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Chapter 1 — The Break Trailer

The money felt stupid in my hand.

Two thousand dollars in hundreds, folded and bound by a rubber band from the supply closet. Too thick to be casual. It made a sound when I picked it up, a papery thud that carried in the silence of my office before I slipped it into the pocket of my canvas jacket. The jacket said Brennan Framing over the left breast. I’d worn it for ten years. It was the first thing my crew saw when I walked on site, the last thing they saw when I left. It was armor.

It felt like tin foil now.

I left my office and crossed the gravel lot to the break trailer. Friday, just past eleven. The crew on the Westchester site was ahead of schedule, the skeleton framing for the new luxury townhomes a clean geometry against the blue August sky. The air smelled of cut lumber and diesel. Nail guns popped in the distance, a steady, productive percussion.

Diego’s crew.

He’d be in the trailer for his ten-minute break. He was a creature of habit: coffee at six, break at eleven-ten, lunch at one. I knew his rhythms because I paid his salary, because his crew’s efficiency kept my company solvent. That was the reason. The only reason.

I pulled open the metal door.

The trailer was dim, blinds half-drawn against the morning sun. Diego sat alone at the long table, one boot propped on the bench beside him. He was looking at his phone, a black coffee steaming in a chipped ceramic mug in front of him. He didn’t look up when I entered, but I saw the shift in his posture—a slight straightening of his spine, the slow lowering of his phone to the table.

“Boss,” he said. His voice was a low rumble, worn smooth by years of shouting over saws.

“Diego.”

I let the door swing shut behind me. The trailer was suddenly very small. It was always small, but with him in it, the walls seemed to press inward. He wore a navy henley, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. The ink on his forearms was a landscape of dark lines and shadows I’d never allowed myself to study. I knew it was there—a full sleeve, I thought—but looking was a line I hadn’t crossed.

“Everything okay with the Palmer specs?” he asked, his brown eyes tracking me as I moved to the counter, pretending to check the coffee maker. He was always like this, professional to a fault. He anticipated problems before they bloomed.

“Specs are fine.” I turned, leaning my hips against the counter. The money in my pocket was a lead weight. “I need to talk to you about something else.”

He waited. He had a stillness about him that could unnerve the new guys. It wasn’t hostility. It was patience. The patience of a man who knew how to measure twice before cutting.

“It’s personal,” I said.

One of his dark eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Okay.”

I took a breath. My palms were damp. I wiped them on my jeans. “My family has a lake house. On Cayuga. We have a reunion every August. It starts tonight.”

He nodded once, a silent go on.

“My mother,” I said, the words tasting bitter, “has decided I am a project this year. She’s invited the family lawyer, a guy named Stephen, to stay in the cabin next to mine. She’s made it very clear she expects me to be… receptive.”

A flicker of something passed over his face. Amusement? Annoyance? It was gone before I could name it. “And you’re not receptive.”

“He’s fifty-two, wears boat shoes with no socks, and talks about his golf handicap like it’s a personality. So no.”

Diego’s lips twitched. He took a slow sip of his coffee. “So don’t go.”

“It’s not that simple.” It was, actually. But saying that would mean admitting why I couldn’t skip it. Admitting that showing up, alone again, was a yearly defeat I was tired of tasting. “I’m going. But I’m not going alone.”

His eyes held mine. The air in the trailer grew thicker, warmer. The distant nail guns sounded like a heartbeat.

“I need a date,” I said. The words hung between us, blunt and ridiculous. “For the weekend. Just for show. Arrive Friday, leave Sunday. Meals, some activities, that’s it. A buffer.”

He set his mug down with a soft click. “You have friends.”

“Not ones who would do this. Or ones my mother wouldn’t see through in five seconds.” I forced my shoulders back. This was a negotiation. I was good at negotiations. “I’m prepared to compensate you for your time. The weekend rate, plus a bonus for the inconvenience.”

I pulled the cash from my pocket. The rubber band snapped faintly as I set the stack on the table between us. It looked absurd next to his plain mug. A vulgar, desperate offering.

Diego looked at the money. He didn’t touch it. He didn’t even lean forward. He just looked, his expression unreadable. Then he lifted his gaze to mine, and the patience in his eyes had hardened into something else. Something sharp and assessing.

“Two thousand dollars,” I said, my voice tighter than I wanted.

He was silent for a long moment. The only sound was the hum of the trailer’s old refrigerator. Then he let out a soft breath, almost a laugh, but there was no humor in it.

“You’re offering me money,” he said slowly, “to pretend to be your boyfriend.”

“Yes.”

“In front of your family.”

“Yes.”

“At a lake house.”

“Yes, Diego.” Irritation sparked, cutting through the nerves. “That’s the offer.”

He leaned back, his boot still on the bench, his arms crossing over his chest. The movement pulled the fabric of his henley taut across his shoulders. I’d seen him lift a header beam into place without a tremor. I knew the strength in that frame. I’d just never felt the weight of it aimed at me.

“You’re my boss,” he said, as if reminding us both.

“It’s a private transaction. Outside work hours. It doesn’t change anything on Monday.”

“It changes everything on Monday, Saoirse.”

The use of my first name was a jolt. He never used it. Not in five years. It was Boss or Ms. Brennan in mixed company. Saoirse in his mouth was intimate, a key turning in a lock I’d kept sealed.

“The money is to ensure it doesn’t,” I argued, but the argument felt flimsy.

He shook his head, a slow, final movement. “I don’t want your money.”

Disappointment, cold and heavy, settled in my gut. Of course he didn’t. It was insulting. He was my best foreman, a man who took pride in his work. I’d just tried to buy him like a subcontractor. “Fine. Forget it. I’m sorry I—”

“I didn’t say no.”

My mouth snapped shut. He was watching me, his dark eyes like still water, hiding depths.

“You don’t want the money,” I said carefully. “What do you want?”

Something shifted in his expression then — not the quick grin he gave the crew when a tricky piece fit perfectly. This was slower. Predatory. Curious, like he was already calculating the weight of what I’d just offered. It made my breath catch in a way I hadn’t expected.

“If you want this,” he said, his voice dropping, weaving through the small space between us, “here are my terms.”

Terms. My own word, thrown back at me. I was the one who set terms. For contracts, for schedules, for conduct on my sites. “What terms?”

“We go to your lake house. We play this out. But we play it my way.”

A warning bell clanged in my head. “Your way.”

“Yeah.” He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward, elbows on the table, bringing his face closer to mine. The scent of him—fresh sweat, coffee, the faint cedar of his soap—wrapped around me. “You don’t pay me. You don’t hire me. You ask me for a favor. And I set the rules.”

“What rules?”

He held up a finger. “One. You sit in my lap at dinner. The first night, and every night after if I want you there.”

A hot flush crawled up my neck. “In front of my family.”

“Especially in front of your mother.”

My heart was pounding against my ribs. “Go on.”

“Two.” A second finger joined the first. “You drink from my cup. My coffee, my water, my beer. You don’t get your own.”

The intimacy of it was a physical shock. Sharing a cup was something couples did without thinking. It was a claim.

“Three.” His eyes dipped to my throat, then back up. “You wear the silver chain I brought. The whole weekend. You don’t take it off.”

I had no words. The images his rules conjured were obscenely vivid: me perched on his thighs at the long dining table, my mother’s sharp gaze on us. My lips on the rim of his mug. The cool weight of a chain against my skin, a mark everyone would see.

“Why?” The question was a whisper.

“Because you’re asking me to be something I’m not,” he said, his voice low and even. “A prop. A paid actor. I’m not that. If I do this, I’m your boyfriend for seventy-two hours. And boyfriends don’t let their girlfriends sit across the table looking lonely. They don’t let them get cornered by lawyers in boat shoes. They claim them. Quietly. Where everyone can see but nobody is brave enough to say a goddamn thing about it.”

The raw truth in his words stripped me bare. He’d seen right through the cash, through the brittle façade of the transaction, to the humiliating core of it: I was lonely. I was tired of being the project. I wanted a shield, but he was offering a sword—and asking me to hand him the hilt.

“And on Sunday morning?” I asked, my throat dry.

His smile returned, darker this time. “On Sunday morning, you wake up in my bed at the lake house. With your whole family already at breakfast twenty feet away.”

The air left my lungs. This wasn’t fake dating. This was a controlled demolition. He was proposing to take my authority—the authority I wielded over him, over this company, over my own life—and dismantle it, piece by piece, in front of the people who’d watched me build it.

“You’d be my employee,” I managed to say. “Publicly. My family would know.”

“They’d know I work for you. They’d also know you’re in my lap, drinking from my cup, wearing my chain, and sleeping in my bed. Let them figure out the hierarchy.”

The power flip was absolute. Dizzying. For two years, I’d pretended not to notice the heat in his glances, the way my body reacted when he stood too close on site. I’d buried it under schedules and specs because he was my foreman and that line was electrified. Now he was offering to not just cross the line, but to rewire it entirely. To make my pretended ignorance a public performance for my family’s benefit.

“And on Monday?” My voice was barely audible.

“On Monday,” he said, leaning back again, the intensity dialing back a notch into that infuriating calm, “I’m your foreman. You’re my boss. We go back to the way things were.”

We both knew it was a lie. Nothing would go back.

But the alternative was Stephen and his sockless boat shoes. My mother’s triumphant, pitying smile. Another year of being the capable, lonely daughter who ran a construction company but couldn’t run her own life.

I looked at the cash on the table. It was pathetic. I looked at Diego. He was waiting, his face a mask of quiet competence, but his eyes… his eyes were a challenge. A promise.

“Seventy-two hours,” I said.

“Seventy-two hours.”

“Your rules.”

“My rules.” He paused. “And I’ll ask for them in front of your mother.”

My stomach dropped. “What?”

“The first dinner. When she’s watching. I’ll lean in and tell you what I want. And you’ll do it. That’s the deal.”

He wanted my mother to see me obey. Wanted the performance to be real, my compliance witnessed and undeniable.

I had never yielded to anyone.

I straightened, yanking the Brennan Framing jacket tighter around my ribs. It didn’t feel like armor anymore. It felt like something I’d have to take off in front of an audience.

“We leave at three,” I said, forcing the boss-voice back into place. “My truck. You’re driving.”

His eyebrow lifted. The first inversion. I wasn’t asking him to ride along. I was handing over the keys.

“I’ll be ready,” he said.

I turned and shoved the trailer door open. Sunlight slammed into my face. Nail guns rattled in the distance. The world was exactly as it had been ten minutes ago, and nothing like it at all.

I didn’t look back.



I went home to pack.

The apartment was a functional shell. Hardwood floors, a leather sofa that had never been comfortable, blueprints framed where other people hung paintings. The bedroom existed for sleep and nothing else. I stood in front of the closet like the clothes belonged to someone else.

Three sundresses. Bought for weddings where I’d gone as a plus-one to a business associate. I pulled out the navy one with thin straps. Linen. It would wrinkle. I hadn’t worn it in three summers.

I packed it.

Jeans. T-shirts. A sweater for the cool lake nights. My usual uniform. Then I stared at the empty suitcase and remembered his third rule.

You wear the silver chain I brought.

I didn’t own delicate jewelry. A smartwatch and the occasional stud earring were as far as I went. A chain around my neck would feel like a collar. It would draw the eye to my throat, to the freckled skin I kept covered by crew necks and jacket collars.

He would put it on me.

The thought pulled heat low in my belly and something colder up my spine at the same time.

At 2:45 I hauled my bag and a small duffel down to the parking lot behind the building. My truck—a Ford F-150 with Brennan Framing decaled on the doors—was washed and fueled. I threw the bags in the back seat.

Diego was already there.

He leaned against the passenger door, one black duffel at his feet. He’d changed out of his work henley into a fresh one, same navy blue. Dark jeans. Boots. He looked like he was heading to a job site, not a family reunion. He looked exactly like himself. Unapologetic. Solid.

He straightened when I approached. His eyes swept over me—still in work jeans and a grey t-shirt, hair in a messy bun—then he held out his hand, palm up.

“Keys.”

Not a question. A quiet expectation.

I pulled the fob from my pocket. Our fingers brushed. The contact shouldn’t have felt like a transfer of power, but it did. The weight of the truck, of the company whose name was on it, shifted from my hand to his.

He nodded, a small dip of his chin, and walked around to the driver’s side. I stood there a second too long before I opened the passenger door and climbed in.

The cab smelled of him immediately. Not just the cedar soap. Him. The warm, clean scent of his skin that I’d caught a thousand times on site visits, now trapped in my personal space. He settled behind the wheel, adjusted the mirror, movements economical and sure. The engine turned over. The familiar rumble vibrated through the seat and into my bones, but from this angle it felt different.

He pulled out onto the street and headed for the highway north.

Silence filled the cab, thick and charged. I watched the city give way to suburbs, then to rolling green hills. The tension sat between us like a third person.

“You never asked about Stephen,” I said finally, just to break it.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, eyes on the road. His hands were relaxed on the wheel, strong and capable. I’d seen those hands drive a sixteen-penny nail in two swings. “He’s not a factor now.”

“My mother will grill you. About your job. Your family. Your… intentions.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “I’ll answer her questions.”

“She can be harsh.”

“I’ve dealt with inspectors who make your mother look like a kindergarten teacher, Saoirse.”

There it was again. My name. It sounded different in the quiet of the cab. Softer. Deadlier.

“Why are you doing this?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. “If you don’t want the money… why?”

He was silent for a mile. The highway unspooled ahead of us, a gray ribbon toward the lakes.

“You walked into that trailer with two grand in cash,” he said, voice low and even. “You were holding it like it was a shield. But your hands were shaking.”

I hadn’t realized he’d seen that.

“You’re the best boss I’ve ever had,” he continued, glancing at me. The words landed with more weight than I expected. “You’re fair. You’re tough. You don’t take shit from anyone. Seeing you look like that… like you were about to ask for a favor from a loan shark…” He shook his head once. “I didn’t like it.”

“So this is pity?” I asked, the word sharp.

His laugh was a short, hard exhale. “No. This is not pity.” He looked at me again, and the heat in his gaze was unmistakable. The same look I’d caught sometimes on site, the one I’d always pretended was a trick of the light. “This is me finally accepting an invitation you’ve been sending for two years without saying a word.”

My breath caught. “I never—”

“You did.” He cut me off, not unkindly. “Every time you stood a little too close when we went over blueprints. Every time you handed me a coffee you ‘accidentally’ bought extra. Every time you watched my crew work from the site trailer window. You’ve been asking, Saoirse. Today, you just used words.”

The truth of it landed like a fist. He’d seen it all. The tiny, unconscious betrayals. The cracks in my professional armor.

“So your rules…” I trailed off.

“Are my answer,” he finished. He returned his eyes to the road. “You asked me to be something for you. I’m saying yes. But I’m being it for real. For seventy-two hours. You don’t get the fake version. You get me.”

The finality in his voice left no room for argument. I had asked. He had set the terms. The power flip was complete.

I stared out the window at the blurring landscape, mind racing. The reality of what was coming settled over me like a heavy blanket. In a few hours we would arrive. My mother would be waiting. The performance would begin.

And the first act would be me, sitting in his lap at dinner, in front of everyone.

