten around me. "Let go. I'm right here."

She does, her body bowing up off the bed, my name breaking from her lips. I follow right after, groaning into the curve of her neck, holding her through it.

We stay like that—still connected, breathing hard, her fingers in my hair.

After a moment, I ease out carefully and untie her other wrist. I check for marks out of habit. There aren't any, but I massage her wrists anyway, pressing my thumbs gently into her pulse points.

"Bath?" I ask.

She nods.

In the tub, I work shampoo through her hair while she leans back against my chest. The intimacy is quiet, comfortable. This is what we've been missing—not the sex, but this. The slowness. The attention.

"Talk to me," I say quietly. "What's really going on with you?"

"What do you mean?"

"You've been different. Distant. Is it work? The European expansion?"

"Yes. It's bigger than I expected. More complicated."

"Adrian's not putting too much on you, is he?"

She stiffens against me. "No. He's been great. Really supportive."

The defensiveness in her tone makes my chest tight.

"Elena. If something's wrong, you can tell me. About anything."

Long pause. "I know."

"Do you? Because lately it feels like you're carrying something heavy and won't let me help."

"I'm just tired. It's not—there's nothing specific."

I want to push. Want to ask directly: Are you having an affair? Is something going on with Adrian?

But she looks so fragile. So worn down. And if I'm wrong, if I accuse her baselessly, it could destroy us.

"Okay," I say instead. "But you know you can talk to me about anything. Right?"

"I know."

I pull her back against my chest, and we sit in silence for a while.

Then: "Caldwell's been making noise about you and Adrian."

She goes rigid. "What?"

"He's saying you spend too much time together. That it looks bad professionally. Inappropriate."

"We're just working—"

"I know. But we need to be more careful about optics. Maybe bring other team members into meetings. Make it less one-on-one time."

She nods too quickly. "Okay. Yes. That makes sense."

"I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm just saying Caldwell's watching. Looking for ammunition to use against me. Against us."

"I understand."

I pull her closer. "I trust you. Completely. I just need you to be careful."

She starts crying quietly against my chest, and I hold her, thinking she's overwhelmed by work stress.

Not seeing the guilt that's destroying her.

Not seeing that everything I trust is already broken.

Later, Elena's asleep in my bed, and I'm in the living room staring at a glass of scotch I poured but can't bring myself to drink.

My phone buzzes. Email from building security—some automated notification about updating visitor access logs.

I open it without thinking. Scroll through absently.

Then I freeze.

Adrian Collins. Visitor. 8:15 PM - 11:20 PM. Three weeks ago.

The date jumps out at me because I remember that night. Late meetings with Caldwell and the investors. Didn't get home until past midnight. Elena had texted earlier saying she wasn't feeling well, going to bed early.

But Adrian was here. In my building. For three hours.

My stomach drops through the floor.

I scroll back further, hands not quite steady. More entries.

Adrian Collins. Visitor.

Adrian Collins. Visitor.

Adrian Collins. Visitor.

Multiple dates. Always evenings. Always when I was traveling or working late.

No. No, there has to be an explanation.

Work meetings. That's all. She probably invited him over to work on presentations in a quieter space. That makes sense. That's logical.

But why not mention it? Why tell me she was sick when she was actually meeting with—

My phone rings and I nearly drop it. Marcus.

"Did I wake you?" he asks.

"No." My voice sounds strange. Distant. "What's up?"

"Just got off the phone with Thompson—the board member who's been sympathetic to us." He pauses. "Declan, Caldwell hired a private investigator."

The room tilts. "What?"

"To follow Elena and Adrian. He's convinced they're having an affair and he wants proof. Plans to use it against you with the board."

"That's insane." The denial comes automatically. "Elena wouldn't—she would never—"

"I'm just telling you what Thompson told me. Caldwell's been watching them for weeks. Documenting when they're together. He hired the PI two weeks ago to get photos, establish a timeline, build a case."

"Two weeks ago," I repeat numbly.

"So if there's anything to find..." Marcus trails off. "He'll find it soon."

We hang up and I'm staring at the visitor logs again.

Adrian Collins. In my building. Multiple times. When Elena told me she was home. Told me she was sick. Told me she was fine.

The late nights at the office that went later and later. The weight she's lost. The distance I kept telling myself was just stress. The guilt I saw in her eyes but explained away. The way she said "Adrian's been really great" with that edge of defensiveness I chose to ignore.

Caldwell's voice in my head: You really haven't noticed?

No.

I refuse to believe it.

I won't believe it.

Elena loves me. We just spent hours together. She looked me in the eyes and said she loves me. People don't do that when they're—

But people lie. Even when they love you. Especially when they love you.

The panic starts crawling up my throat. I want to storm into the bedroom right now and wake her up and demand the truth. Want to call Adrian and threaten his life. Want to—

My phone buzzes. Marcus again.

If Caldwell's PI gets proof—real or manufactured—he'll use it to destroy you with the board. Be careful.

And there it is. The reality I have to face.

Even if I'm wrong. Even if nothing happened. Even if this is all innocent and explainable, Caldwell is building a weapon. And if he presents "evidence" of an affair to the board—real or fabricated—they'll turn on me. Vote me out. I'll lose everything I built.

So I can't confront her. Not yet. Not until I know for certain what I'm dealing with.

Not until I can control how this plays out.

I walk to my home office, legs feeling disconnected from my body. Pull up Adrian's employee file. Stare at his photo on the screen.

Young. Handsome. Ambitious. Successful. Dominant in his own right—I recognized it when I hired him, even respected it.

Could she actually be fucking him?

The thought makes me physically sick. I have to breathe through my nose to keep from throwing up.

But I force myself to think about it objectively. Logically. Like a strategist, not a man whose heart is being ripped out.

A week in Paris together. The late nights that kept getting later. The stress I've been under with Caldwell's attacks, the distraction, the times I was too preoccupied to notice. Her behavior. His behavior. The pattern.

It's possible.

God, it's actually possible.

And if it's possible—if there's even a chance—I need to know before Caldwell makes it public. Before he uses it as ammunition in front of the entire board.

I open my laptop with shaking hands and start pulling up everything. Security logs for my building and hers. Credit card statements—are there hotel charges I don't recognize? Her calendar. His calendar. Cross-referencing dates and times.

Looking for patterns. Evidence. Proof one way or another.

Because I'm Declan Shaw. I don't operate on emotion. I operate on facts. On strategy. On control.

And if Elena and Adrian are having an affair—if they've been betraying me—I'll handle it my way. Privately. Strategically. Not Caldwell's way. Not as public spectacle.

But they'll both know—they'll both fucking know—that you don't betray Declan Shaw without consequences.

Even if those consequences shatter what's left of my heart.

I pour another scotch and start taking notes.

If she's betraying me, I'll know soon enough.

And when I do, everything changes.


EXPOSED


One week of pretending everything is fine, and I'm barely holding it together.

Board meetings where I maintain perfect composure. Strategy sessions where I make decisive calls. Investor briefings where I project confidence and control.

And every night, Elena in my bed, yielding to my touch like nothing's changed, while I wait for the axe to fall.

Because I know it's coming. Caldwell's PI has been following them for two weeks. If there's evidence to find, he has it by now.

I've thought about confronting Elena a dozen times. Demanding the truth before Caldwell makes it public. But every time I get close, I stop myself.

Because what if I'm wrong? What if my suspicions are just Caldwell's poison working on my mind?

And what if I'm right? What then?

So I wait. And watch. And try not to see the guilt in her eyes every time she says "I love you."

The emergency board meeting is called for Thursday morning. No agenda provided. Just: "Urgent matter requiring immediate attention."

I know what it is before I walk in the room.

Caldwell is already seated at the head of the table—my seat—looking like the cat who caught the canary. Six other board members present. Marcus beside me, his jaw tight with tension.

"Thank you for coming on short notice," Caldwell begins. "We have a situation that requires immediate board attention and action."

"What situation?" I ask, keeping my voice level.

He slides a folder across the table. "Open it."

I do, and the world stops.

Photos. Dozens of them. Elena and Adrian entering a hotel. Different hotels. Different nights. Timestamps in the corners showing dates and times.

Six weeks of documentation.

My hands don't shake as I flip through them. I won't give Caldwell that satisfaction.

"Your girlfriend," Caldwell says, voice dripping with false sympathy, "is having an affair with your VP of International Operations. Has been since Paris, based on our investigation."

The room is silent. Every board member staring at me, waiting for my reaction.

"These photos show them entering hotels," I say carefully. "That's not proof of—"

"Credit card records." Caldwell slides another document over. "Adrian Collins's card. Hotel rooms booked on nights when both claimed to be working late. We have seventeen separate incidents documented."

Marcus leans forward. "This is completely inappropriate. Hiring a private investigator to follow employees—"

"I hired an investigator to document behavior that affects this company's leadership," Caldwell interrupts. "And I found exactly what I suspected. The CEO's girlfriend has been sleeping with his VP for six weeks, and he's been too distracted or too blind to notice."

"Richard—" I start.

"No. This is exactly what I've been warning about. Your personal life has compromised your judgement. How can you lead this company when you can't see what's happening in your own relationship?"

"My personal life is separate from—"

"Is it? Because your girlfriend works here. She represents this company to clients. She has access to sensitive information. And she's been compromised by an affair with another executive." Caldwell looks around the table. "This is a leadership crisis. And it requires immediate action."

Thompson, one of the older board members, clears his throat. "Declan, I'm sorry, but... these photos are quite damning. Even if nothing physical happened—which seems unlikely—the appearance alone is problematic."

"The appearance," I say slowly, "is that two colleagues attended the same business events."

"At midnight?" Caldwell holds up another photo. "This one's timestamped 11:47 PM. They entered the Mandarin Oriental together. Emerged three hours later. That's not a business meeting."

The evidence is overwhelming. Undeniable. And looking at these photos—Elena's face visible in several, Adrian's hand on her lower back in one—I can't pretend anymore.

It's real. It happened. She betrayed me.

"I'm calling for a vote of no confidence," Caldwell announces. "Effective immediately. Declan Shaw has demonstrated that his personal entanglements have compromised his ability to lead. We need leadership with clear judgement and traditional values. Leadership that puts the company first."

"This is premature—" Marcus tries.

"Is it? We have documented proof that his girlfriend is having an affair with his own VP. If that's not compromised judgement, what is?"

Several board members nod. I can see the votes aligning. Caldwell has them.

Unless I do something drastic.

I stand. "This meeting is adjourned."

"You can't just—"

"I can. And I am. You want to challenge my leadership? Fine. But you'll do it properly, with proper notice and procedure. Not in an ambush meeting with illegally obtained surveillance photos."

I gather the photos—can't leave them here—and walk out.

Marcus follows. "Declan—"

"Not now."

"They have the votes. Caldwell has been working them for weeks. If he calls for an official vote—"

"I know." I keep walking, my mind already racing through strategies. "How long do I have?"

"Days. Maybe a week if we're lucky."

"Then I have a week to fix this."

"How? The affair is real. The photos prove it. Unless you can somehow spin this—"

"I'll handle it." I reach the elevator. "But first, I have some people to talk to."

Adrian's office is on the executive floor, glass walls giving him a view of Manhattan that cost the company six figures in rent annually.

I walk in without knocking.

"Get out," I tell the two analysts working with him. "Now."

They scramble out, and I close the door. The blinds are already down—Adrian's habit when he wants privacy.

How many times did he close these blinds with Elena in here?

"Declan," Adrian starts, rising from his chair. "I—"

I'm across the room before he finishes. My hand slams into his chest, driving him back down into the seat with enough force to make the chair skid.

"You don't get to fucking stand." My voice is deadly quiet. "You sit there and you listen."

His jaw clenches, but he stays seated. I can see him calculating—weighing whether to fight back or submit to this.

"I know."

The words hang between us. All the color drains from his face.

"You know what?"

I lean down, hands braced on the armrests, caging him in. "Don't insult me by playing dumb. Six weeks of hotel rooms. Late nights. My girlfriend on her knees for you. All of it."

"Fuck." The word comes out strangled.

"Yeah. Fuck." I straighten, walking to the window. My hands are shaking with the effort of not putting them around his throat. "Stand up."

"Declan—"

"Stand. Up."

He rises slowly, and I see it now—the predator in him. The Dom who saw what was mine and decided he wanted it. We're the same height, similar build. This could go badly.

I cross the distance fast and shove him hard against the glass wall. The impact rattles the window. My forearm pins him across the chest, and I feel him tense, muscles coiling like he's considering fighting back.

"Don't," I warn. "You do not want to test me right now."

His hands have come up defensively, but he doesn't push. Smart.

"I trusted you." The betrayal is evident in every word. "I brought you into my company. Gave you access to everything. And you repaid me by fucking what's mine."

"I'm sorry—"

My hand moves to his throat—squeezing lightly. A reminder of what I could do. "Sorry? You pursued her deliberately. Used work to get close. Built intimacy under the guise of professional collaboration. You manipulated the situation like the predator you are."

"She came to me willingly—"

My grip tightens. His eyes widen. "Do not put this on her. Don't you fucking dare."