The thought should have filled me with cold dread. Instead, a slow, treacherous heat pooled low in my belly. The same heat I’d spent two years ignoring. Now I’d signed a contract to let it burn.

“Tell me about the chain,” I said, voice barely above a whisper.

He didn’t look at me, but I saw his grip tighten slightly on the steering wheel. “It was my grandmother’s. She gave it to me when I turned eighteen. Told me to give it to someone who mattered.”

The significance of it stole my breath. “Diego… I can’t wear that. It’s too much.”

“You can,” he said, simple as that. “And you will. It’s part of the rules.”

“But it’s for someone who—”

“For seventy-two hours,” he interrupted, tone leaving no room for sentiment, “you’re the one who matters. That’s the job.”

The job. He was reframing it, even now. He was the professional, and I was the client with a peculiar request. It was a fiction, but it was the only one that let me breathe.

We drove in silence for another hour. The sun began its slow descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple. He turned off the highway onto a two-lane road that wound through vineyards and past farm stands. I knew this road. We were close.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A text from my mother.

ETA? Stephen just arrived. He brought a lovely Pinot Noir.

A bolt of pure, undiluted panic shot through me. I gripped the phone, knuckles white.

Diego glanced over. “Her?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“What’s she saying?”

I read the text aloud, my voice flat.

He was quiet for a moment. Then, calmly, he said, “Reply. Say we’re thirty minutes out. And tell her I prefer bourbon.”

I looked at him. He kept his eyes on the road, profile stark in the fading light. He wasn’t joking.

With trembling fingers I typed out the message, adding his bourbon preference at the end. I hit send. The whoosh sound felt like the closing of a cell door.

“Good,” he said.

Five minutes later, the familiar wooden sign for Brennan’s Landing appeared on the right. My grandfather had carved it fifty years ago. Diego turned onto the crushed-stone driveway that led through a canopy of old oaks. The six cabins came into view, arranged in a semicircle facing the lake. The main lodge, with its wide porch and stone chimney, sat in the center. Cars were already parked haphazardly on the grass.

My family.

My chest tightened. I could see figures on the porch. My cousin Liam’s kids running down to the dock. And standing at the top of the lodge steps, a tall, slim silhouette with perfectly coiffed silver hair: my mother.

Diego brought the truck to a smooth stop near my designated cabin, number three. He put it in park and turned off the engine.

The sudden silence was deafening.

He didn’t move. He sat, one wrist draped over the steering wheel, and looked out at the scene. The lake was a sheet of burnished copper in the late afternoon light. It was beautiful. It was a battleground.

“Okay,” he said softly, more to himself than to me. Then he turned his head. His eyes found mine in the dim cab. They were dark, focused, utterly calm. “Remember the rules.”

“I remember.”

“The first one starts now.”

My heart hammered. “Now? We’re not at dinner.”

“The rule is you sit in my lap at dinner,” he said, unbuckling his seatbelt with a soft click. “It doesn’t say anything about what happens before.” He reached across the console, fingers brushing my chin, tilting my face toward him. The touch was electric. “We walk in together. You don’t leave my side. You let me touch you. A hand on your back. Your hip. You lean into it. You understand?”

I could only nod, throat sealed shut.

His thumb stroked my jawline once, a rough, fleeting caress. “Good.”

He pulled back and opened his door. The sounds of the lake washed in—children laughing, the lap of water against the dock, the distant clink of glasses from the porch.

I fumbled for my door handle, limbs clumsy. By the time I got out, he was already retrieving our bags from the back seat. He slung his duffel over one shoulder and picked up my suitcase with his free hand as if it weighed nothing.

He came around the truck to stand beside me. So close I could feel the heat radiating from his body.

“Ready?” he asked.

No.

“Yes.”

We walked the gravel path toward the main lodge. Each step sent a small shock through my calves, the stones shifting under my shoes like loose footing on a dock. Heads turned. Maggie stopped with her wine glass suspended in the air, the liquid tilting toward the rim. Uncle Pat pushed up from the porch swing, his squint narrowing further as we drew closer.

My mother descended the steps, her smile fixed in place, the same one she wore for photographs and difficult guests. Her eyes—pale green, the same shade as mine—moved over Diego in one unbroken pass. The scuffed work boots. The canvas duffel slung over his shoulder. The way he stayed half a step behind me while the space around him seemed to hold its own weight.

“Saoirse, darling,” she called, her voice carrying clean across the lawn. “You’re late.”

We reached the bottom of the lodge steps. Diego stopped. I stopped beside him, my shoulder brushing the solid line of his arm.

My mother’s gaze settled on him. “And you must be…?”

This was the first test. I drew breath to speak, already reaching for the vague script I’d rehearsed in the truck, but Diego answered first.

His voice stayed low and even, carrying without effort. “Diego Ramos.” He made no move to offer his hand. He simply stood there, holding my suitcase, meeting her stare with a quiet steadiness that seemed to pull the air tighter between them.

“Ramos,” she repeated. The corners of her smile pulled tighter. “And how do you know Saoirse?”

Diego’s hand rose. Not to shake hers. He placed it low on my back, palm flat and heavy through the thin cotton of my shirt. The heat of it sank straight through to skin. Possessive. Unmistakable.

My thighs locked. My shoulders drew tight. Then, because it had to look real, I leaned back into the contact, just enough to feel the full weight of his palm. A clear yielding.

He looked down at me. A slow, private smile touched his mouth before he lifted his gaze to her again. His thumb traced one small, deliberate circle against my spine.

“I’m the man she asked to come with her,” he said.

The silence that followed was complete. Even the children on the dock went still. My mother’s smile held, but it had gone rigid, a thin shell over something colder.

“I see,” she said. Her eyes flicked to his hand, then to my face. I kept my expression blank, the same one I used when a client pushed too hard and I still needed the signed contract. “Well. Welcome, Diego. We’re so pleased Saoirse brought a… friend.”

The word landed with deliberate sting.

“Thank you, Mrs. Brennan,” Diego said. His thumb kept moving, slow and steady. “The place is beautiful.”

“It’s been in the family for generations,” she said, angling her body toward the steps in clear invitation. “Come up. Everyone’s on the porch. Stephen’s just opened a lovely bottle.”

At the mention of Stephen’s name, Diego’s hand pressed more firmly against my back, guiding me forward. “Lead the way.”

We climbed. Each step felt heavier than the last. The wide porch held the rest of them— Aunt Fiona, Uncle Pat, cousins Liam and Maggie with their spouses, a scatter of kids. And Stephen, leaning against the railing with a wine glass in hand. He looked exactly as I remembered: sandy hair thinning at the crown, polo collar flipped up, khaki shorts, those ridiculous sockless boat shoes. He straightened when we reached the top, his gaze landing on me with the same practiced warmth that always left a chill behind.

“Saoirse! There you are!” He pushed off the railing. “Your mother said you were running late. I was starting to worry.” His eyes slid to Diego, taking in the boots, the duffel, the hand still resting at the small of my back. Confusion crossed his face, then a slow, knowing condescension. “Oh. You brought a… driver?”

The insult sat there, blunt and perfectly Stephen. Heat rose under my skin before I could shape a reply. Diego spoke first, voice unchanged.

“Diego Ramos,” he said, still not offering his hand. “Saoirse’s date for the weekend.”

Stephen blinked. “Date?” A short, nervous laugh escaped him. “Well. How… modern.”

“Stephen, this is Diego,” my mother cut in, her tone smooth while her eyes stayed sharp. “Diego, Stephen is a dear friend of the family. A partner at Hughes and Crantz in the city.”

“Lawyer,” Diego said, the single word flat, already filed away.

“Corporate litigation, primarily,” Stephen said, chest lifting. “And you? What is it you do, Diego?”

The question I had dreaded. Diego’s hand slid from my back to my hip, fingers settling around the bone. A clear claim.

“I work for Saoirse,” he said, easy as breath.

The porch went quiet again. Stephen’s smile turned uncertain. “You… work for her?”

“I’m a foreman at Brennan Framing,” Diego said, tone matter-of-fact, carrying neither pride nor apology. “I run her best crew.”

“Oh!” Stephen’s laugh came louder, relieved. “Construction! Of course. Good, honest work.” He said it the way someone praises a well-behaved animal. “So you’re here as, what, a… plus-one from the office?” He winked at me, as if we shared the joke.

Diego’s fingers tightened on my hip. I felt the rough drag of calluses through denim. “I’m here,” he said slowly, “because Saoirse asked me to be here with her.”

He looked down at me then. The professional mask dropped. His eyes, cool and measuring a moment before, warmed as they met mine. The look was focused, unhidden, and it landed like a hand at the base of my throat. A performance, I reminded myself. A convincing one.

“Sweetheart,” he said, the endearment sliding out like it belonged there, “you must be tired from the drive. Why don’t we get settled in the cabin?”

The word hit and held. Sweetheart. The cabin. Singular.

My mother’s lips thinned. “Saoirse’s in cabin three, Diego. You’re in five, right next door. I had the boys air it out this morning.”

Diego turned that same warm gaze on her. It felt heavier than any stare. “That’s kind of you, ma’am. But Saoirse’s bag is heavy, and I’d like to get it sorted for her. We’ll figure out the sleeping arrangements later.”

The words hung, thick and deliberate. Sleeping arrangements. He wasn’t asking permission. He was stating fact, and the deference in his tone only made the certainty sharper.

My mother stared. For the first time I could remember, she had nothing ready.

“Come on,” Diego murmured to me. His hand left my hip and found mine, fingers lacing through, rough and warm. “Let’s go.”

He led me off the porch and down the steps, suitcase in his other hand. I felt every pair of eyes on our backs. Maggie’s whisper reached us, low and sharp. “Oh my God.” Uncle Pat’s low chuckle followed.

We were halfway to cabin three when my mother’s voice cut across the distance, clear and edged. “Dinner is at seven, Saoirse! In the main lodge! Formal!”

Diego didn’t turn. He simply lifted our joined hands in a brief wave.

We reached the door of my cabin. The A-frame stood where it always had, small porch facing the lake. He let go of my hand only to reach into my pocket for the key he’d taken from the truck without asking, then unlocked the door and pushed it open, holding it for me.

Inside, everything was exactly as I remembered: exposed beams, stone fireplace, the wide leather sofa, kitchenette tucked in the corner, steep ladder leading to the loft. The air smelled of pine and old wood.

Diego set the bags just inside and closed the door. The latch clicked loud in the sudden quiet.

We were alone.

The performance fell away. He didn’t reach for me. He simply stood there, watching, the earlier warmth gone, replaced by clear, assessing focus. He was reading the shock still on my face, the panic, the anger I hadn’t managed to swallow.

“Breathe,” he said quietly.

I hadn’t realized I was holding it. The air left me in one rough exhale. “Jesus Christ, Diego.”

“What?”

“Sweetheart? ‘We’ll figure out the sleeping arrangements’? You might as well have carried me over the threshold.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “I considered it. Thought it might be too much for the first five minutes.”

“This isn’t a joke!” I kept my voice low, pacing the small space. “My mother is probably already on the phone with someone. Stephen looked like he wanted to spit. Maggie is going to have the group chat lit up before we’ve even unpacked.”

“Good,” he said.

I stopped. Stared. “Good?”

“That’s the point, Saoirse. You didn’t bring me here to make polite conversation and sleep in separate cabins. You brought me here to stand between you and that lawyer. Walls don’t whisper. They stand where everyone can see them.” He crossed his arms and leaned back against the door. “Your mother was going to disapprove of anyone who wasn’t Stephen. So let her disapprove. Let them all talk. By the time dinner’s over, the only thing they’ll be discussing is us. Not you. Not your empty chair. Us.”

The logic held. It also made my stomach tighten. “You humiliated Stephen.”

“He humiliated himself. And he tried to humiliate you by calling me your driver.” Diego’s eyes darkened. “That won’t happen again.”

The possessiveness in his voice slid straight through me. I turned toward the wall of windows, the lake stretched out below, the sun lower now, laying long streaks of gold and fire across the water. “I just… I need a minute.”

I heard him move behind me, not toward me but across the room. He picked up my suitcase. “I’ll take this upstairs.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Part of the job,” he said, his voice already rising with the ladder.

I listened to the creak of rungs, the soft thud of the bag being set down, the shift of floorboards above. My heart still beat too hard. My skin still carried the memory of his hand on my back, my hip, my fingers. Every place he’d touched felt marked.

He came back down the ladder with quiet control. At the kitchenette he opened the fridge, found the two bottles of water I’d asked to be stocked, opened one, and brought it to me.

“Drink,” he said.

I took it. Our fingers brushed. I drank deep, the cold doing nothing to ease the heat still running under my skin.

“What now?” I asked, handing the bottle back.

He took it, eyes on mine, and lifted it to his own mouth. He drank from the same place my lips had touched. The intimacy of it was casual and deliberate at once, and it pulled the air from my lungs. He was practicing. Rule two.

“Now,” he said, capping the bottle and setting it on the counter, “you get changed for dinner.”

“It’s only five.”

“You’re going to take a long bath. You’re wound tight as a spring. You need to relax.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, worn velvet pouch. He loosened the drawstring and tipped the contents into his palm.

The chain.

It was a simple, beautiful thing. A delicate silver curb link, not too thick, not too fine. Afternoon light slid along each polished oval, catching on the facets. A small, abstract pendant hung from the lowest link—a rounded, river-worn shape the color of storm cloud, smooth as a pebble polished by years of current.

“My grandmother was a jeweler,” he said, looking at it in his hand. “She made this. The stone is from a river near where she grew up in Oaxaca.”

“Diego, I can’t,” I whispered, the protest automatic. “It’s a family heirloom. This is a weekend transaction.”

He looked up, his gaze pinning me. “It’s not a transaction. I told you. No money.” He stepped closer. “Come here.”

I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

“Saoirse.” My name was a command. “Come here.”

My muscles locked. Breath stalled in my throat. Taking his money had been a line I could cross without looking back. This was different. This was a piece of his history, his family, resting in his palm like an offering I had no right to accept.

But I had asked. And he had set the terms.

I took one step, then another, until I was standing before him. He was so close I could see the darker flecks in his brown eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw. He smelled like the truck, like cedar and clean sweat and man.

“Turn around,” he said, his voice low.

I turned, facing the windows, the glorious lake view now a blur. I felt him gather my hair, lifting the heavy mass of it from my neck. His fingers were surprisingly gentle. He swept it over one shoulder, baring my nape.

The cool kiss of the silver came first as he draped the chain around my throat. Then his fingers, warm and sure, as he fastened the clasp at the back of my neck. The pendant settled against my collarbones, a light, constant weight that seemed to pulse with the beat of my own pulse.

His hands didn’t leave my shoulders. They rested there, heavy and warm. He leaned in, his mouth close to my ear. His breath stirred the fine hairs there.

“Rule three,” he murmured, the words a vibration against my skin. “You wear this. The whole weekend. You don’t take it off. Not to shower. Not to sleep. It stays on.”

A tremor rolled through me from scalp to soles. I nodded, unable to speak.

His thumbs stroked the tense muscles at the base of my neck. “Now go take your bath. Wear the sundress. I’ll be back at six forty-five to get you.”

He released me and stepped back. The loss of his touch left an ache that settled low in my belly and refused to fade. I heard him walk to the door, open it.