"I'm not—" He struggles to speak around my hand. "I'm saying she made choices too. I pursued, yes. But she wanted me."

I release him, stepping back before I go too far. He gasps for air, his hand going to his throat.

"You're right," I say coldly. "She made her choices. But let's be clear about what you did. You understand power dynamics better than most. You saw a submissive in a relationship and you wanted what wasn't yours. So you took it."

Guilt flashes across his face. He knows I'm right.

"You used every manipulation in the book. Late nights alone. Personal conversations. Making her feel seen and valued. Building dependence." I step closer again and he actually backs up against the glass. "You exploited her nature. Her submission. Her desire to please. And when you had her where you wanted her, you made your move."

"It wasn't cold like that—"

"Wasn't it?" My voice rises for the first time. "You think I don't know how this works? I've been a Dom for fifteen years. I know exactly how you operate. "You saw an opportunity and you went after it like the predator you are."

"I care about her—"

That breaks what's left of my control. I grab the front of his shirt and slam him back against the glass again. Harder this time. Hard enough that if it weren't reinforced, it might crack.

"You care about her?" The words come out as a snarl. "If you cared about her, you would have stayed the fuck away. You would have respected that she was in a relationship. But you didn't. Because you wanted her more than you respected her."

I release him with a shove and walk to his desk. Open the top drawer and start pulling out his personal items. Throwing them on the desk.

"You're fired. Effective immediately."

"You can't fire me for—"

I turn on him. "I can fire you for anything I want. Insubordination. Poor judgement. Violations of company ethics. Take your pick. And unless you want me to make sure you never work in finance again, you'll take your minimal severance and disappear."

He's breathing hard, his hand still on his throat where I grabbed him. Good. I want him to feel it tomorrow. Want the bruise to remind him.

"Security will be here in ten minutes. Get your shit and get out."

"What about Elena?" His voice is rough.

I cross back to him in two strides. He flinches, and something dark in me enjoys it.

"Elena is none of your concern anymore. You stay away from her. You don't call. You don't text. You don't show up anywhere she might be." I lean in close, my voice dropping to a lethal whisper. "Because if I find out you've contacted her, I won't fire you. I won't sue you. I will fucking destroy you. Your career. Your reputation. Everything. I will make sure everyone in this city knows exactly what kind of predator you are. Are we clear?"

He nods, and I see something like fear in his eyes now. Good.

"Say it."

"We're clear."

"Clear about what?"

"I stay away from Elena. No contact."

"And if you don't?"

He swallows hard. "You'll destroy me."

"That's right. Now get the fuck out of my sight."

I walk to the door and open it. Security is already there—I'd called them on my way up.

"Mr. Hayes is leaving the building. Make sure he doesn't take anything that isn't personal property. And if he's not gone in ten minutes, call the police."

I don't look back as I walk away. If I stay, I might actually hurt him. And he's not worth it.

Elena, on the other hand...

We're going to have a very different conversation.

Elena is in her office, staring at her computer screen without actually working. I can see it in the stillness of her hands, the blank look in her eyes.

She's been waiting for this.

I open her door without knocking. "My office. Now."

She stands immediately—that automatic obedience still intact despite everything—and follows me down the hall. Past coworkers who suddenly find their screens very interesting.

They know. Of course they know.

In my office, I close the door and point to the chair. "Sit."

"Declan, I—"

"Sit down."

She does, tears already forming. She knows what's coming.

I pull out the photos Caldwell gave me and throw them across my desk. They scatter in front of her—hotel entrances, timestamps, six weeks of documented lies.

Her face crumbles.

"How long have you known?" she whispers.

"I suspected for a week. Confirmed it an hour ago when Caldwell presented these to the board." My voice is too loud, echoing in the office. I don't care. "The entire board, Elena. They all know now that my girlfriend has been fucking my VP."

"Oh god—"

"Caldwell's calling for a vote of no confidence. And he probably has the votes to remove me. To take everything I've built." I'm pacing now, hands clenched. "Twenty years. Twenty fucking years I've built this company, and you've handed him the ammunition to destroy it in six weeks."

"I'm so sorry—"

"Don't!" The word comes out as a roar. She flinches. "Don't you dare apologize yet. First, you answer my questions. When?"

"Paris. The first night."

"The first night." I laugh, bitter and harsh. "So the entire week I was calling you, telling you how proud I was, you were in his bed."

"Yes."

"And when you came back? When you looked me in the eye and said you missed me?"

"I was with him."

Each answer is a knife. "How many times?"

"I don't know. I lost count."

"You lost count." My voice breaks on the last word. I turn away from her, pressing my palms against the window. The glass is cold. Everything is cold. "The night I went to your office and you weren't there. I checked the building logs. You'd left hours before."

"I was with him."

"The cologne on your coat."

"His."

"Every time you said you were working late."

"Half the time we were working. The other half—" She can't finish.

I spin back to face her. "His apartment? You went to his apartment?"

She nods, and something in my chest cracks. "How many times?"

"Three. Maybe four."

"My apartment." The words come out strangled. "You brought him to my apartment."

Her face goes white. "Declan—"

"My bed?" I can barely get the words out. "Did you fuck him in my bed?"

She's sobbing now, but she nods.

The sound that comes out of me isn't human. I grab the nearest thing—a crystal paperweight—and hurl it across the room. It shatters against the wall.

"My bed! The bed where I—where we—" I can't breathe. Can't think. "You let him touch you in my bed. You let him fuck you where I—"

My voice breaks completely. I turn away from her, bracing myself against the window, trying to control the shaking in my hands.

"How many times?" The question comes out raw.

"Twice."

"Twice." I press my forehead against the cold glass. "You fucked him twice in my bed. In my home. Where I—"

I can't finish. The image is there now, branded in my mind. Her in our bed with him. The sheets I sleep in. The space that was supposed to be ours.

"I changed the sheets," she whispers. "I cleaned everything. I tried to—"

"You tried to hide it." You fucked another man in my bed and then you laid there with me like nothing happened."

"I'm sorry—"

"Stop saying that!" I'm shouting again. "Sorry doesn't fix this! Sorry doesn't erase him from my bed, from my home, from—"

My voice cracks and I have to stop. Have to breathe.

"Did you have feelings for him?" I finally manage.

The silence stretches too long.

"Answer me!"

"Yes. I had feelings. I still do." Her voice is barely audible. "But I love you. I never stopped loving you."

"You love me." I'm shouting now, all control gone. "You love me but you fucked him for six weeks! You looked me in the eye every single day and lied! You let me touch you, make love to you, while you were—"

My voice cracks completely. I turn away, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes. I will not cry in front of her. I won't.

But I am. Fuck, I am.

"I gave you everything," I manage, my voice raw. "My trust. My love. Complete control. I asked for one thing—loyalty. One fucking thing, Elena."

"I know."

"I told you if there was someone else, we were done. No second chances." I turn back to her, not caring anymore that my face is wet. "So why? Why risk everything?"

She's sobbing now. "Because he made me feel like more than just yours. Like I existed outside of being your submissive. Like I mattered as just... me."

Her answer guts me. I actually step back.

"Is that what you think?" My voice comes out broken. "That you're just mine? That you don't matter beyond being my submissive?"

"Sometimes. Yes."

I sink into my chair, suddenly unable to stand. "So you destroyed us to prove you're not mine."

"I destroyed us because I'm weak. Because he paid attention when you were distracted. Because he made me feel seen." She's crying so hard she can barely speak. "But none of that excuses it. I betrayed you. I lied to you every day. I'm everything you said—disloyal, untrustworthy, broken."

We sit in silence. I'm still crying—silent tears I can't seem to stop. Twenty years of maintaining control, of being the dominant one, the one in charge, and I'm falling apart in my office.

"I fired Adrian," I finally say. My voice sounds hollow. "He's being escorted out right now."

"This was my fault—"

"Don't defend him." I wipe my face roughly. "Not to me. Not now."

"I'm not. I'm saying I made the choice. I kept choosing it. Every single time."

At least she's not making excuses. That's something.

I stand and move to the window, needing distance. Needing to think like a CEO, not a heartbroken man.

"I have two options," I say, my voice steadier now. Professional. "I can fire you. Show the board I'm taking decisive action. Save my position."

"Then fire me. I deserve it."

"You do. But firing you gives Caldwell exactly what he wants. Proves I can't separate personal from professional." I turn to face her. "Or I keep you. We present a united front. You stand by my side while I fight Caldwell for my company."

She stares at me. "You want me to pretend—"

"I want you to help me save what I've built. You're brilliant at strategy. Use that brilliance." I move closer. "Adrian is the villain. The outsider who pursued you when you were vulnerable. You made a mistake, but we're working through it. I'm handling it privately, showing strength and control. Not weakness."

"You want me to lie to the board."

"I want you to help me survive this." My voice cracks again. Fuck. "Can you do that? Can you stand beside me and play the devoted girlfriend?"

"If that's what you need."

"It's about saving everything I've worked for. I won't let Caldwell take it. Not like this."

She's quiet for a long moment. "And after? After Caldwell is dealt with?"

"After, we figure out if there's anything left between us worth saving."

"Is there?" Her voice is so small.

I look at her—this woman I love, shaped, trusted completely. This woman who shattered everything.

"I don't know." My voice breaks one final time. "Right now, I don't know anything except that I can't lose my company too. I can't lose everything in one day."

I turn away from her, wiping my face. When I speak again, my voice is back under control. Almost.

"Go back to your office. Act normal. We'll address the board together tomorrow morning."

She stands. "Declan—"

"Just go, Elena. Please. I can't—" I stop. "Just go."

She leaves, and I'm alone in my office with photos of her betrayal scattered across my desk and tears still wet on my face.

For the first time in twenty years, I have no idea what to do next.

The rest of the day is damage control.

Marcus in my office, reluctantly agreeing to the strategy. "This is risky. If the board finds out you're keeping her despite the affair—"

"They won't. Elena's smart enough to play her part."

"And you? Can you stand next to her and pretend everything's fine when you know she's been fucking Adrian?"

I don't answer because I don't know.

Calls to board members who are on the fence. Spin control. "Yes, there was an inappropriate relationship. No, it won't affect operations. Adrian Collins has been terminated. Elena and I are handling the personal matter privately."

Some believe me. Some don't.

Elena works late in her office, keeping her head down, avoiding colleagues. I see people whispering. The gossip is spreading fast.

By 6 PM, everyone knows.

At 7 PM, I text Elena: Go home tonight. You shouldn't be at my place.

Her response: Okay.

Then: I really am sorry.

I don't respond. Can't find words that aren't weapons.

My apartment feels too empty.

I pour scotch I don't really want and sit in the living room where Elena and I have spent countless evenings. Reading together. Watching movies. Her curled against my side while I worked through emails.

All of it contaminated now.

I pull up photos on my phone. Us at the year's charity gala—her in a red dress that made every man in the room stare, but she only had eyes for me. Vacation in Napa—wine-drunk and laughing in a vineyard. Morning coffee in my kitchen—her hair messy, my t-shirt hanging off her shoulder, looking at me like I was her entire world.

When did that change? When did I stop being enough?

Or was I never enough? Was she always going to look elsewhere for something I couldn't give her?

My phone buzzes. Multiple texts from board members. News is spreading beyond the company now. Investors are asking questions.

Then Elena: I know you probably don't want to hear from me. But I am sorry. For everything.

I stare at that text. All the things I could say. All the ways I could hurt her back.

Instead: Get some sleep.

Her response comes quickly: Are we going to be okay?

The question I don't have an answer to.

I type and delete three responses before settling on: I don't know. But we're going to save the company first. Everything else comes after.

Setting the phone down, I finish my scotch and pour another.

I should hate her. Should cut her out of my life completely, the way I promised I would if she ever cheated.

But I can't.

Because even now, knowing what she did, knowing she was in Adrian's bed while telling me she loved me, I still love her.

That's the worst part. Not the betrayal. Not the lies. But the fact that I'm weak enough to consider forgiving her.

I pull up our message history, scrolling back through weeks of texts.

Working late with Adrian.—She was at a hotel.

Miss you.—Right after seeing him.

Love you too.—While planning her next affair.

Every message a lie. Every "I love you" contaminated by what she was doing behind my back.

There's a photo she sent two weeks ago: her at her desk, late night, coffee cup beside her laptop. Still working. Thinking of you.

Was she? Or was she thinking of him? Was Adrian in the next room? Had they just finished fucking before she sent me that sweet, innocent photo?

I want to throw my phone across the room. Want to break something. Want to hurt her the way she's hurt me.

But that's not who I am. I'm Declan Shaw. I'm strategic. Controlled. I don't act on emotion.

Except with her, I always have.

That's what Caldwell was right about. I can't see clearly when it comes to Elena. Never could.

From the moment I met her—brilliant, submissive, mine—I've been lost. Made choices with my heart instead of my head. Trusted when I should have been cautious. Loved when I should have protected myself.

And now I'm paying the price.

Marcus texts: Board meeting scheduled for Tuesday. Caldwell's making his move. Are you ready?

I will be.

Marcus: And Elena? Can you really stand next to her and defend your relationship knowing what she did?