“Diego,” I said, turning.

He paused in the doorway, silhouetted by the fading light.

“Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate.

He shook his head once. “Don’t thank me yet.”

Then he was gone, closing the door softly behind him.

I stood there for a full minute, my fingers lifting to touch the chain. It was warm from his hand. I walked to the small mirror in the bathroom and looked at myself.

The woman staring back was familiar, yet utterly changed. My hair was a mess. My face was pale, my freckles stark. And there, against the flushed skin of my throat, lay the silver chain. It looked like it belonged. It looked like a claim.

I ran a bath, pouring in the simple lavender-scented salts I found under the sink. I sank into the hot water, trying to let the heat unknot the tension in my shoulders. It was useless. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw his face as he said sweetheart. Felt his thumb on my spine. Heard the finality in his voice when he said you wear this.

I washed mechanically, then got out and toweled off. I stood in front of the closet in the loft, staring at the navy linen sundress. I never wore things like this. The straps were thin. The neckline was a wide scoop that would show the chain. The fabric would cling. I felt exposed just looking at it.

But it was part of the costume. Part of his rules.

I put it on. It fell to just above my knees. The linen was soft against my skin. I didn’t own a strapless bra that fit, so I went without, the cool air and the soft fabric brushing against my nipples, making them peak. I found a pair of flat leather sandals and slipped them on.

I looked in the mirror again. The dress transformed me. It softened my angles, highlighted the red of my hair, the pale expanse of my shoulders and chest. The silver chain lay in the hollow of my throat, the little stone resting just above the swell of my breasts. I looked… feminine. Vulnerable.

I hated it. A hot tear of frustration pricked at my eye. I swiped it away angrily. This was the plan. This was the shield. I had to wear it.

At six forty-five exactly, there was a knock on the cabin door. A firm, confident rap.

I took a deep, shuddering breath and went downstairs.

I opened the door.

Diego stood on the porch. He’d changed into a fresh dark henley and clean, dark-wash jeans. He’d shaved. He looked devastatingly handsome, all rough-hewn lines and quiet strength. His eyes swept over me, from my loose, damp hair down to the sandals on my feet. The appraisal was slow, thorough, and utterly possessive. His gaze caught on the chain, then lifted to my face.

The smile that spread across his lips was nothing like the one from the trailer. That one had been predatory, calculating. This was different. It reached his eyes — open, hungry, and something warmer underneath the heat.

“You look beautiful,” he said, the words gravel-rough and sincere.

The compliment, so simply stated, disarmed me completely. “Thank you.”

He held out his hand. Not for a handshake. Palm up, an invitation.

I placed my hand in his. His fingers closed around mine, warm and firm, and he drew me out onto the porch, closing the door behind me.

“Ready?” he asked, just as he had when we arrived.

This time, I knew what was coming. The dread was still there, a cold knot in my stomach, but it was threaded through with something else now. A current of wild, reckless anticipation.

“No,” I said honestly.

“Good.” He brought our joined hands up and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. The gesture was old-fashioned, courtly, and it sent a bolt of pure electricity straight to my core. “Let’s go.”

We walked hand-in-hand across the lawn toward the main lodge. Lights glowed from every window. I could hear the clatter of plates, the murmur of voices, laughter. The family was gathered.

As we climbed the porch steps, the screen door opened. It was my cousin Liam, holding a beer. He took in our joined hands, my dress, the chain, Diego’s steady presence.

“Well, hey there, Saoirse,” he said, his grin wide and genuine. “Who’s your friend?”

“Liam, this is Diego,” I said, my voice surprisingly steady. “Diego, my cousin Liam.”

Diego released my hand only to shake Liam’s. “Good to meet you.”

“You too, man. Come on in, they’re about to serve.”

The main room of the lodge was warm and crowded. A long farmhouse table was set for fifteen, draped in a white linen tablecloth and set with my grandmother’s china. My mother stood at the head of the table, directing Aunt Fiona on the placement of a serving dish. She looked up as we entered.

Her eyes took me in—the dress, the loose hair, the chain—and her expression tightened for a fraction of a second before smoothing into hostess perfection. Stephen stood near the fireplace, holding a glass of red wine. He saw us, saw our hands separate only for the introduction to Liam, and his smile looked pasted on.

“Everyone!” my mother called out, clapping her hands lightly. “Dinner is served. Please, find your seats.”

There was a general shuffle. I knew the drill. I moved toward my usual seat, midway down the table on the left side.

Diego’s hand closed around my wrist. Gentle but firm.

He didn’t say a word. He just guided me toward the chair he’d clearly already identified as his—a sturdy wooden armchair at the corner of the table. Then, in full view of my mother, my aunts, my uncles, my cousins, and Stephen, he sat down.

He looked up at me, his expression calm, his eyes holding a silent command.

Rule one.

My heart was a frantic bird in my chest. The room had quieted. Conversations died mid-sentence. I could feel every pair of eyes on me.

Slowly, feeling like I was moving through syrup, I turned and lowered myself onto his lap. The position was awkward at first, my legs dangling over one of his thighs. He adjusted me effortlessly, his hands on my hips, shifting me so I was sideways across his legs, my back against the table, my side pressed flush to his chest. One of his arms came around my waist, anchoring me securely against him. The other rested on the table, his forearm brushing my back.

I was sitting in Diego Ramos’s lap. In my mother’s dining room.

The heat of him seeped through the thin linen of my dress. I could feel the solid muscle of his thigh under me, the hard plane of his abdomen against my side. His arm around my waist was heavy, real. I was acutely aware of the weight of the chain against my skin, a constant reminder of his terms.

A stunned silence hung over the table for three full seconds.

Then my mother, from the head of the table, cleared her throat. “Saoirse, dear, there’s a chair right there.” She pointed to the empty seat beside Diego.

Diego answered before I could. His voice was relaxed, conversational, as if I were a blanket he’d chosen to wear. “She’s fine right here, Mrs. Brennan. Thank you.”

My mother’s smile was glacial. She said nothing. She simply picked up her wine glass and took a long sip.

The spell broke. Uncle Pat chuckled into his napkin. Maggie kicked her husband under the table. Liam just grinned and took a swig of beer.

Stephen looked like he’d been slapped. He stared at us, his mouth slightly open, his glass of Pinot Noir forgotten in his hand.

The first course was served—a summer salad. Plates were passed. Diego kept his arm around me, his hand splayed on my hip. He ate left-handed, his movements efficient. He’d occasionally spear a cherry tomato or a piece of cucumber and hold it to my lips.

“Try this,” he’d say, his voice a low rumble against my ear.

And I would. I’d open my mouth and let him feed me, the tang of the vinaigrette sharp on my tongue, the intimacy of the act burning hotter than any shame. I could feel the tension in the room pressing against my skin, thick with disapproval and curiosity. My mother’s disapproving silence. Stephen’s bewildered resentment. The curiosity of the others.

Diego was unperturbed. He engaged Liam in a conversation about the fishing on the lake, his knowledge of local bass surprising my cousin. He answered Aunt Fiona’s polite questions about his family (his mother was a nurse in Rochester, his father a retired mechanic) with calm, brief answers that offered no room for further prying.

He was, I realized with a dawning shock, perfect. He was respectful but not deferential. He was confident without being arrogant. He was claiming me in the most blatant way possible, yet doing it with a quiet dignity that disarmed criticism.

The main course arrived—herb-crusted roast chicken, roasted potatoes, glazed carrots. My mother, perhaps trying to regain control of the narrative, turned her attention to him.

“So, Diego,” she said, slicing into her chicken with precise movements. “Saoirse tells us you’re a foreman. That must be very… physical work.”

“It is,” he agreed, his hand sliding a fraction higher on my waist, his thumb stroking the underside of my ribcage through the dress. I fought not to shiver. “Keeps me honest.”

“And you enjoy working for my daughter?” The question slipped out like a needle between ribs.

Diego looked down at me. He wasn’t smiling, but his eyes stayed warm. Soft. The look he gave me carried so much open affection and quiet pride that my lungs stalled for a beat. The performance was flawless.

“I do,” he said, voice dropping low, meant only for me even though the whole table could hear. “She’s the best boss I’ve ever had. Smart. Fair. Demanding.” His thumb stroked again. “She knows what she wants.”

The double meaning landed and held. My mother’s knife scraped her plate.

Stephen saw his opening. “Yes, Saoirse has always been very… driven,” he said, the word carrying the rest of the sentence he didn’t speak. “It’s admirable, really, for a woman in such a male-dominated field. I’m sure it doesn’t leave much time for a personal life.”

Diego’s hand stopped on my waist. He turned his head slowly toward Stephen. The warmth left his eyes, replaced by something flat and still.

“It leaves enough time,” he said, no inflection at all. “When something’s important, you make the time.” He paused, letting the words sit. Then he lifted his water glass—his glass—from the table. He didn’t drink. He held it to my lips. “Here, sweetheart. You’re thirsty.”

Rule two.

Every eye at the table fixed on us. Heat climbed my cheeks, spread down my throat, bloomed across my chest. I leaned in, lips meeting the cool rim where his had been minutes earlier, and took a sip. The water carried the faint salt of his skin, the cedar of his soap. It felt like an invasion. A claiming. And I took it willingly, in front of everyone.

When I leaned back, he drank from the same spot, eyes locked on mine over the rim.

Stephen looked away, jaw tight.

The rest of the meal moved in a strange, suspended quiet. Diego kept me anchored in his lap, his touch a steady, warm weight. He shared his food with me, his drink with me. He murmured comments against my ear that made me smile—a dry remark about Uncle Pat’s lawnmower story, a sincere compliment on my mother’s cooking that startled her into a muttered “thank you.”

By the time Maggie’s blueberry pie reached the table, the first shock had faded. The family had done what the Brennans always did—absorbed the spectacle and kept going. Conversation loosened. Even my mother seemed to accept, for now, that her careful plans had been knocked sideways.

As plates were cleared, Diego leaned close, lips brushing the shell of my ear. His breath was warm, his voice a low vibration that settled low in my belly.

“You’re doing great,” he murmured. His hand, which had rested on my hip, slid down to my bare thigh. His palm was rough, hot. He squeezed gently, fingers spanning nearly the full width of my leg. “Just a little longer.”

The touch burned. It rested high on my thigh, far higher than any family dinner allowed. I felt the heat of his skin through the thin linen. My own skin tightened, a flush of want so sharp it made my head light. I gripped the edge of the table to stay steady.

My mother, from the head of the table, saw it. Her eyes dropped to where his hand lay, possessive, on my leg. Her lips parted, but nothing came out. She simply stared, face frozen in stunned, bewildered disapproval.

She wasn’t brave enough to say a goddamn thing.

And in that moment, with his hand searing my thigh and his chest solid against my side, something fierce and bright rose through me. Not just relief. Triumph. He had done exactly what he’d promised. He had claimed me in plain sight. And in doing so he had given me back something I hadn’t realized I’d handed over—the part that refused to be my mother’s project, Stephen’s pity case, the family’s lonely spinster.

The conversation ebbed. People began to push back from the table. Stephen mumbled something about an early call and escaped to the porch. My mother stood, already organizing cleanup with brittle efficiency.

Diego’s hand left my thigh, but his arm stayed around my waist. “Time to go,” he said softly into my hair.

He helped me stand, hands firm on my hips. My legs felt unsteady, the long sitting and the rush of adrenaline and sensation leaving me off-balance. I smoothed my dress, unable to meet anyone’s eyes.

“Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Brennan,” Diego said, voice polite and warm. “It was excellent.”

“You’re… welcome,” my mother managed, not looking at him, gaze fixed on the crumbs she was sweeping from the tablecloth.

“Goodnight, everyone,” I said, my voice sounding strange even to me.

A chorus of goodnights followed us as Diego took my hand and led me from the lodge. The night air was cool and sweet, carrying lake water and pine. The sky stretched deep velvet blue, speckled with stars.

We didn’t speak until we were halfway across the dark lawn, the lights of the lodge fading behind us.

“Okay?” he asked, thumb stroking the back of my hand.

I let out a breath I felt like I’d been holding for three hours. “I think I need to throw up.”

He chuckled, low and rich in the dark. “You won’t. You were perfect.”

“Perfect? I felt like a puppet.”

“You were a partner,” he corrected, stopping just outside the circle of light from my cabin’s porch. He turned to face me, hands coming up to cup my face. His touch was startlingly gentle. “You leaned in when I touched you. You drank when I offered. You didn’t flinch. You trusted me.” His thumb brushed my cheekbone. “That was the hardest part. And you did it.”

His praise settled warm and heavy. “What happens now?” I whispered.

“Now,” he said, voice dropping to a husky murmur, “we go inside. And I ask for what I want.”

The promise in his words hit like a live wire. My pulse hammered in my throat, right where the silver chain lay. “In front of my mother? That was the deal. You’d ask in front of her.”

“I did,” he said, eyes gleaming in the faint light. “At the table. I leaned in and I told you what I wanted.”

I replayed the dinner in my head. The whispers in my ear. The commands. Try this. Drink. You’re doing great.

“Those were the rules,” I breathed.

“Those were the rules for them,” he said, his face so close I could feel his breath on my lips. “The rules for you and me are different.”

“What are they?” The question came out like a plea.

He didn’t answer with words. He closed the last inch and kissed me.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t careful. It was a taking. His mouth was hot and demanding on mine, tongue sweeping past my lips with a possessiveness that left me gasping for air. One hand slid from my face into my hair, fisting just enough to tilt my head back. The other arm wrapped around my waist and hauled me hard against him.

I gasped into his mouth, hands flying up to clutch his shoulders. The feel of him—hard muscle, hot skin, the solid weight of him pressing into me—tore through every wall I’d kept up for two years. A low moan vibrated in my throat. I kissed him back, tongue tangling with his, body arching into the contact. The chain pressed cold between our heated skin.

He tasted like coffee and red wine and something that was only Diego. The scent of him—cedar and clean sweat and night air—filled my head. His stubble scraped my chin, rough and perfect. This was nothing like the careful performance at dinner. This was raw and hungry and real.

When he finally broke the kiss, we were both breathing hard. He rested his forehead against mine, eyes closed. “The rule,” he said, voice ragged, “is that when we’re alone, you get to stop thinking. You get to stop being the boss. For seventy-two hours, you’re mine. And right now, I want to take you inside, take off this pretty dress, and put my mouth on every inch of you.”

The words slammed through me, pure and undiluted. My knees went loose. “Diego…”

“Tell me no,” he challenged, eyes opening, dark and burning. “Tell me you want me to go to my own cabin. Tell me this ends at the door.”

I couldn’t. The words wouldn’t form. All I could do was shake my head, fingers digging into the hard muscle of his arms.

A slow, triumphant smile curved his lips. He bent and swept me into his arms as if I weighed nothing. I yelped, clinging to his neck as he carried me up the porch steps.

He shouldered open the cabin door, kicked it shut behind us, and in three strides had me pressed against the cool wood of the closed door. His body pinned me there, his arousal a hard, insistent pressure against my belly even through our clothes.

“Last chance,” he growled, mouth hovering over mine. “Tell me to stop.”

I looked into his eyes, saw the banked heat there, felt the answering fire in my own blood. I thought of the money on the break trailer table. Of his terms. Of his hand on my thigh in front of my mother. Of the chain around my neck.