I look at the photo again. Her smiling, genuinely happy, in my kitchen.

Does she love me? Did she ever really?

Or was I just the powerful CEO who could advance her career while Adrian was the one who made her feel seen?

Both can be true. That's what destroys me most.

She loved me and betrayed me. Needed me and wanted him. Was mine while being his.

All of it real. None of it enough.

I text Marcus back: I told her if she cheated, we were done. No second chances. But I didn't account for this: that losing her might hurt more than forgiving her. That I'd be weak enough to choose the pain of staying over the pain of leaving.

His response: That's not weakness. That's love.

Or stupidity.

Marcus: Maybe they're the same thing.

I set the phone down and stare at the ceiling.

Tuesday. Four days to prepare. Four days to build a strategy that saves my company while my personal life burns down around me.

Four days to figure out if I can really stand next to Elena and pretend we're fine.

Four days to decide if forgiveness is strength or surrender.

I don't have the answer tonight.

All I have is this: I love her. I hate her. I need her. I want her gone.

And somehow, I have to turn that chaos into strategy.

Into survival.

Into whatever comes next.

Because Caldwell was right about one thing. I can't see clearly when it comes to Elena.

Never could.

And maybe that's what's going to cost me everything.


CONSEQUENCES


I've been sleeping in my own bed for a week, but it feels like a lifetime.

Every morning, I wake up in the apartment I share with Sienna and remember: I destroyed everything. My relationship. Declan's trust. My own integrity. All of it gone because I couldn't stop myself from wanting something I shouldn't have.

"You're up early," Sienna says, appearing in the kitchen doorway with coffee. "Another bad night?"

"I don't think I've had a good night since Paris."

She hands me a mug without comment. We've had this conversation a dozen times already. She's made her feelings clear: I made my choice, now I have to live with it. She loves me, but she doesn't condone what I did.

The week since Declan confronted me has been torture. Going to work. Coming home. Sleeping alone. No scenes. No nights at his place. Just... waiting for him to decide what happens next.

"Big day," she says. "The board meeting."

"Yeah." My stomach twists. Today, Caldwell makes his move to remove Declan. And it's my fault. If I hadn't fucked Adrian, hadn't given Caldwell ammunition, Declan wouldn't be fighting for his company.

"Are you going in?"

"I have to. Play the supportive girlfriend. Help him save what I helped destroy."

Sienna's quiet for a moment. "Do you think he'll forgive you? After this is over?"

"No. I think he'll thank me for helping with the board, then tell me we're done. That's what I deserve."

"Maybe." She refills her coffee. "But Declan's not predictable. He might surprise you."

I don't let myself hope for that.

***

The office is torture.

Walking through the halls, feeling everyone's eyes on me. They know. The whole company knows about the affair, about Adrian being fired, about the photos. The whispers follow me everywhere.

"That's her."

"Can't believe she'd cheat on Declan Shaw."

"With his own VP. So messy."

I keep my head high and my expression neutral. This is part of my punishment—the public shame, the judgement. I earned it.

In my office, I try to work but can't focus. The board meeting started at nine. It's now 10:30 and I haven't heard anything.

My phone buzzes. Marcus.

Declan's presenting now. Caldwell's pushing hard but D's holding his own.

Me: Thank you for the update.

Marcus: He's fighting for you. I hope you know that.

The guilt is crushing.

At 11:15, another text from Marcus: Declan threatened legal action against Caldwell. PI violated privacy laws. Board members are backing down.

At 11:47: Vote failed. Caldwell lost. Declan keeps his position.

I stare at that message, relief and dread mixing equally.

He won. We won.

But at what cost?

At noon, Declan appears in my doorway. He looks exhausted, his tie loosened, shadows under his eyes.

"It's handled," he says without preamble. "Caldwell's staying on the board but he lost his bid to remove me."

"That's... that's good. Thank you. For standing by me."

"I didn't do it for you. I did it for the company." His voice is flat. Professional. Like I'm just another employee.

Maybe that's what I am now.

"What happens now?" I ask quietly. "With us?"

"Come to my place tonight. 8 PM. We need to talk."

The finality in his voice makes my stomach drop. This is it. The breakup conversation. The end of everything.

"Okay."

He turns to leave, then pauses. "Elena."

"Yeah?"

"Wear something simple. This isn't... this isn't a date."

"I understand."

After he leaves, I put my head in my hands and let myself cry for the first time all week.

The rest of the day passes in a blur. Colleagues stop by to offer congratulations that feel more like condolences. "Glad you and Declan worked it out." "So brave of him to stand by you." "You're lucky he's so forgiving."

Each comment twists deeper.

By 5 PM, I'm packing up the personal items I'd left in my office. His jacket that I borrowed one cold night. The coffee mug with his company logo that somehow became mine. Small pieces of our relationship that need to go back.

Sienna texts: Are you okay?

No. He's ending it tonight.

Sienna:Do you want me there after?

Yes please.

At 7 PM, I'm standing in Sienna's bathroom, staring at my reflection. I look terrible. Dark circles under my eyes, weight loss making my cheekbones too prominent, hair that needs washing.

I shower, blow-dry my hair, but don't put on makeup. Don't wear anything sexy or designed to change his mind. Just jeans and a simple sweater.

If he's going to end it, I'm not going to beg.

I'm just going to accept what I deserve.

Declan's penthouse feels different when he opens the door at exactly 8 PM.

Colder, maybe. Or maybe I'm just seeing it through the lens of goodbye.

"Come in," he says.

I step inside, carrying the box of his things. "I brought your stuff. The things I had at my place."

He takes the box, sets it aside without looking at it.

We stand in the entryway in awkward silence.

"I understand if you want to end this," I finally say. "I deserve it. I betrayed you. Lied to you. Destroyed your trust. If you want me gone, I'll go."

"Do you?" He steps closer. "Deserve it?"

"Yes."

"Just yes? No defense? No explanation?"

"What explanation would make it better? I fucked another man for weeks while telling you I loved you. There's no explanation that excuses that."

He's quiet for a long moment, studying my face.

"What if I don't want to end it?" he finally asks.

My heart stops. "What?"

"What if I want to make you pay for what you did? Make you hurt the way I hurt? And then decide if we can move forward?"

I meet his eyes, tears already forming. "Then make me pay. I deserve it. All of it."

***

It's been three weeks since Declan made his decision. Three weeks of punishment. Three weeks of being used without release.

Three weeks of crawling.

The chastity belt is worse than the collar. Stainless steel, custom-fitted, locked in place every time I leave the apartment. But it's not just prevention—there's a vibrator built in, controlled by an app on Declan's phone.