I reached between us, fingers fumbling for the button of his jeans. My voice, when it came, was thick with want.

“Don’t you dare stop.”


Chapter 2 — The Door Was Already Open

He didn’t need a second invitation.

His mouth crashed down on mine, swallowing the rest of my words, my breath, the last thread of pretense. Nothing like the careful, family-watching kiss on the porch. This was a claim. His tongue pushed deep, hot and insistent, and I met it with a hunger that startled me. I tasted the bitter edge of the coffee he’d drunk at dinner, the clean mineral scent of lake water still clinging to his skin.

My fingers found the button of his jeans and popped it open. The zipper’s metallic rasp cut through the quiet cabin. I shoved the denim down just far enough, wrapped my hand around him, and found him already hard, thick, the head slick. He groaned into my mouth, a low, vibrating sound that settled low in my belly and made me clench.

“Saoirse.” He pulled back far enough to see my face. His eyes were black in the thin light coming through the front window. “The dress.”

Not a request. An order. The same tone he used on the job site when something needed doing right now.

The authority in it sent a liquid pulse between my legs. I reached behind me for the zipper of my sundress, but my hands—steady with a hammer, steady with a tape measure—shook.

“Let me.” His voice had softened. He turned me, pressed my front to the cool wood of the door, and I felt his fingers at my back. The zipper’s slow descent sounded loud enough to carry across the water. Fabric loosened. Straps slid. He pushed the dress down my arms and let it fall around my feet on the braided rug.

I stood in nothing but thin cotton panties, back to him, skin prickling from the night air leaking around the doorframe. His sharp inhale reached me.

“Jesus.”

I closed my eyes. Waiting. Instead, his fingertips traced the line of my spine from the nape of my neck down to the waistband of my underwear, following the scatter of freckles he had never been allowed to touch before.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, voice rough. “All this time.”

I turned. He’d stripped off his jeans and henley and stood in black boxer briefs. The ink on his arms and chest told stories I hadn’t read yet—sharp geometry, a bird in flight, script in a language I didn’t know. His body carried the proof of the work we did together: broad shoulders, the solid plane of his chest, the cut of muscle across his stomach. A faint silvery scar ran along his ribs. My foreman. My best carpenter. The man looking at me like I was the only thing he had ever wanted to put his hands on.

He reached for my waist, thumbs stroking the skin just above my hipbones, then dropped to his knees.

My thighs trembled. “Diego—”

He looked up, eyes level with my stomach. “You said don’t stop.” His fingers hooked into the sides of my panties and dragged them down. I stepped out, swaying. The chain around my neck—his chain—lay cool against skin that felt fevered.

He settled back on his heels and looked. Really looked. I felt every place his gaze touched: the stretch marks silvered across my hips, the soft give of my stomach, the solid muscle of my thighs from years of carrying lumber, the red hair between my legs I hadn’t bothered to remove for a week at the lake. He saw it all and didn’t look away.

Then he leaned in and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh.

A sound broke from me. My hands found his shoulders, fingers digging in.

He worked his way inward, slow, deliberate. Stubble rasped against tender skin. He nuzzled the curls, breathed me in. “You smell like the lake,” he murmured. “And you.”

His tongue dragged a long, slow stripe from bottom to top.

My head knocked back against the door. “Oh, god.”

He hummed against me, the vibration traveling straight through my core. No teasing. He parted me with his fingers, held me open, and licked into me with focused, steady pressure. When he found my clit he circled it, flicked it, then sealed his mouth around it and sucked.

“Diego, I’m—” The words died. The pressure was already coiling tight and low, too fast, too much. It had been months. Longer.

He pulled back, leaving me wet and throbbing. “Not yet.” His voice was thick. He rose in one motion, the front of his briefs strained tight. “Bed. Now.”

He didn’t carry me. He took my hand and led me through the main room—past the sagging sofa, the cold fireplace, the kitchenette lit only by the green numbers on the microwave. The bedroom was small, the pine bedframe solid, the navy comforter already turned down. Moonlight poured through the window over the lake, turning everything silver and shadow.

He pushed me onto the edge of the bed and stripped off his briefs. His cock sprang free, flushed dark, the head shiny with precome. I stared. He stepped between my spread knees, hands on my shoulders, and pressed me down onto the quilt. He followed, covering me, and the weight of him—solid, hot, the coarse hair of his chest dragging across my nipples—made my back arch.

He kissed me again, deep, and I tasted myself on his tongue. My hands roamed his back, feeling muscle shift under skin. I raked my nails down and he growled, nipped my lower lip.

“I want you inside me,” I panted against his mouth, lifting my hips to rub against the hard length of him. “Please.”

He reached between us, guided himself. The broad head pressed against my entrance. I was so wet he sank in an inch with a single slow push. We both made a sound.

He paused, forehead against mine, breath ragged. “Look at me.”

I opened my eyes. His face was tight with concentration, control held by the thinnest thread.

“This changes everything,” he said, low and gravel-rough. “You know that. Monday morning I’m still your foreman. But right now…” He pushed deeper, stretching me, filling me until my vision went soft at the edges. “Right now you’re mine.”

I nodded. Couldn’t speak. It was the truth we had made.

He watched my face as he sank the rest of the way in, a slow, deliberate invasion that forced the air from my lungs. I was full, stretched tight around him, the burn of it perfect. A broken sound tore out of me.

He stayed buried, letting me adjust, eyes searching mine. “Okay?”

“Don’t stop,” I begged. “Please, don’t stop.”

He withdrew almost to the head, then drove back in, setting a deep, relentless rhythm. Each thrust dragged against every sensitive place inside me. He braced on his forearms, caging me, and dropped his mouth to my breast, sucking the nipple hard, tongue working the peak.

Everything narrowed to sensation: the thick slide of him inside me, the wet pull of his mouth, the rasp of stubble on my breast, the solid weight of his chest against mine. The silver chain swung between us, cold against overheated skin.

“Get your hand between us,” he grunted, thrusts growing harder, faster. “I want to feel you come around me.”

I slid my hand between our sweat-slick bodies, found my clit swollen and slick. The added pressure, the direct friction, sent me over instantly. The climax hit sharp and violent. I clenched around him, back bowing off the bed, a raw, guttural cry ripping from my throat loud enough to carry across the water.

He fucked me through it, rhythm turning rough and urgent, pounding into me while my body pulsed around him. His control broke. With a ragged shout he buried his face in my neck, hips stuttering, and I felt the hot, liquid pulse of his release deep inside me, flooding me.

He lowered himself over me, full weight coming down in slow surrender, his face buried in the curve of my neck. We lay tangled, lungs burning, the only sounds our ragged breathing and the soft, indifferent lap of water against the dock.

The world came back in pieces: pine resin and sex, cool night air on sweat-damp skin, the rough quilt against my spine, the deep and satisfied ache between my legs where he was still buried, still thick and present. He had not moved. Neither had I.

He rolled finally, drawing me with him so I curled against his chest, his arm sealing across my ribs. His heart banged against my ear and began, slowly, to slow.

We didn’t speak. There was nothing to say. The terms had not been fiction — he had wanted this, and so had I, and the proof of it lay in every hammering pulse and every inch of touched skin. I had asked for a wall to hide behind. He had become something else entirely.

But as my breathing steadied, cold reality began threading through the haze. This was his cabin. I was in his bed. My family was twenty yards away in the main lodge, probably still playing cards, my mother cataloging every minute of my absence. In a few hours the sun would rise over the lake. They would all gather for breakfast.

And I would have to walk out of this cabin, into the main lodge, and face them.

Diego’s fingers traced idle patterns on my bare shoulder. “You’re thinking too loud,” he murmured, voice drowsy.

“They’ll know,” I whispered into the dark.

“They were supposed to know, remember? That was the point.” He kissed the top of my head. “Go to sleep, Saoirse.”

But sleep felt impossible. The intensity of what had just happened still buzzed under my skin. And the morning logistics loomed. Where were my clothes? My dress was by the front door. My panties were still on the rug. I had nothing to wear out of here.

As if reading my mind, Diego slipped out of bed. I watched his naked form move through the moonlight to the bedroom door. He returned a moment later, my discarded sundress in his hand. He tossed it onto a chair in the corner.

“You’re not putting that back on tonight,” he said, climbing back into bed. He pulled the comforter up over us both. “And you’re not sneaking out at four a.m. like a guilty teenager.”

“I wasn’t—”

“You were.” He gathered me back against him, my back to his front, his body a warm fortress around me. His hand settled possessively on my hip. “We have rules. You drink from my cup at breakfast. You sit in my lap. You wear the chain.” He nuzzled the back of my neck, his lips brushing the sensitive skin there. “And you wake up in my bed. All of it. In front of your mother.”

The words should have chafed. They should have felt like a reminder of a humiliating bargain. Instead, wrapped in his heat, with the smell of him on my skin and the feel of him still inside me in a lingering, tender way, they felt like a promise. A terrifying, exhilarating promise.

I let my body relax into his. The exhaustion of the day—the drive, the dinner, the sheer emotional whiplash—crashed over me. My eyes grew heavy.

I was almost asleep when I felt his lips against my ear.

“For the record,” he whispered, so softly I almost thought I dreamed it. “I would have done it for free.”



I woke to the sound of a screen door slamming.

My eyes flew open. Gray-pink light filtered through the window. Early morning. I was alone in the bed, the space beside me still warm. The cabin was quiet.

Then I heard it: the low murmur of voices from outside. My cousin Liam’s booming laugh. The clatter of a grill lid.

Breakfast.

Panic, cold and sharp, shot through me. I sat up, the comforter pooling around my waist. The main lodge. They were all there, just outside. And I was in Diego’s cabin, naked except for the silver chain.

The bedroom door was open a crack. I heard the sound of a shower running, the pipes groaning in the wall. Diego was in the bathroom.

My dress was still on the chair. My panties and bra were… somewhere. I could get dressed. I could slip out the back door, maybe, circle around through the trees to my own cabin, pretend I’d just woken up there alone.

But that would be breaking the terms. You wake up in my bed.

The shower stopped. A minute later, Diego emerged from the bathroom, a towel slung low around his hips. Water droplets gleamed on his chest and shoulders. He looked rumpled, satisfied, devastatingly male.

He saw me sitting there, clutching the comforter to my chest, and a slow smile spread across his face. “Morning.”

“They’re outside,” I blurted.

“I know. I heard them.” He walked to the dresser, pulled out a pair of jeans and a clean navy henley. He dropped the towel and dressed with a casual, unselfconscious grace that left me breathless. He tossed a flannel shirt onto the bed beside me. It was soft, worn, smelling faintly of sawdust and his soap. “Put that on. We’ll go out together.”

“Just the shirt?” My voice was a squeak.

“Just the shirt.” His eyes held mine. “You walk into that lodge with your hair wet from my shower, wearing my clothes, smelling like me. That’s the deal, Saoirse. You asked for a boyfriend for the weekend. This is what that looks like.”

He was right. This was the logical, brutal endpoint of my own stupid, desperate offer. I had wanted a shield. He had become a detonation.

The bathroom was still steamy. I avoided looking at myself in the foggy mirror. I used his bar soap, his shampoo that smelled like cedar and mint. I washed him from my skin, even as the memory of his hands, his mouth, his cock, burned fresh in my mind. When I was done, my hair dripping, I walked back into the bedroom.

Diego was waiting. He held the flannel shirt open for me. I slid my arms into the sleeves. It was huge on me, the tails hitting me mid-thigh. He began buttoning it from the bottom up, his fingers surprisingly deft. When he got to the top, just below my breasts, he stopped.

“Leave it open,” he said, his gaze dropping to the silver chain resting against my sternum. “So they can see.”

A fresh wave of heat, part shame, part arousal, washed over me. He was marking his territory in the most primitive way possible.

He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. His palm was calloused, familiar. A working hand. The hand of the man who framed the houses I sold.

“Ready?” he asked.

No. I wasn’t ready. I would never be ready.

But I nodded.

He led me through the cabin, past the scene of our encounter last night—the rug by the door was slightly rumpled. My panties were gone; he must have picked them up. He opened the front door.

Morning sunlight, bright and clear, speared into my eyes. The air was cool and sweet with the smell of lake and frying bacon. From the main lodge’s wide porch, maybe thirty feet away, the entire Brennan clan was gathered. My mother stood at the grill with Liam. My sister Siobhan was setting the long picnic table. Aunts, uncles, cousins. All of them.

The conversation didn’t stop all at once. It died in a wave, starting with Liam, who stared, spatula frozen in mid-air. Then Siobhan, her mouth forming a perfect ‘O’. Then my mother.

She turned from the grill, her eyes finding me instantly. They tracked from my damp, tangled hair, down the open front of Diego’s flannel shirt, to the silver chain glinting in the morning sun, to my bare legs, to our clasped hands.

Her face was a study in composed, icy shock.

Diego’s hand tightened around mine. He leaned in, his lips brushing my ear, his voice for me alone.

“Remember,” he whispered. “You drink from my cup.” He straightened, raised his voice to a normal, casual level, and said, “Morning, everyone. Hope we didn’t miss the coffee.”

The silence stretched for a heartbeat, two, three. Then Liam chuckled, a low, knowing sound. “Nah, man. Pot’s still full.” He waved the spatula toward the lodge. “Help yourselves.”

Diego didn’t let my hand go. He guided me across the dew-wet grass, up the three steps to the lodge’s wide porch. Every step felt like walking through a minefield. My mother’s gaze was a laser, burning into the open V of the flannel, the chain, the bare skin of my thighs. Siobhan’s eyes were wide with a mixture of shock and glee.

The picnic table was laden with platters of eggs, bacon, a bowl of fruit. The family’s usual Sunday morning chaos had been frozen by our entrance.

Diego walked straight to the coffee station set up on a side table—a large stainless steel urn, a stack of ceramic mugs. He picked up a single mug, filled it with black coffee, and turned to me.

“Here,” he said, holding it out.

I took it. The mug was warm in my hands. I could feel every pair of eyes on me. I took a sip. The coffee was bitter, strong. Exactly how he drank it.

“Good?” he asked, his voice casual, but his eyes held a challenge.

I nodded. “Good.”

He took the mug from my hands, drank from it himself, then handed it back. A simple, domestic gesture. But in front of my family, it was a declaration. She drinks from my cup.

He then guided me to the picnic table. There was an empty bench space near the end. Instead of sitting beside me, he sat down on the bench itself, then looked at me expectantly.

She sits in my lap.

My cheeks burned. But I’d made the deal. I’d agreed to the terms. I set the coffee mug on the table, then, with what felt like the entire world watching, I perched sideways on his lap. His arms came around me immediately, one hand settling possessively on my thigh, just as he’d done at dinner. His body was solid and warm beneath me. I could feel the hard muscle of his thighs through the thin flannel.

The conversation slowly, awkwardly, resumed. My uncle started talking about the fish he’d caught yesterday. A cousin chimed in about the weather. But the atmosphere was charged, brittle.

My mother finally moved. She walked over from the grill, her steps measured. She stopped a few feet from our bench. Her eyes, cool and assessing, moved from Diego’s face to mine.

“Saoirse,” she said, her voice perfectly even. “I didn’t hear you come back to your cabin last night.”

“I didn’t,” I said, forcing my own voice to match her calm. “I stayed with Diego.”

A faint ripple went through the table. Liam coughed.

My mother’s gaze dropped to the chain. “That’s new.”

“It’s Diego’s,” I said.

“It’s pretty,” she said, and the words were so loaded with unspoken judgment they practically sagged. She turned her attention to Diego. “Did you sleep well?”

“Very well, Mrs. Brennan,” Diego said, his arm tightening around me. “Thank you.”

She gave a slow, deliberate nod, as if filing the information away. Then she turned and went back to the grill, her back rigid.

The meal proceeded under a layer of tense politeness. I ate eggs from Diego’s plate. He fed me a piece of bacon from his fork. His hand never left my thigh. He engaged in conversation with Liam about the best local fishing spots, with my uncle about the upcoming football season. He was polite, respectful, utterly unshaken. He was playing the part of the perfect, attentive boyfriend, but every touch, every shared bite, was a quiet subversion of the expected order. I am the foreman. She is the boss. But here, she is on my lap, drinking my coffee, wearing my chain.

It was excruciating. And it was exhilarating.

Halfway through breakfast, the lawyer arrived.

My cousin’s husband’s friend, Andrew, walked up from the path leading to the guest cabins. He was in crisp khakis and a polo, his hair neatly combed, a smile on his face. He saw me on Diego’s lap, and the smile faltered.

My mother, with a grim sort of satisfaction, waved him over. “Andrew! Come join us. There’s plenty.”

Andrew approached the table, his eyes darting between me and Diego. “Morning, everyone.” He looked directly at me. “Saoirse. Good to see you.”

Diego’s hand squeezed my thigh. I felt the silent command.

“Andrew,” I said, keeping my voice light. “This is Diego.”

Diego extended his hand over my shoulder. “Diego Ramos. Nice to meet you.”

Andrew took his hand, the shake brief. “Andrew Pierce.”

“Andrew’s a partner at Hartwell and Pierce,” my mother supplied, her tone bright. “Specializes in commercial property law. He’s been very helpful with some of the zoning issues for the new Westchester developments.”

I knew exactly what she was doing. She was laying out his credentials, establishing his worth, contrasting it with the man whose lap I was currently sitting on.

Diego just nodded. “That’s interesting work.” He picked up a piece of toast from his plate, offered it to me. I took a bite. He finished the rest. The gesture was so intimate, so deliberately casual, Andrew’s face flushed.

Andrew cleared his throat. “So, Diego. What do you do?”

“I’m a foreman,” Diego said. “Construction framing.”

“Oh,” Andrew said, and the word carried a universe of condescension. “Manual labor. That’s… honest work.”

“It is,” Diego agreed, his voice flat. His fingers traced a slow circle on my thigh. “Saoirse’s company. Brennan Framing. I run her best crew.”

Andrew’s eyes flicked to me. “You… employ him?”

“I do,” I said, and the words felt good. Solid. “He’s the best I have.”

My mother’s lips thinned.

Andrew stood there for another awkward moment, then mumbled something about getting coffee and retreated to the urn.

Diego leaned close, his lips near my ear. “He’s gone before dessert,” he whispered, a prediction.

After breakfast, the family scattered. Some headed down to the dock with rods and tackle boxes. Others claimed the Adirondack chairs on the porch, books open across their laps. My mother stood, brushed invisible crumbs from her slacks, and announced she was going to tidy the lodge.

Diego rose, lifting me off his lap like I weighed nothing. “We’re going for a walk,” he told the porch at large.

He kept hold of my hand as we left the steps and followed the narrow path that cut through the pines toward the boathouse. Once the trees swallowed us, the muscles between my shoulder blades finally let go.

“Jesus,” I said.

“That was the deal,” he answered. His thumb stroked the back of my hand. “You wanted them to see. They saw.”

“My mother looked like she wanted to drown you in the lake.”

“She probably does.” He glanced sideways. “You holding up?”

I rolled the morning around in my head. The shame had been a live coal under my skin, but underneath it something hotter had flickered. Defiance. Want. “I’m… okay.”

The boathouse waited at the end of the path, gray boards silvered by weather and water. The door gave under his palm. Inside, the air sat cool and heavy with the smell of wet cedar and two-stroke oil. One speedboat rocked gently in its slip. Sunlight leaked through the gaps between the planks in thin blades.

Diego turned, shoulders against the closed door. “Now,” he said, voice dropping, “we’re alone.”

The change hit like a switch flipped. The easy, public boyfriend disappeared. The man who had fucked me against my own front door last night stood in his place—eyes darker, mouth set.

He crossed the space and framed my face with both hands. “You were fucking incredible out there,” he said. “You didn’t flinch. You drank the coffee. You sat on my lap. You wore my chain.” His thumb dragged across my lower lip. “You owned every second of it.”

“I was terrified,” I told him.

“But you did it anyway.” He kissed me, slow and deliberate, a reward pressed into my mouth. “That’s the point. You asked for a performance. I’m giving you the truth underneath it.”

He walked me backward into the middle of the boathouse. His fingers worked the buttons of the flannel shirt one by one. The fabric whispered off my shoulders and hit the floor. The chain lay cool and heavy between my breasts. He stepped back, gaze moving over me like he was memorizing the view.

“Last night was a beginning,” he said. He closed the distance again, palms sliding up my ribs to cup my breasts. His thumbs circled my nipples until they tightened into stiff peaks. “Today is different. No audience. No rules except the ones I make.”

He bent and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard enough to make me gasp. Teeth followed—sharp, then gone—then the flat of his tongue soothing the sting. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same slow, thorough attention while my fingers dug into his shoulders. My head tipped back. A low sound left my throat.

When he straightened, he dropped to his knees the way he had the night before. This time there was no pause. He hooked his hands behind my knees and dragged me forward until I stood straddling his face. His breath ghosted over my cunt.

“Spread your legs,” he ordered.

I widened my stance.

He leaned in and breathed deep. “You still smell like me,” he murmured. “And you’re already wet again.”

His tongue dragged over me in one slow, filthy lick, then settled into a rhythm that made my thighs shake. He parted me with his fingers, held me open, and worked my clit with tight, relentless circles. Every flick and suck felt precise, like he had studied exactly how I broke. The pressure built fast, hotter and tighter than last night. When the orgasm hit, it slammed through me without warning. My knees buckled. A raw cry tore out of me. I clutched his hair, hips jerking against his mouth while he kept licking me through every pulse.

He held me steady until the aftershocks faded, then stood. His jeans were already open. He freed his cock, thick and flushed, and gave it one slow stroke.

“Turn around,” he said, voice gravel.

I faced the wall. Rough wood pressed against my palms. He stepped in close, chest to my back, one arm banding around my waist. The head of his cock nudged my entrance, then he drove in deep in one long thrust. I cried out, the sound bouncing off the rafters. He stayed buried, hips locked to my ass, letting me feel every inch.

“You feel perfect,” he growled against my ear. His hand found my breast, squeezed, then pinched the nipple hard enough to make me clench around him. “Tight. Hot. Fucking perfect.”

He started to move—hard, steady thrusts that shoved me forward into the wall with every stroke. The slap of skin and the wet sound of his cock working in and out of me filled the space. Sweat and sex and motor oil thickened the air. He fucked like he had a point to prove, hips snapping, breath harsh on my neck.

“Get yourself there,” he ordered, voice raw with it.

I slid a hand between my legs, found my clit swollen and urgent, and rubbed. The layered sensation—his cock pounding deep, my own fingers working tight circles against the place he was already destroying—pushed me to the edge in seconds.

“I’m gonna come,” I panted, voice breaking.

“Come,” he ordered. “Scream for me. Let the whole goddamn lake hear who owns this cunt.”

His thrusts turned brutal. The orgasm ripped through me, white-hot and endless. I screamed, the sound raw and echoing, and clamped down around him. He groaned, buried himself to the hilt, and came in thick, pulsing jets that I felt deep inside.

We stayed pressed against the wall, breathing hard, until he softened and slipped free. He turned me, kissed me deep, tongue sliding against mine so I tasted myself. Then he retrieved the flannel shirt, helped me into it, and buttoned it all the way to the collar, hiding the chain.

“For the walk back,” he said, voice softer now. “We’ll save the show for dinner.”

We walked to the cabins hand in hand. The family was scattered—some still on the dock, some on the porch. My mother was nowhere in sight.

Diego stopped at my cabin door. “Shower,” he said. “Change. Meet me at the dock in an hour. We’ll swim.”

I nodded, legs still loose.

He leaned down and pressed his mouth to my forehead. “You’re doing good, boss,” he whispered. The word sent a fresh shiver down my spine. Then he turned and headed for his own cabin.

Inside, the quiet felt too big. I stood under the shower until the water ran cold, washing the scent of him and sex from my skin. The navy bikini I pulled from the drawer had lived at the back of the drawer for years. In the mirror my lips looked bruised, my eyes too bright, my skin flushed like I’d been running.

An hour later I walked down to the dock. Diego sat at the end, swim trunks low on his hips, bare chest catching the sun. The ink on his arms stood out dark against warm skin. He looked carved.

He smiled when he saw me. “You look good.”

I sat beside him. The lake glittered. For a while we just watched the water move.

Then he said, “Swim?”

We dove in together. The water shocked against overheated skin. We swam out past the family’s line of sight. When we were far enough, he treaded water and looked at me.

“Underwater,” he said. “No one can see.”

He pulled me close. We sank. The world turned green and silent. His mouth found mine. We kissed slow, suspended, bodies drifting. His hands moved over my waist, my ribs, the thin fabric of the bikini top. My palms slid across his shoulders, down his chest, feeling the flex of muscle under warm skin. We broke the surface laughing, gasping, hair plastered to our faces.

“Come on,” he said, and swam for the floating dock anchored farther out. We climbed up. The sun hit us like a furnace. We lay side by side on the warm planks, drying.

His fingers found mine. “This is the part they don’t get,” he said quietly.

“What part?”

“The part where I just want to be with you. Where I don’t need to prove a fucking thing to anyone.”

The words landed low in my chest. I’d asked for a show. He had given me one that still made my skin burn. But he was also giving me this—simple, private, real.

We stayed until the light started to slant. Then we swam back.

Dinner was breakfast all over again, only louder. I sat in his lap at the picnic table while he fed me bites from his plate and let me drink from his glass. His hand rested high on my thigh, fingers tracing the edge of my shorts. My mother’s silence pressed against the back of my neck like a storm front.

Afterward the bonfire crackled on the beach. We claimed a blanket together. I curled against his side while the family settled on logs and camp chairs. Sparks lifted into the dark. My mother sat across the fire, eyes on the flames, but I felt her attention like a weight.

Diego’s hand slid under the hem of my shorts, hidden by the blanket, fingers stroking bare skin in slow, deliberate passes. My mother’s gaze flicked down, then away, jaw set tight.

When the fire burned low and people started drifting toward their cabins, Diego leaned in. “Three a.m.,” he breathed against my ear. “Boathouse.”

I nodded.

Back in my cabin I lay awake, chain cool against my sternum, replaying every touch, every filthy word. The clock crept toward three.

At 2:45 I pulled on a T-shirt and shorts and slipped outside. The night air bit cool against my skin. The lodge sat dark. I moved quiet along the path.

He was already inside, leaning against the speedboat, shirtless, jeans riding low. He didn’t speak. He just reached, hauled me in, and kissed me like he meant to devour me. No warm-up. He spun me, shoved my shorts and panties to my knees, freed his cock, and drove into me in one hard thrust.

It was fast, rough, almost frantic. He fucked me with short, brutal strokes, one hand gripping my hip, the other braced on the wall beside my head. His teeth sank into the muscle of my shoulder. I bit down on my own forearm to muffle the sounds I made. He came with a low, guttural sound, hips jerking, and the hot rush of it pushed me over right after him—sharp, bright, sudden.

We stayed locked together, breathing hard, until he softened and eased out. He helped me straighten my clothes, kissed me once, slow and careful, on the mouth.

“Tomorrow,” he said into my hair. “Brunch. Then the drive home.”

“Then Monday,” I said.

“Monday,” he echoed. He kissed me again, softer. “Go sleep. I’ll come get you in the morning.”

I walked back through the dark, body still humming, mind full of every line we’d drawn and every line we’d already crossed.

I fell asleep still wearing the chain. Its cool links lay heavy against my throat, a deliberate weight I hadn’t taken off since he put it there. For the first time all weekend, my mother’s eyes stayed out of my dreams. Instead I saw his hands—broad, marked with old scars and fresh nicks from the job, the same hands that had buckled the collar and then lingered, testing the fit. Monday morning waited on the other side of sleep. I would walk onto the site, tool belt slung low, and he would be there, watching. I already knew the exact drag of his mouth across my collarbone, the scrape of teeth, the way his breath had caught when I arched into it. The memory sat under my skin like a second pulse.


Chapter 3 — The Terms of Surrender

I woke to birdsong and the smell of coffee. For one bleary second I thought I was in my own bed, in my apartment, and the weekend was just a strange, humid dream.

Then I felt it: the cool weight of the silver chain against my collarbone.

And I felt him: the heat of his body along my back, the solid weight of his arm draped over my waist, his palm splayed across my bare stomach like he had every right to keep it there.

My eyes flew open.

I was in Diego’s bed. In Diego’s cabin. Morning light, sharp and golden, cut through the gaps in the blinds. The sheet was tangled around our legs. I was naked. He was naked. The memories of the night came back in sharp, visceral fragments: the boathouse wall, his mouth on my shoulder, the desperate, silent fucking, the walk back alone through the dark to my own cabin. I must have fallen asleep there, and then at some point in the small hours he’d come for me — or I’d gone to him. Either one felt equally likely. Either one felt exactly like what the weekend had become.

I didn’t move. I listened to the even rhythm of his breathing against the back of my neck. Felt the steady, slow beat of his heart against my spine. My own heart was hammering. It was Sunday. Brunch day. The final act.

Outside, voices carried. My cousin Liam’s booming laugh. The clatter of a screen door. The smell of bacon and coffee was stronger now, threading in from the main lodge, maybe twenty feet away. My entire family was out there, assembling for my mother’s legendary Sunday brunch spread. And I was in bed with my foreman.

The performance was over. The terms had been met. So why was I still here?

His hand flexed on my stomach, fingers pressing gently into my skin. His voice was a sleep-rough rumble in my ear. “You’re thinking too loud.”

“They’re all out there,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“My mother will be counting heads.”

“Let her count.”

He shifted, rolling onto his back, and the loss of his warmth was immediate, a shock of cool air against my skin. I stayed on my side, curled tight. I heard him sit up, the bed groaning under his weight. I risked a glance over my shoulder.

He was sitting on the edge of the bed, his back to me. The morning light traced the powerful lines of his shoulders, the taper of his waist, the dark ink that swirled down his arm. He ran a hand through his short hair, then stood, completely unselfconscious in his nakedness. He walked to the small bathroom and I heard the sound of water running.

This was it. The moment I was supposed to get up, gather my scattered clothes, and sneak back to my own cabin like a guilty teenager. I pushed myself up on one elbow. My sundress from last night was a crumpled puddle on the floor by the door. My bra and panties were… God, probably still in the boathouse.