He uses it without mercy. In meetings. At my desk. During presentations. I'll be mid-sentence when the vibration starts, building me toward an edge I'm forbidden to cross. Then it stops, leaving me shaking and empty with nowhere to go.

Sometimes I catch him watching from across the conference room, his expression perfectly neutral except for the slight curve of his lips. He knows exactly what he's doing to me. Knows I'm dying inside.

"Come," he says from the kitchen, and I drop to my hands and knees without thought. The leash clips to my collar with that familiar sound, and he leads me across the hardwood.

My knees are bruised. Constantly. The discoloration never quite fades before new marks appear. But I don't complain. This is my choice. My penance.

In the kitchen, he guides me to my spot beneath the breakfast bar where he's placed a cushion. "Stay."

I kneel there—silent, still—while he makes his coffee. Uses the counter above me for his tablet. Rests his foot near my leg like I'm furniture. An object. Not a person.

This has been my life for three weeks.

He uses me when he wants. Bends me over the couch and fucks me while I'm forbidden to make a sound. Wakes me at 3 AM to use my mouth, then sends me back to my room—not our room anymore, just my room—without a word.

And through it all, I'm not allowed to cum. Not once in three weeks.

The vibrator sessions are torture. He'll tie me down and work me to the edge over and over, sometimes for hours, never letting me tip over. Then he'll walk away, leaving me shaking and desperate and denied while he takes a conference call or reads a book in the next room.

"The board meeting went well today," he says conversationally, as if I'm not kneeling at his feet. "Caldwell's losing support. Another week and I'll have the votes to remove him."

I stay silent. I'm not allowed to speak unless given direct permission.

"You did well at the presentation yesterday. Professional. Composed. Even when I turned the vibrator on during your closing remarks." His hand comes down to stroke my hair absently, like petting a dog. "I could see you shaking. But you didn't stop. Didn't break composure. Good girl."

The praise does something to me. It's the first kind thing he's said to me in days, and I feel tears prick my eyes from just those two words.

After breakfast, he unlocks the chastity belt and removes it carefully. The relief of having it off is immediate—I've been wearing it for fourteen hours straight, and my skin is chafed and sore.

Then he leads me to the spare bedroom he converted last week.

My heart starts pounding before he even opens the door.

The suspension rig hangs from the ceiling—professionally installed, secure, terrifying. Ropes dangle like waiting snakes. On the bed, arranged with deliberate precision: the oversized dildo that makes my stomach drop just looking at it, restraints, the vibrator, lube, nipple clamps with adjustable screws, and the ball gag.

"Strip."

I shed the silk robe—the only thing I'm allowed to wear in the apartment besides my collar and belt—and stand naked before him. Vulnerable. Exposed.

He circles me slowly, taking his time, inspecting every inch like he's evaluating merchandise. His property.

"Three weeks you've served your punishment. Three weeks without release. Without comfort. Being used as I see fit." He stops in front of me, and I force myself to meet his eyes. "Do you understand why?"

"Yes, sir."

"Tell me."

"Because I gave to someone else what belonged to you. Because I broke your trust. Because I needed to learn what it truly means to submit."

"And have you learned?"

"I'm trying, sir."

"Not good enough. Yes or no?"

I swallow hard. My throat feels tight. "Yes, sir. I've learned."

"We'll see." He picks up the nipple clamps—the cruel ones with the adjustable screws. "Open your mouth."

I do, and he slides the ball gag in, buckling it firmly behind my head. My jaw stretches uncomfortably around the rubber, and I know from experience it'll be aching within minutes.

"You talked to him. Moaned for him. Made sounds while he used you." He attaches the first nipple clamp, and I watch his fingers turn the screw slowly until I whimper behind the gag. The pain is sharp, immediate. "Tonight, you're silent."

The second clamp goes on just as tight. The pain radiates through my breasts, and I'm already breathing hard through my nose, tears forming.

He moves to the rig. "Arms up."

He secures my wrists in padded cuffs—at least those are gentle—then uses the pulley system to raise my arms above my head. Not enough to lift me completely off the ground, but enough that I'm stretched, barely balanced on my toes, every muscle straining.

My legs he spreads wide with a bar between my ankles. I can't move. Can't close my legs. Can't even shift my weight without pain.

Completely at his mercy.

He picks up the dildo—massive, black silicone, intimidating in a way that makes fear spike through me. "We've used this in your pussy before. Tonight, it goes in your ass."

My breath catches behind the gag. Panic floods through me.

"Color?" He touches my hand gently. "Squeeze once for green, twice for yellow, three times for red."

I hesitate. Then squeeze once.

"Good girl."

He takes his time preparing me. More time than he's taken with anything else in three weeks. Lube, fingers, working me open slowly and carefully. It's the gentlest he's been since this started, and somehow that gentleness makes the tears start falling.

The nipple clamps shift with each of my movements, sending fresh jolts of pain through my breasts.

When he finally presses the dildo against my ass, I'm as ready as I'll ever be. Which isn't saying much.

"Breathe through your nose."

I do, and he pushes steadily. The stretch is immediate and overwhelming. It's bigger than anything that's been there before—bigger than him, bigger than Adrian.

The thought of Adrian flashes through my mind unbidden, and I flinch.

Declan notices. Of course he notices.

"Thinking about him?"

I nod, unable to lie even if I wanted to. Tears stream down my face.

"Did he fuck your ass?"

I nod again.

"Was he this big?"

I shake my head no.

"Good." He pushes deeper, relentless. "I want you to feel this tomorrow. Every time you sit down. Every time you move. I want you to remember who owns every hole." The dildo slides in another inch and I sob behind the gag. "Remember who you belong to."

The fullness when he finally gets it all the way in is unbearable. Uncomfortable in a way that's meant to be—this isn't pleasure, it's punishment. Combined with the nipple clamps biting into my flesh and the gag stretching my jaw, I'm completely overwhelmed.

"Such a good girl. Taking your punishment so well."

He secures the dildo in place with a harness, making sure I can't push it out even if I tried. Then he picks up the vibrator.

I make a desperate, muffled sound behind the gag. I already know how bad this is going to be.

"Color?" He waits, patient. One squeeze for green.

"Good girl."

He presses the vibrator against my clit and turns it on high.

The combination is devastating—the uncomfortable, too-full feeling in my ass, the sharp constant pain in my nipples, the restriction of the gag making me drool, and now the intense vibration on my oversensitive clit. My body doesn't know how to process it all. Pleasure and pain blur together until I can't tell them apart.

Within minutes I'm on the edge, shaking violently, making pathetic sounds behind the gag.

He reaches up and flicks one of the nipple clamps casually. The pain explodes through me, somehow intensifying the pleasure, making everything sharper and more unbearable.

"You're not allowed to cum."

He keeps the vibrator pressed there, holding me right at the edge. My legs shake so hard I can barely stay on my toes. My arms burn from supporting my weight. The dildo is a constant, uncomfortable reminder of why I'm here. Drool runs down my chin unchecked.

Time stops meaning anything. He works me to the edge again and again, never letting me fall over. Sometimes he stops completely, letting me come down just enough before starting again. Sometimes he adjusts the dildo, twisting it slightly, making me whimper at the uncomfortable stretch. Sometimes he tightens the nipple clamps another quarter turn, drawing fresh screams muffled by the gag.

"Do you understand now?" he asks quietly during one of the breaks. His voice is calm. Almost gentle. "This is what you did to us. Kept us right on the edge of breaking. Of crossing a line we couldn't come back from."

I nod frantically, sobbing, my whole body trembling.

"Do you? Do you really understand what you cost us? What you almost destroyed?"

More nodding. More tears. I understand. God, I understand.

He turns the vibrator back on. "But you're still here. Still taking your punishment. Still trying to earn your way back."

He keeps me suspended there for what feels like hours—I lose track completely. Filled, clamped, gagged, denied. My entire body shakes with exhaustion and overstimulation. I'm sobbing continuously now, tears and drool mixing on my face.

Finally—when I'm not sure I can take another second—he turns off the vibrator and sets it aside. Then he carefully, slowly removes the nipple clamps.

The rush of blood back into my abused nipples makes me scream behind the gag. The pain is worse than when they went on—sharp and burning and somehow worse for being "relief."

"Shh, I know. I know it hurts." His hands are gentle now, massaging my breasts carefully, soothing the tortured flesh. "You're doing so well. So well for me."

He unbuckles the gag and removes it carefully. I gasp for air, working my aching jaw, tasting blood where I bit my cheek at some point.

"Thank you, sir," I manage, my voice hoarse and broken.

"I'm going to fuck your pussy now," he says matter-of-factly. "And you're still not allowed to cum."

"Yes, sir." I don't know how I'll manage it, but I'll try.

He removes the dildo carefully—slowly—and the empty feeling afterward is almost worse than the fullness. I feel hollowed out. Used.

Then he positions himself behind me and slides into my pussy in one smooth stroke.

We both groan. After three weeks of being used roughly, treated like an object, denied any softness—this feels different. More intimate. More like us.

He sets a steady rhythm, one hand gripping my hip for leverage, the other reaching around to play with my oversensitive clit.

"Please," I beg immediately. I can't help it. "Please, sir, I need to cum so badly—"

"Not yet."

He fucks me thoroughly, deliberately, bringing me to the edge over and over. I'm crying openly, begging incoherently, completely broken down.

"Please—Declan—please—"

The use of his name instead of "sir" makes him pause mid-thrust. "What did you call me?"

"Declan." His real name. Not his title. "Please. I love you. I'm so sorry for everything. Please forgive me. Please let me cum. Please—"

His rhythm falters. His hand on my hip tightens almost painfully.

"Three weeks you've served your punishment. Three weeks without complaint. Without safe-wording out. Taking everything I've given you." His voice is rougher now, emotion bleeding through the control. "You've earned this."

He leans forward, his chest against my back, his mouth at my ear. His breath is hot against my skin. "Cum for me, Elena. Right now. Cum and remember who you belong to."

Permission.

After three weeks of denial, the orgasm doesn't just hit me—it annihilates me. I scream, my whole body convulsing in the restraints, pleasure so intense it crosses into something almost painful. It goes on and on, wave after devastating wave, three weeks of denial releasing all at once.

He holds me through it, fucking me steadily, drawing it out until I'm sobbing and shaking and completely destroyed.

When his own orgasm hits, he buries himself deep with a groan that sounds almost wounded. "Mine. You're mine. Always mine."

"Yours," I sob, the word breaking. "Always yours. Only yours."

He lowers me carefully from the suspension, my legs too weak to hold me. Carries me to the bed and removes the restraints, checking my wrists, my ankles, massaging my sore nipples gently, making sure I'm okay.

"Shh, I've got you. You did so well. Such a good girl. My good girl."

I curl into him, crying harder, and he just holds me.

"I forgive you," he says quietly after a long moment. "Not completely. Not yet. But we're starting. This is the start."

"Thank you," I whisper. "Thank you for not giving up on me."

"I tried. God knows I tried. But I can't seem to let you go."

He holds me while I cry, stroking my hair, whispering reassurances. Slowly, carefully, putting us back together.

It's not fixed. Not healed. But it's a beginning.

And sometimes, a beginning is enough.

***

One month later, I'm standing in a conference room waiting for a meeting to start, and I'm... okay.

Not great. Not healed. But okay.

I'm spending more time at Declan's penthouse than a month ago. It's different now—he checks my phone sometimes, which I gave him permission to do. I tell him everywhere I go. Text him constantly with updates.

Our dynamic is more intense. Him more possessive. The scenes rougher, more demanding. He's testing me, pushing me, making sure I'm really here.

And I take it all. Because this is my penance. My path back to his full trust.

At work, things are slowly normalizing. The whispers have died down. People are treating me professionally again, if not warmly.

The conference room door opens, and Declan walks in with a woman I don't recognize.

"Everyone, this is Natasha Volkov," he announces. "She'll be taking over as VP of International Operations."

I study her as she enters. Tall, striking, with sharp cheekbones and dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. Russian features. Maybe 29 or 30. Confident posture. Designer suit.

Impressive.

"Pleasure to meet you all," she says, her accent subtle but present.

I watch Declan's face carefully. But it's purely professional. No attraction. No interest beyond business.

Good.

After the meeting, I approach her. "Natasha, welcome to the team. I'm Elena McNeil. If you need anything as you're getting settled, I'm happy to help."

"Thank you." Her handshake is firm. "I've heard excellent things about your work on the Mercier deal. I look forward to learning from you."

Genuine respect in her voice. No cattiness or judgement.

She holds up her left hand, showing a tasteful engagement ring. "Hopefully my fiancé and I will be settled into the city within the month. This job came up quickly."

I relax fully. Engaged. Not a threat.

"Congratulations. When's the wedding?"

"Next spring. Though with this job, who knows if we'll have time to plan." She laughs. "The demands of international expansion, yes?"

"Very much yes."

We chat for a few more minutes. She's smart, funny, professional. I actually like her.

Declan approaches. "Elena, got a minute?"

"Of course."

In his office, door closed: "What do you think?"

"Of Natasha? She seems great. Really qualified."