Diego emerged from the bathroom, a towel slung low on his hips. Water droplets gleamed on his chest. He looked at me, still in his bed, the sheet pulled to my chin.

“Get up,” he said, not unkindly. It wasn’t an order from a subordinate. It was a statement. An expectation.

“My clothes,” I said, my voice embarrassingly small.

He walked to a battered duffel bag in the corner, unzipped it, and pulled out a worn, soft-looking flannel shirt. He tossed it onto the bed beside me. “Wear this. Your jeans are over there.” He nodded to a chair where my dark jeans, from yesterday afternoon, were neatly folded. He must have brought them from my cabin when he came for me in the night.

He turned his back to me, giving me a semblance of privacy as he dropped the towel and pulled on a pair of boxer briefs, then jeans. He didn’t button them. He picked up a plain white t-shirt but didn’t put it on.

The message was clear. The terms weren’t over. He’d said she wears the silver chain. He hadn’t said anything about wearing his shirt, but the implication hung in the sunlit air: he was still setting the scene. I was to walk out of his cabin, into the midst of my family, wearing his clothes, his chain, and the evidence of his possession on my skin.

A spark of defiance, the last ember of my boss-self, flickered. “I should go get my own things.”

He turned then, leaning against the dresser, arms crossed over his bare chest. His eyes held mine. “Why?”

One word. It dismantled my protest completely. Why? Because it was proper? Because it would preserve the fiction that I was in control? That fiction had died the moment I’d walked into the break trailer with a fistful of cash.

I threw the sheet back and stood up, naked in the middle of his room. The morning air raised goosebumps on my skin. I refused to cover myself. If this was the price of my own asking, I would pay it without flinching. I picked up the flannel shirt. It smelled like him—sawdust, salt, and something clean and male. I slid my arms into the sleeves. The fabric was soft, well-washed. It hung to mid-thigh. I buttoned three buttons, leaving the top open enough that the silver chain was visible against my freckled chest. I walked to the chair, pulled on my jeans, zipped and buttoned them. I was barefoot.

I faced him. “Happy?”

A slow, almost imperceptible smile touched his mouth. It wasn’t a smile of triumph. It was one of appreciation. “Getting there.”

He pushed off the dresser, pulled the white t-shirt over his head, but left it untucked. He stepped into his boots, not bothering to lace them. He looked like exactly what he was: a man who had just gotten out of bed. A man who had just gotten out of bed with me.

“Ready?” he asked.

No. “Yes.”

He opened the cabin door. The sounds of my family—the chatter, the clinking of plates, my mother’s voice directing someone to fetch more orange juice—washed over us. The path from his cabin to the main lodge’s wide porch was short, exposed. There was no way to cross it without being seen.

He didn’t hesitate. He walked out, and I followed.

The first person to see us was my uncle Pat. He was on the porch, nursing a mug of coffee, squinting at the lake. His gaze swept over Diego, then over me in the flannel, my hair a wild red tangle down my back, my feet bare. His eyebrows shot up into his receding hairline. He gave a slow, deliberate nod, raised his mug in a silent salute, and said nothing.

The second was my cousin Siobhan, coming out of the lodge with a platter of pastries. She stopped short, her eyes widening. A grin spread across her face. She winked at me before bustling past.

Diego’s hand found the small of my back. Not pushing. Just resting there, a point of contact, a claim. He guided me up the three porch steps. The screen door was propped open.

The main room of the lodge was chaos—the good-natured, food-scented chaos of a Brennan gathering. The long farmhouse table was heaped with quiches, bacon, fruit salad, pancakes. My brothers, Conor and Declan, were arguing good-naturedly about football. Their wives were herding children. My aunt Maggie was refilling coffee cups.

And my mother stood at the head of the table, a silver carafe in her hand, frozen in the act of pouring for the family lawyer, David, who sat to her right.

David was a nice-looking man in his late forties. He wore a crisp polo shirt and khakis. He looked exactly like what he was: a polite, successful man my mother thought I should marry. His eyes landed on me, then on Diego’s hand on my back, and confusion flickered across his pleasant face.

My mother’s gaze swept over me. It took in every detail: the oversized flannel, the chain, my bare feet, my sleep-tousled hair, the unmistakable, just-fucked aura I knew I was radiating. Her face was a masterpiece of composed neutrality. Only the slight tightening of her jaw, a tremor in her hand that made the coffee in the carafe shiver, gave her away.

The room hadn’t gone quiet—the kids were still shrieking, the chatter continued—but a pocket of silence had formed around us, spreading out from my mother like a ripple.

Diego’s hand pressed a little more firmly against my spine. A nudge. A reminder.

I took a breath that felt like my first in years. I looked directly at my mother, then at David.

“Mom,” I said, and my voice was clear, louder than I’d intended. “This is Diego.”

I didn’t say my fake boyfriend. I didn’t say my foreman. I didn’t offer an explanation for my attire or the hour. Just his name. And in the saying of it, with his hand on me and his chain on my skin, it felt like the truest thing I’d said all weekend.

My mother’s eyes held mine for a long, silent moment. Then, with a precision that was terrifying, she finished pouring David’s coffee. She set the carafe down. She didn’t smile, but the terrible, polite warmth she’d been aiming at David all weekend was gone. Her expression was cool, assessing, and for the first time, it held a glimmer of something that might have been respect.

“Diego,” she said, acknowledging him. “Coffee?”

“Please,” he said, his voice easy. “Black.”

She gestured to two empty seats next to each other, halfway down the table, opposite my brothers. They were not the seats of honor. They were in the thick of it.

Diego guided me to the chair, held it out for me. I sat. He took the seat beside me, his thigh pressing against mine under the table. The contact was electric. My family’s attention, which had been a spotlight of judgment, began to diffuse, shifting back to the food, the kids, the plans for the day. The performance was over, but the reality of it was just beginning to sink in for them.

David looked acutely uncomfortable. He picked up his coffee, took a sip, and avoided looking in my direction.

A platter of bacon was passed to Diego. He took two strips, then held the platter for me. Our fingers brushed. “Eat,” he said, quietly, for my ears only.

I took a piece I didn’t want. I nibbled at it. The flavors were ash in my mouth. The caffeine from the coffee my mother had wordlessly placed in front of me began to seep into my veins, sharpening my senses. I was hyper-aware of everything: the rough fabric of Diego’s flannel against my arms, the cool metal of the chain, the solid heat of his leg against mine, the weight of a dozen sidelong glances.

My brother Conor, ever the blunt one, leaned across the table. “Sleep well, Saoirse?” His tone was teasing, but his eyes were curious, probing.

Before I could form a defensive answer, Diego spoke. He took a sip of his coffee, set the mug down. “The bed in my cabin is comfortable,” he said, his tone conversational. “Firm. Good support.” He looked at Conor directly, unflinching. “You should try it sometime.”

Conor blinked, then let out a short, surprised laugh. He sat back, shaking his head, a grin on his face. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The power in the exchange was subtle but absolute. Diego hadn’t deflected. He hadn’t joked it away. He’d calmly, confidently confirmed the implication, framing it as a statement of fact about a mattress, and in doing so, he’d stolen all of Conor’s ammunition. It was blue-collar dignity in action: quiet, unassailable competence.

A warmth that had nothing to do with coffee spread through my chest. I looked down at my plate, hiding what I knew was a stupid, helpless smile.

Brunch dragged on. David, the lawyer, kept up a polite but strained conversation with my aunt for another ten minutes before he pushed back his chair and excused himself, citing an early drive back to the city. My mother walked him to the door, her voice too low for me to catch the apologies. When she came back, her spine was straighter, shoulders squared. She avoided looking at me or Diego. She attacked the plates with brisk, efficient fury, stacking them hard enough that the silverware rattled.

The spell broke. Families began to pack up, loading cars, calling children away from the water for one last swim before the weekend slipped away.

Diego stood. He gathered our empty mugs and carried them to the kitchen sink. He thanked my mother for the meal. She gave him a tight nod, her hands deep in soapy water.

“We should pack up,” I said, rising. The word “we” lingered in the air between us, ambiguous and sharp.

Outside, the sun sat higher, the air warming. The path between the cabins felt altered now. No audience. Just the two of us.

“I’ll get my things from your cabin,” I said, voice formal.

He nodded. “I’ll load the truck.”

We split up. In the cool dim of his cabin, the scent of him and of sex still thick in the air, I changed quickly. I slipped out of his flannel shirt and folded it neatly on the bed. I pulled on a clean t-shirt and my own sweater from the bag he’d retrieved. I kept the jeans. My fingers found the clasp of the silver chain at my throat.

My hand paused. The terms. She wears the silver chain. He hadn’t set an end time.

I left it on.

I packed my small bag, swept the cabin I’d barely used, and carried everything out to my pickup. Diego was already waiting, his duffel in the bed. He’d changed into his navy henley. He looked like my foreman again. The shift left me off-balance.

The drive back settled into silence. The easy tension of the drive up—her truck, him behind the wheel, that first inversion—had vanished, replaced by something denser, more tangled. I drove this time. He sat in the passenger seat, gaze fixed on the passing blur of trees and lakes.

An hour from the city, he spoke.

“Pull over at the next rest stop.”

Not a request. My grip tightened on the wheel. “Why?”

“I need to take a piss,” he said, flat. “And you look ready to vibrate out of your skin. We need to talk before Monday.”

A rest stop. Fitting. A nowhere place. I took the next exit and eased the truck into the nearly empty lot beside a plain brick building with restrooms and vending machines. Mid-afternoon quiet. A few semis idled at the far end.

I killed the engine. The silence in the cab swelled.

Diego got out and walked toward the men’s room. I stayed put, staring at the cracked asphalt. He was right. I was vibrating. The weekend’s scaffolding—the terms, the audience, the performance—had come down. What remained was raw: my want, his want answering it, and the wide gap of Monday morning between us.

He returned, opened my door. “Out.”

I unbuckled and stepped down. He took my hand, calluses rough against my palm, and led me not toward the cab but around the side of the building to a scrubby patch of trees bordering the lot, hidden from view by a dumpster and overgrown shrubs. The air smelled of diesel and sun-baked pavement.

He stopped and turned to face me, expression unreadable.

“The deal’s done,” I said, words tumbling out. “You held up your end. I held up mine. It’s over.”

“Is it?” he asked.

“On Monday, you’re my foreman. I’m your boss. We go back to how it was.”

“How it was,” he repeated, slow. “You mean me wanting you. You pretending not to notice. You walking the site in those jeans, hair in that braid, giving orders in that voice that goes straight to my cock. That how it was?”

The vulgarity landed hard in the bright afternoon light. “Diego—”

“No.” He stepped closer. “You don’t get to set the terms now. You had your chance. You asked. I answered. Now we’re here.”

“Where is here?” My voice came out a whisper.

“Here,” he said, hands rising to frame my face, warm and slightly rough. “Is where you tell me what you want. Not for your mother. Not for the weekend. For you.”

I stared up at him. The chain felt heavy, a weight drawing me toward him. “I can’t.”

“You can.” His thumbs stroked my cheekbones. “Or I walk away on Monday. Two weeks’ notice. You’ll never see me again. Clean. How it was.”

The thought hit like a physical blow, a sudden hollow tearing open in my chest. The job site without him—Monday briefings without his quiet presence, blueprints without his notes, problems solved before I even heard about them—was unthinkable. But the idea of him leaving because I was too much a coward to speak…

“I want you,” I said, the admission ripped from somewhere deep and locked. “I have for two years.”

His eyes darkened. “How?”

“What?”

“How do you want me, Saoirse? As your dirty secret? A Friday night thing once the crew’s paid out? Someone you fuck in your office after hours and pretend not to know the next morning?”

“No.” The word came sharp, final. “Not like that.”

“Then how?”

I reached for him, fisting my hands in the soft fabric of his henley. I pulled him closer until our bodies nearly touched. “I don’t know how,” I confessed, truth bare. “I only know that I do. And the thought of you not being there on Monday makes it hard to breathe.”

A low sound escaped him, almost a growl. His mouth crashed down on mine.

This kiss was nothing like the controlled, performative ones from the weekend. This was hunger, raw and unchecked. Claiming and surrender both. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of coffee and him. My hands slid up to tangle in his hair, dragging him closer. The hard plane of his chest pressed against my breasts, the hard line of his cock insistent against my stomach.

He walked me backward until my shoulders hit the rough brick of the rest stop wall. Sun beat down. Highway traffic whined in the distance. Anyone could come around the corner. We didn’t stop.

His mouth left mine and trailed down my jaw to my throat. He kissed the hollow where the silver chain rested. “This stays on,” he muttered against my skin.

“Okay.”

His hands went to the waistband of my jeans, popping the button, dragging the zipper down. The sound was loud in the quiet. He shoved his own jeans down just far enough to free his cock, thick and hard and already leaking at the tip. He wasn’t gentle. He hooked his hands under my thighs and lifted me, pressing me against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his waist, jeans and panties still in the way.

“Hold on,” he breathed. I clung to his shoulders.

With one hand he yanked my jeans and panties aside, just enough. He notched the head of his cock at my entrance. I was wet, slick with it, the want from the whole weekend and the confession and the kiss burning into one desperate need.

He looked into my eyes. “Tell me.”

“I want you,” I gasped. “Please.”

He thrust up, burying himself inside me in one deep, relentless stroke. The fullness shocked through me, perfect. A ragged cry tore from my throat. He swallowed it with his mouth and began to move.

This wasn’t the desperate, silent fucking from the boathouse. This was purposeful, driven. Each thrust drove home his unspoken questions, my gasped answers. The brick scraped my back through my sweater. His hips pistoned, driving me into the wall, rhythm hard and fast and without any finesse. Raw need given form.

“This,” he grunted, forehead against mine, breath hot on my face. “This is what you want. You want me to fuck you against a wall at a rest stop. You want your foreman’s cock in your pussy where anyone could see.”

“Yes,” I sobbed, the truth splitting me open. “God, yes.”

He shifted his angle and the head of his cock dragged over that spot inside me that made my vision flare white. My clit pressed against the hard plane of his abdomen, friction building with every brutal, perfect thrust. I was unraveling, pleasure coiling tighter than I could bear.

“Come for me, boss,” he growled, voice thick with strain. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

The command, the filthy endearment, shattered the last thread of my control. My climax hit hard, a violent, silent convulsion that clamped around him and pulled a ragged groan from his chest. He fucked me through it, strokes turning erratic, desperate. With a final deep plunge he stilled, body rigid against mine. I felt the hot pulse of his release inside me, the intimate claim.

We stayed joined, panting, for long moments. The world returned in pieces: diesel smell, traffic hum, cool brick against my damp back.

Slowly, carefully, he lowered me until my feet touched the ground. My legs were unsteady. He held me upright, hands on my hips, while he tucked himself away and zipped his jeans. He pulled my clothes back into place, fingers brushing my sensitive skin, making me shiver. He buttoned my jeans for me, movements oddly tender.

He cupped my face again, thumbs wiping at the tears I hadn’t noticed tracking down my cheeks. He kissed me, soft this time. A sealing kiss.

“Now we go back,” he said, voice returning to that quiet, even tone. “You drive. I ride shotgun. We don’t talk about this.”

“And Monday?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“Monday,” he said, eyes holding a promise that terrified and thrilled me, “is a new conversation.”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He just took my hand and led me back to the truck.

We drove the last hour in a silence that was no longer heavy but charged, like the air before a thunderstorm. My body thrummed with the echoes of what we’d done. The soreness between my legs was a brand. The chain was a cool, constant reminder. I kept my eyes on the road, but I felt every small shift he made in the passenger seat, the rustle of his jeans, the slow, even sound of his breathing.

We reached the city as the late afternoon sun slanted between the buildings, casting long shadows. I drove on autopilot to my apartment building, the converted warehouse in the old industrial district I’d bought into five years ago. I pulled into my spot in the underground garage and killed the engine.

The silence expanded, filling the cab.

“This is me,” I said, unnecessarily.

He nodded, looking out at the concrete pillars and painted lines. “I’ll get a cab.”

“You don’t have to.” The offer came before I could think. “You could… come up.”

He turned his head to look at me. His expression was unreadable in the dim garage light. “Why?”

The same question. The one that stripped me bare. I had no performance left. “Because I don’t want the weekend to end yet.”

He held my gaze for a long moment, then gave a single, slow nod. “Okay.”

We gathered our bags from the bed of the truck. The elevator ride to the fourth floor stretched out, the floor numbers ticking past one by one while our reflections stared back from the polished steel doors, pale and doubled. The memory of him inside me against that brick wall pressed close—diesel fumes still sharp in my nose, the rough scrape of mortar along my spine, the way his belt buckle had dug into my hip with every thrust.

My apartment was what a realtor had once called “industrial-loft chic.” Exposed brick, high ceilings, polished concrete floors broken up by thick rugs the color of dried blood and old tobacco. It was neat, orderly, and right now it felt like a museum of the life I’d had before this weekend. Before him.

I dropped my bag by the door. Diego set his duffel down beside it. He didn’t move further in, just stood there, taking it in. The wall of books on construction management and structural engineering. The large drafting table by the windows, covered in blueprints for the next Westchester phase. The kitchen with its stainless steel appliances, untouched since Friday morning.

“It’s very you,” he said finally.

“Is that a good thing?”

He didn’t answer. He walked over to the drafting table, his eyes scanning the plans. He pointed to a detail in the corner. “You caught the header span issue on Lot 42.”

“I did,” I said, surprised he’d noticed so quickly. “Friday morning, before I came to see you in the break trailer. Emailed the architect. They’re revising.”

“Good.” He said it like a foreman affirming a boss’s correct call. The normalcy of it, here in my apartment, felt off-kilter.

He turned from the table. “I need a shower.”

“Down the hall. Last door on the left. Towels are in the cabinet.”

He headed down the hallway, his boots loud on the concrete. I heard the bathroom door click shut, then the sound of the shower starting, water hitting tile.

I stood rooted in the middle of my living room. My skin felt tight across my shoulders and ribs. My mind kept offering the same useless options—clean up, make coffee, hide, wait. I forced myself to move. I went to my bedroom, stripped off the clothes that still carried the scent of lake house and rest stop, and pulled on a clean, long-sleeved t-shirt and soft cotton sleep shorts. I kept the chain on.

I was in the kitchen, filling the kettle, when he walked back in. He wore only a pair of clean, dark jeans, low on his hips, unbuttoned. His hair was damp, his chest bare and still gleaming with a few droplets of water that caught the light as he moved. The tattoos on his arms and across his pectorals stood out starkly against his skin. He carried his henley in one hand.

He came to stand on the other side of the kitchen island, watching me. The space between us felt charged, the air thicker.

“You didn’t shower,” he observed.

“I will.”

The kettle whistled. I jumped. I fumbled with tea bags, mugs, my hands unsteady.

“Saoirse.”

I looked up.

“Stop,” he said quietly. “Just stop.”

I put the mugs down. My breath hitched. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I know.” He came around the island. He took the kettle from my hand, set it aside. Then he took my hand and led me, not to the bedroom, but to the large, worn leather sofa that faced the wall of windows overlooking the city’s twilight skyline. He sat, pulling me down to straddle his lap.

The position was familiar—the dinner lap-sit, the bonfire lap-sit—but here, in the privacy of my apartment, with no audience, it was profoundly different. His bare chest was warm under my palms, the skin still slightly damp from the shower. The hard ridge of his erection pressed against my core, separated only by the thin layers of our clothing. I could feel his heartbeat, steady and strong, through the contact.

“The terms are fulfilled,” he said, his hands resting on my hips. “The deal is done. Your mother knows. The lawyer is gone. We’re back in the city.”

“I know.”

“So this,” he said, his thumbs making slow circles on my hip bones through the cotton shorts, “isn’t that. This is something else. And you’re still the boss. You understand that? Nothing that happens here changes that on Monday.”

“It changes everything,” I whispered.

“No. It changes this.” He leaned forward, pressed his lips to the base of my throat, just above the silver chain. “What happens at work stays at work. What happens here… is ours. You set the rules here, Saoirse. Or we stop now.”

He was giving me back the control. Offering it. After a weekend of him taking it, inch by deliberate inch, he was handing me the reins in the one place where it mattered most. The generosity of it, the respect in it, undid me.

“I don’t want to stop,” I said.

“Then tell me what you want. Right now. Here.”

I looked down at his face, so close to mine. The quiet intensity in his dark eyes. The mouth that had commanded me, kissed me, driven me to madness. I thought of the rest stop, the raw need, the lack of pretense.

“I want you to fuck me,” I said, the words clear and direct in the quiet room. “Here. On this couch. I want it to be slow. I want to see your face. I want to take my time with you.”

A slow, deep heat kindled in his gaze. “Okay.”

He helped me off his lap. I stood before him. He stayed seated, watching as I reached for the hem of my t-shirt and pulled it over my head. I let it drop to the floor. The evening air was cool on my bare skin. My nipples tightened. His eyes tracked over me, a visual caress that felt more intimate than any touch so far.

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my sleep shorts and panties, pushed them down my legs, stepped out of them. I was naked except for the chain. I stood before him, allowing him to look his fill. I saw his jaw tighten, his hands flex on his own thighs.

“Your turn,” I said.

He stood, never breaking eye contact. He unbuttoned his jeans, pushed them and his boxer briefs down in one motion, and kicked them aside. He was fully, magnificently erect. The sight of him, naked in my living room, the city lights beginning to twinkle behind him, hit me low in the gut. All that quiet power, offered.

I closed the distance between us, placed my hands on his chest. I leaned in and kissed him. It was a slow, exploring kiss, tasting of toothpaste and him. I let my hands roam over the planes of his chest, the defined ridges of his abdomen, the ink that told stories I still didn’t know. My fingers traced the line of hair that led from his navel down to his cock.

I broke the kiss and sank to my knees on the rug before him.

His breath caught. “Saoirse—”

“My rules,” I reminded him softly, looking up at him. “I want to taste you.”

I didn’t wait for permission. I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock, feeling the heavy, velvety heat of him. I leaned forward and licked a slow stripe from root to tip, savoring the salty, clean skin. He shuddered. I took the head into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the crown, tasting the pre-come that had already beaded there.

A low groan rumbled in his chest. One of his hands came to rest on top of my head, not forcing, just holding. I took him deeper, using my hand to stroke what my mouth couldn’t accommodate. I set a slow, deliberate rhythm, hollowing my cheeks, listening to the ragged sounds of his breathing above me. I loved the weight of him on my tongue, the way his hips gave tiny, involuntary thrusts, the way his control slowly frayed.

“Enough,” he finally gritted out, his voice strained. “Come here.”

He pulled me up and kissed me — deep and unhurried, the kind of kiss that knows where it’s going. He tasted of himself and me. He walked me backward until my legs hit the couch, then he laid me down on the soft leather, following me down, covering my body with his.

The feel of his skin against mine, from chest to thighs, sent heat racing through me. He kissed me deeply, his hands roaming my body—cupping my breasts, thumbs brushing my nipples, sliding down my ribs to grip my hips. He kissed his way down my neck, my collarbone, paying homage to the silver chain. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, then the other, until I was arching off the couch, my fingers clutching at his shoulders.

He continued his descent, his lips and tongue tracing a path down my sternum, over my stomach. He hooked his hands under my knees, pushed my legs apart, and settled between them.

The first touch of his tongue to my clit was sharp and sudden. I cried out, my back bowing. He didn’t tease. He laved me with broad, firm strokes, his tongue expertly circling my clit before delving lower to thrust inside me. The sounds were obscene, wet and hungry. He ate me with a single-minded focus that shattered thought. One of his hands came up to press down on my lower belly, holding me still for his mouth, while two fingers of his other hand slid deep inside me, curling, finding a rhythm that matched his tongue.

“Diego… I can’t…” I was babbling, my hips rocking against his face, my hands fisted in his damp hair.

He sucked my clit into his mouth, applying steady, relentless pressure, and his fingers pressed up against that sweet, spongy spot inside me. The orgasm ripped through me, violent and blinding, a wave of pure sensation that left me gasping, my body shaking uncontrollably.

He rode it out with me, gentling his mouth, his fingers still moving slowly inside me, prolonging the aftershocks until I was a boneless, trembling mess. Only then did he crawl back up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, my lips. I could taste myself on him, salty and musky.

He was poised above me, his cock pressing against my soaked entrance. His eyes searched mine. “Still want slow?”

“Yes,” I breathed. “Please.”

He nudged forward, just the head of his cock breaching me. He held there, letting me feel the stretch, the fullness. Then he sank another inch, withdrew almost completely, then sank deeper. It was a torturous, exquisite rhythm. Each slow thrust went deeper than the last, until he was fully sheathed, our bodies joined completely.

He stopped, buried to the hilt, his forehead pressed to mine. “Stay with me. Right here.”

I forced my eyes open. His face filled my vision, close enough that I could feel his breath on my lips. The expression there stripped me bare — raw and open, the quiet control burned through by something that matched exactly what I felt.

He began to move. Slow, deep, rolling thrusts that filled me utterly. There was no wall, no audience, no performance. Just this: the slide of his cock in my pussy, the friction building with each deliberate stroke, the sound of our ragged breathing, the creak of the leather couch. He shifted slightly, angling his hips, and the next thrust brushed directly over my still-sensitive clit. A broken sound escaped me.

“That’s it,” he murmured, his voice thick. “Feel it. All of it.”

He kept the pace slow, but the intensity was devastating. Each thrust was a promise, a question, an answer. My hands slid over his back, feeling the muscles work under his skin, tracing the lines of his tattoos. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting each of his strokes with a lift of my hips.

The coil inside me wound tighter, a slow grind that started deep where his cock stretched me open and spread outward with every thrust. Different from the sharp edge his mouth had dragged out of me earlier. This one built like pressure behind a dam. My breath snagged in my throat, short and shallow, and I dug my fingers into the muscle of his back just to feel something solid.

His rhythm broke. Hips stuttering, control fraying at the edges.

“Saoirse,” he ground out, voice scraped raw. “I’m close.”

“Don’t stop.” The words tore out of me. “Don’t you fucking dare stop.”

A ragged sound ripped from his chest. He slammed in hard, one last brutal thrust, and locked there. His cock jerked inside me, pulsing thick and hot, flooding me with each heavy spurt. The helpless shake of his body, the way his shoulders seized under my hands, pushed me over. My cunt clamped down around him in long, rolling pulses. Wetness flooded between us. The pleasure rolled through me thick and low, dragging a broken sound from my throat. Tears slipped from the corners of my eyes and slid into my hair.

He dropped onto me, heavy and shaking, his weight pinning me to the leather. We stayed like that, hearts slamming against each other, sweat cooling where our skin touched. After a while he shifted, eased out of me, and rolled, pulling me with him until I was tucked against his chest, one of his thighs hooked over mine.

City lights still glittered beyond the windows. The room had gone dark except for the faint spill from the street. His palm moved over my back in slow, steady strokes.

“I should go,” he said. The words vibrated under my ear.

“Stay.” It came out before I could stop it. “Just… stay tonight.”

He went quiet. Then his arm tightened around me. “Okay.”

We moved to the bedroom eventually. The shower was quiet and practical, steam rising around us while we washed the weekend off our skin. He borrowed a toothbrush. I gave him a pair of my father’s old sweatpants from the bottom drawer, waistband rolled twice so they wouldn’t drag. I pulled on one of his white t-shirts from the duffel. It smelled like him. We climbed into my bed and he dragged me back against his front, arm banded around my waist, the same way we’d woken up that morning.

“The chain,” I whispered into the dark.

“Hmm?”

“When does it come off?”

His mouth brushed the nape of my neck, just below my hairline. “When I say so.”

A shiver rolled down my spine. Not fear. Something hotter.

I fell asleep with his scent on my skin, in the sheets, and the solid weight of him behind me.

I woke before dawn. The clock on the nightstand read 5:07. Monday.

Diego was already awake. I could tell by the rhythm of his breathing. He lay on his back, one arm tucked behind his head, eyes on the ceiling.

I rolled onto my side. In the grey light his profile looked carved, jaw dark with stubble.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

He turned his head. “That I need to be on site by six-thirty. Lumber delivery for Westchester hits at seven. Martinez called in sick Friday, so the crew’s short.”

My foreman. Thinking like my foreman.

“And?” I pressed.

“And,” he said, rolling toward me. His fingers traced the silver chain where it lay across my collarbone. “That you look good in my shirt. And that you’re still wearing my chain.”

He leaned in and kissed me, soft and closed-mouthed. Then he shoved the covers back and stood. The weekend was done. The performance was done. The real world started now.

He dressed without speaking, pulling on the same dark jeans, a clean henley from his bag. Boots laced. Duffel packed. He looked exactly like he did every Monday morning.

I got up, tugging his t-shirt down my thighs, and walked him to the door.

He paused with his hand on the knob and looked down at me. The hallway light was dim, his expression hard to read.

“See you on site, boss,” he said.

Then he was gone. The door clicked shut.

I stood there listening to the quiet of the apartment. It felt different. Charged. Waiting.

I crossed to the living room window that overlooked the street. A few minutes later he stepped out of the building entrance below. He didn’t look up. Duffel slung over one shoulder, he turned and headed toward the bus stop, stride long and steady, just a man on his way to work.

My fingers found the chain at my throat.

Monday morning had arrived.


Chapter 4 — Monday Morning

I stood at the window until the bus swallowed him and drove off.

Then I walked back to my bedroom. My bed was still a mess, the sheets twisted, his scent on my pillow. I stripped the bed, carried the bundle to the laundry closet, and dumped it all in the machine. I turned it on to the hottest setting.

I showered, scrubbing the smell of him, of us, off my skin. The water was scalding. I kept touching the chain around my neck. It didn’t feel like a prop anymore. It felt like a brand. When I got out, I stood in the steam of the bathroom and looked at myself in the fogged mirror. A tall, pale woman with red hair dripping down her back, dark circles under her eyes, and a thin silver chain gleaming against her skin. The boss. The woman who’d paid a man to pretend to want her, and who had ended up in his bed, begging.

I dressed for work. Dark jeans, a clean white t-shirt, my worn canvas Brennan Framing jacket. Steel-toed boots. I twisted my hair into a knot at the nape of my neck. No makeup. I was Saoirse Brennan, president and owner. I had a site to run, payroll to approve, schedules to juggle.