"She'll be working closely with you on continuing the European expansion."

Brief moment of anxiety—another person I'll be working closely with—but I push it down. "That's fine. I can handle it."

He studies my face. "Can you?"

"Yes. I promised you. No more mistakes. No more inappropriate relationships. No more lying."

He pulls me close. "Good. Because I'm trusting you again. Don't make me regret it."

"I won't."

He kisses me, gentle but possessive. "Dinner tonight? My place?"

"Always."

***

Six months after Paris, I'm standing in Declan's bedroom watching him get ready for a charity gala.

Tuxedo, cufflinks, the watch I bought him for his birthday. He looks devastating.

"You clean up nice," I tell him.

"You're not so bad yourself." He gestures to my dress—emerald green, elegant, expensive. "Ready?"

"Almost." I pull out a small box. "I got you something."

"Elena, you didn't need to—"

"Open it."

Inside is a compass cufflink set. "So you always know where home is."

His expression softens. "Like the necklace I gave you."

"Exactly like that. Except I'm not losing my way again. I'm home. With you."

He puts them on, then pulls me close. "We're really going to be okay, aren't we?"

"Yeah. I think we are."

At the gala, we're the picture of a perfect couple. His hand on my lower back. Me laughing at his jokes. Both of us comfortable in our roles.

Natasha is there with her fiancé. She waves from across the room, and I wave back.

"She's good at her job," Declan says.

"Really good. Adrian's replacement is better than Adrian."

"In every way."

I catch him looking at me, and for the first time in months, there's no shadow of doubt in his eyes. Just love.

"Dance with me?" he asks.

"Always."

On the dance floor, surrounded by New York's elite, we move together. Comfortable. Connected. Whole.

"Ask me," he says quietly.

"Ask you what?"

"The question. The one you've been asking every few months."

I know what he means. "Are we going to be okay?"

He pulls me closer. "Yes. We're going to be okay."

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure."

For the first time since Paris, I let myself believe it.

We're going to be okay.

Not perfect. Not undamaged. But together. Committed. Fighting for each other instead of against each other.

And as I lay my head on his shoulder, moving with him to the music, I think: This is enough. This broken, hard-won, fought-for love is enough.

We survived. We're surviving. We'll keep surviving.

Together.

And that's all that matters.

THE END


EPILOGUE


Three weeks after the gala

My hand is between my legs, and I'm thinking about Declan Shaw.

Again.

The fourth time this week I've woken up wet and aching, my mind replaying the same fantasy on loop.

Declan's office. After hours. Him bending me over his desk while Elena watches from the doorway, unable to look away—

I slide two fingers inside myself, biting back a moan. Dmitri is asleep in the next room, but this has nothing to do with him. This never has anything to do with him.

This is about Declan's hands. How they move when he's commanding a room—strength in every gesture, control in every motion. Pure dominance.

I saw him touch Elena at the gala two weeks ago—possessive grip on her hip, thumb stroking circles on her lower back—and I wanted to feel those hands on me so badly I could barely breathe.

My fingers move faster. Harder.

In my fantasy, he walks into his office and finds me touching myself in his chair. "Did I give you permission?" he asks, voice cold. "No, sir," I whisper. And then he's crossing the room, yanking me up by my hair—

I cum hard, crying out his name, my body arching off the bed.

For thirty seconds, I lie there gasping. Trembling.

By morning, I've showered away the evidence of my obsession and dressed in the cream silk blouse I know makes my skin glow. The shame from 3 AM has dissolved into something sharper, more focused. I stand at my desk watching Declan through the glass wall of his office, and my body remembers what my fingers did in the dark.

He's on a call, pacing behind his desk. Shirt sleeves rolled up. Tie loosened. That predatory control in every movement.

I wonder what he looks like when he loses control. If Elena has ever seen him fully undone. If she knows how lucky she is.

"Morning, Natasha."

I startle. Marcus is beside me, coffee in hand, watching me watch Declan.

"Just waiting for our 9:30," I say smoothly.

"Uh-huh." He doesn't believe me. Marcus has been suspicious since I joined four months ago. Like he can smell the want on me.

Declan's door opens. "Natasha. Let's go."

I follow him inside, and the door clicks shut behind us. Just us. The way I've engineered it to be a dozen times over the past four months.

"Shanghai contracts," he says, not looking up from his tablet. "What's the update?"

I launch into my report, but I'm barely listening to my own words. I'm too busy watching the way his jaw tightens when he's thinking. The way his fingers tap against the desk.

I've memorized everything about him. The brands he wears. The scotch he drinks. How he takes his coffee. How he touches her.

And I want it. Want him. Want everything he gives Elena and more.

"Natasha."

I pause. He's staring at me.

"Sorry. Late night." I smile. "Dmitri was traveling and I couldn't sleep."

Something flickers in his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Like he knows exactly why I couldn't sleep.

"The contracts?" he prompts.

I move around his desk—closer than necessary—and lean over to show him my tablet. Close enough that my hair brushes his shoulder. Close enough that my perfume wraps around us both.

"Section seven," I murmur. "The liability clause."

His body tenses. Aware of my proximity. Aware that this is inappropriate.

But he doesn't move away.

"Looks fine," he says, voice tight. "Approve it."

I don't move. "Declan, can I ask you something?"

"Depends."

"How do you do it? Balance everything with Elena. The dynamic you have."

His jaw clenches. "That's not appropriate."

"I'm not trying to pry." I let my hand rest on his shoulder. Light. Fleeting. "I've been in the lifestyle for years. In Moscow. And I just wondered—"

He stands abruptly, putting the desk between us. "Whatever you're asking, the answer is no."

"I didn't mean—"

"Yes, you did." There's no warmth in his voice. No give. "This conversation is over. And Natasha? Don't make me have it again."

The rejection should sting, but it doesn't. All day I feel the ghost of his tension, the way his body knew what I was offering even as his mouth said no. I replay it through meetings, through lunch, through the commute home to my empty apartment where Dmitri won't return until Thursday.

By the time I'm in bed that night, hand between my legs again, I'm replaying the way Declan looked at me. The way he said "no." Like he wanted to say yes. Like he was fighting himself.

That's the crack I need. The weakness I can exploit.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand. Another text from the unknown number that's been harassing me for months.

I know what you're planning. Stop before someone gets hurt.

I delete it without reading the whole thing. Some people don't know when to quit.

But I do. I know exactly when to quit. Right after I get what I want.

I close my eyes and let the fantasy take over. Declan's hands on my body. His voice in my ear. Elena watching, helpless, as I take everything from her.

I cum again, harder this time.

And I make a decision.

This isn't over.

It's just beginning.
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