My truck felt too big, too quiet. The passenger seat was empty. I drove to the site in Westchester, the one Diego’s crew was framing. It was our biggest contract, a forty-unit townhouse development. The skeleton of the first building was up, the scent of fresh-cut pine and damp earth sharp in the humid morning air.

I saw his crew before I saw him. They were on the second-floor deck, laying down sheathing. The rhythmic thud of hammers, the whine of a cordless saw. I climbed the temporary stairs, my boots heavy on the plywood.

Mateo saw me first and gave a short nod. “Morning, boss.”

“Morning. How’s it looking?”

“On schedule. Waiting on the lumber delivery for B-building.”

I nodded, my eyes scanning. And then I found him. Diego was at the far end, kneeling, using a speed square to mark a cut on a long two-by-six. He wore his work gloves, a grey t-shirt dark with sweat at the collar and under his arms, his same dark jeans. He looked up, met my gaze across the deck. His expression was the one I knew: focused, neutral, professional. The foreman acknowledging the boss’s presence. He gave me a slight chin lift, then went back to his measurement.

My throat tightened. I walked over.

“Diego.”

He finished his mark, set the pencil in the gap behind his ear. He stood. “Saoirse.”

Not ‘boss.’ My name. Here, on my site. It was a violation of every unspoken rule we’d ever had. It was also the truth. He’d had his mouth between my legs thirty-six hours ago. ‘Boss’ felt like the lie now.

“A word,” I said, my voice flat.

He followed me to the temporary site office, a construction trailer at the edge of the cleared lot. I unlocked it, stepped inside. The air was stale and hot. Plans were rolled on the desk, coffee cups littered the counter. I didn’t sit. I turned to face him as he closed the door.

The space was small. He seemed to fill it. The scent of sawdust and male sweat came off him, a weekday version of the lake-water and skin scent from the weekend.

“You called me Saoirse out there,” I said.

“You called me Diego in your bed.”

The words hung between us, blunt and undeniable.

“This is my worksite,” I said, hearing the stiffness in my own voice. “The rules apply here.”

“What rules are those?” he asked. He wasn’t challenging me. He was asking, genuinely. As if the rules had been rewritten and he needed the new edition.

“The rules where I’m the boss. Where you’re my foreman. Where what happened this weekend doesn’t exist between nine-to-five.”

He considered that. He pulled off his work gloves, tucked them into his back pocket. His hands were bare, the ink on his forearms stark. I remembered those hands on my hips, my ass, my throat.

“It exists,” he said quietly. “We can pretend it doesn’t. But it does.”

“We have to pretend,” I insisted. “This,” I gestured between us, “can’t happen here. I can’t… I can’t look at you and see…”

“See what?” He took a half-step closer. I didn’t retreat. “See the man who made you come so hard you cried? Or the man who’s the best foreman you’ve got?”

“Both,” I said. The word was a confession.

He nodded, as if that was fair. “Okay. So at nine a.m. on a Monday, I’m your foreman. You’re my boss. You tell me what to build, I build it. You sign my paycheck on Friday.” He paused. His eyes were dark, steady. “But the chain stays on.”

My hand flew to my throat. I’d forgotten I was still wearing it. It was under my t-shirt, against my skin. “That wasn’t part of the deal. The deal ended Sunday.”

“The fake dating deal ended,” he corrected. “This is a new deal.”

“I didn’t agree to a new deal.”

“You’re wearing it.”

I felt a flush of anger, hot and familiar. It was the anger of being cornered, of having my control gently, firmly taken away. It was the same anger that had melted into desperate arousal in the boathouse at 3 a.m.

“Take it off,” I said. It was an order.

He didn’t move. “You take it off.”

We stared at each other. The sounds of the site were muffled through the trailer walls: hammering, shouting, a truck backing up.

“This is insubordination,” I said, but the words sounded hollow, theatrical.

“Is it?” He took the final step, closing the distance between us. He wasn’t touching me, but I could feel the heat of his body. “Or is it just a man telling a woman she looks good in his chain, and he’d like her to keep wearing it?”

“You can’t just… claim me,” I whispered.

“I’m not.” His voice dropped, rough. “You gave yourself. You asked me for a weekend. I gave you one. You asked me to make it real for your family. I did. It got real for me, too, Saoirse. So the chain stays. Or you fire me.”

The ultimatum lay there. Fire my best foreman, jeopardize the Westchester contract, explain to my crew why. Over a silver chain. Over a feeling.

My breath shuddered out. I looked away, at the rolled-up plans on my desk. My domain. “Get back to work.”

A beat of silence. Then, “Yes, boss.”

He turned and left the trailer. The door swung shut behind him. I stood there, my heart pounding against my ribs. I touched the chain through my cotton shirt. I didn’t take it off.

The week unfolded in a strange, dual reality. On site, it was all business — and not the forced, teeth-grinding kind of business where you have to work to pretend. The work was genuinely the work. He was Diego Ramos, foreman: efficient, exact, managing his crew with an easy authority built from years of earning it. He gave his reports. He took his orders. He made good decisions on the fly without coming to me for permission, which was exactly what I hired him to do. We spoke about lumber grades, inspection schedules, manpower allocation. Clean, direct, professional.

We didn’t touch. We barely held eye contact longer than the exchange required.

But the chain was there under my work clothes, a constant cool weight against my sternum, and it was impossible to forget what it meant. At night, alone in my apartment with the stillness pressing in, I’d lie in the dark and my fingers would find the silver links without my permission. I’d remember the specific weight of his voice at 3 AM, the feel of his hands, the way my body had stopped recognizing its own limits in the boathouse while my family slept twenty yards away. The shocking, liberating loss of command — and how, now that I was back in command, I kept thinking about what I’d felt without it.

Thursday afternoon, I was in the site trailer reviewing invoices when the door opened. It was Diego. He had a clipboard in hand.

“Delivery discrepancy,” he said, his voice all business. “We’re short twenty sheets of three-quarter inch plywood. Invoice says they’re here, they’re not.”

“I’ll call the supplier,” I said, not looking up from my laptop.

“Already did. They’re sending a driver out tomorrow to verify and drop the short.”

“Good. Note it on the materials log.”

“I did.”

Silence. The trailer fan whirred. I could feel him standing there, waiting.

“Was there something else?” I asked, finally looking up.

He was looking at me, his gaze intent. “You’re wearing it.”

It wasn’t a question. My t-shirt collar was loose; the chain must have slipped into view.

I didn’t pull it back. I held his stare. “It’s just a chain.”

“No,” he said, softly. “It’s not.”

He turned to leave.

“Diego.”

He stopped, hand on the doorframe.

“The crew is off this weekend. The site’s shut down for the electrical rough-in.”

“I know,” he said.

“Are you…” I swallowed. “Are you busy?”

He looked back at me. His face was carefully blank, but his eyes were like black fire. “Why?”

“I have to go back to the lake house. My mother left a box of my father’s old tools in the main lodge basement. She wants me to sort through them. I’m driving up tomorrow after work. Coming back Sunday.” I was babbling. I sounded like I was giving a project update. “It’s just a chore. But the place… it’ll be empty. The family’s gone.”

He understood. He understood everything I wasn’t saying. That this wasn’t a performance. There was no audience. No terms. Just me, asking.

“What time?” he asked.

“I’ll leave the city by six. Be there by eight.”

He nodded once. “I’ll meet you there.”

He left. I sat back in my chair, my palms sweaty. I had just invited my employee to a secluded lake house for the weekend. I was out of my mind.

But for the first time since Sunday morning, the tight coil of tension in my gut began to unwind, replaced by a low, steady thrum of anticipation.

I left the city at 5:45, beating the worst of the Friday traffic. The drive to the Finger Lakes was familiar now, the highway giving way to winding country roads. The sky was streaked with orange and purple as the sun set behind me. This time, my truck was empty. No pretend boyfriend in the passenger seat. Just me, my thoughts, and the chain around my neck.

I pulled into the Brennan compound just after eight. It was eerily quiet. No cars at the other cabins. No lights in the main lodge. Just the long twilight shadows and the gentle lap of water against the dock. I parked in front of my cabin, the one I’d shared with Diego for the weekend. It looked smaller, innocuous.

I got out, the evening air cool on my skin. I’d changed out of my work clothes before leaving, into soft jeans and a simple black sweater. I hauled my overnight bag and a box for my father’s tools out of the truck.

I was bending to pick up the box when I heard the sound of an engine, quiet and low. A dark pickup truck—not his usual beat-up work truck, but an older, well-kept Ford—pulled in next to mine. Diego got out.

He was dressed as he had been for the family weekend: dark jeans, a navy henley, boots. He had a duffel bag in one hand. He looked at me across the hoods of our trucks, and the professional distance of the week evaporated. Here, we were just two people at a lake house.

“You found it,” I said, stupidly.

“You gave good directions,” he replied. He nodded toward the cabin. “Same one?”

“Yeah.”

We carried our things inside. I flipped on the lights. The living room was exactly as we’d left it, clean and impersonal. The couch where he’d first kissed me. The kitchen table where we’d shared coffee.

He dropped his duffel by the door. The sound was final. He was here. We were here. Alone.

“I haven’t eaten,” I said, moving toward the kitchen for something to do. “There’s probably some stuff in the pantry. Pasta, maybe.”

“I’m not hungry for pasta,” he said.

I stopped, my hand on the fridge handle. The stainless steel was cool under my palm. I turned. He was walking toward me, his steps slow and deliberate, boots heavy on the hardwood. The look on his face was one I’d only caught in fragments at the site—the intensity he’d banked all week, now fully unleashed, burning straight at me.

My back met the cool stainless steel of the refrigerator. He stopped in front of me, close enough that I felt the heat rolling off him, but he didn’t touch.

“Why did you ask me here, Saoirse?” His voice was low, gravelly, scraping over my skin.

“For the tools,” I whispered.

He shook his head slowly. “Try again.”

I lifted my chin. “You know why.”

“I need to hear you say it.”

My pulse hammered against my ribs, hard enough I wondered if he could hear it. I was the boss. I gave orders. I didn’t beg. But here, now, the hierarchy was smoke. There was only this wanting, vast and terrifying, thick in my throat.

“I want you,” I said. The words scraped out of me, raw and true.

“Where?” he pressed. His hands came up to brace against the fridge on either side of my head, caging me in. The veins stood out along his forearms. “How?”

“Everywhere. Any way you’ll have me.”

A dark satisfaction flashed in his eyes. “Good.”

Then his mouth was on mine.

It wasn’t like the kisses from the weekend—those had been for show, or exploratory, or tender. This was hungry. Possessive. He kissed me like he was claiming what was already his, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, his teeth grazing my lower lip hard enough to sting. I moaned into him, my hands flying up to clutch at his shoulders, the hard muscle there firm and hot under my fingers.

He pulled back just enough to speak, his breath hot on my face. “The chain. Take off the sweater. I want to see it.”

My hands trembled as I grabbed the hem of my black sweater and pulled it over my head. I dropped it to the floor. Cool air kissed my bare stomach. I stood before him in just my jeans and a plain black bra. The silver chain lay against my skin, gleaming in the kitchen light, the metal already warming from my body.

He looked his fill, his gaze a physical touch, dragging over every inch. Then he bent his head and put his mouth on the chain, on the skin beneath it. He kissed along the line of it, from the hollow of my throat out to my collarbone, his tongue tracing the metal, leaving wet heat in its wake. Shivers wracked my body, my nipples tightening against the thin fabric of the bra.

“Still mine,” he murmured against my skin.

He straightened and his hands went to the button of my jeans. He popped it open, dragged the zipper down. His fingers hooked into the waistband of my jeans and my underwear, and he pushed them both down my hips in one rough motion. I kicked them off, stepping out of the pile of denim and cotton. The floor was cold under my bare feet. I was naked except for the bra and the chain.

“Now you,” I said, my voice shaking.

He didn’t hesitate. He pulled his henley off, revealing the taut planes of his chest and stomach, the dark trail of hair leading down. His arms, with their intricate sleeves of ink, were powerful in the dim light, muscles shifting under skin. He toed off his boots, shoved his jeans and boxer-briefs down. And then he was naked, fully erect, his cock thick and heavy between us, the head already flushed and glistening.

I’d seen him, felt him, in the dark of the boathouse, in the grey dawn of his cabin. But here, in the bright kitchen light, it was different. Stark. Real. He was magnificent.

He closed the distance again, his naked body pressing against mine. The feel of his skin, hot and smooth, the rough hair on his legs against my thighs, the insistent pressure of his cock against my belly—it stole my breath, the solid weight of him pinning me to the fridge.

He reached behind me, fumbling with the clasp of my bra. It came undone and he pulled it away, tossing it aside. My breasts fell free, and he cupped one in his hand, his thumb brushing over my nipple, making it peak instantly, the rough pad of his thumb sending sparks straight between my legs.

“Bedroom,” he growled. It wasn’t a question.

He didn’t wait for me to lead. He simply bent, hooked an arm behind my knees and the other around my back, and lifted me. I gasped, my arms wrapping around his neck as he carried me out of the kitchen, through the living room, and into the bedroom. The quilt was soft under my back when he laid me down, coming over me, bracing his weight on his forearms. His cock dragged against my thigh, hot and hard.

He kissed me again, deeply, then began to move down my body. He kissed the chain. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, then the other, teeth grazing. I arched off the bed, a cry tearing from my throat. His mouth was a brand, wet and relentless. He moved lower, over the quivering plane of my stomach, his hands spreading my thighs wide, fingers digging into the soft flesh.

He looked up the length of my body, his eyes meeting mine. “I’ve been thinking about this all week,” he said, his voice rough with want. “The taste of you. The way you shake.”

Then he lowered his head and put his mouth on me.

The first flat stroke of his tongue over my clit made me jerk violently. He held my hips down, pinning me to the bed, and licked me again, slowly, thoroughly, the wet sound of it obscene in the quiet room. He explored me with a focus that was almost clinical in its intensity, learning what made me gasp, what made me moan, what made my thighs tremble. He licked into me, deep, then circled my clit with the very tip of his tongue, pressing just hard enough.

“Diego… God…” I was babbling, my hands fisting in the quilt, knuckles white.

He added a finger, sliding one, then two inside me, curling them just right against that spot that made my vision spark. The dual sensation—the slow, sure thrust of his fingers, the relentless, perfect friction of his tongue—built a pressure inside me that was both exquisite and unbearable. My heels dug into the mattress, my back bowing, sweat slicking the skin between my shoulder blades.

“That’s it,” he murmured against me, the vibration sending another shockwave through my core. “Let go. Come for me.”

His words, the command in them, shattered the last of my control. The orgasm ripped through me, violent and silent at first, then a broken cry as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. My cunt clenched around his fingers, pulsing hard. He didn’t stop, gentling his touch but not ceasing, drawing out the spasms until I was limp and gasping, thighs twitching.

He kissed his way back up my body, his own need evident in the tense lines of his shoulders, the hard set of his jaw. He settled between my thighs, the head of his cock nudging against me, wet with my arousal and his saliva, sliding through my folds.

He looked down at me, expression tight with a desire he was barely holding in check. “Don’t close your eyes.”

I blinked, fighting the blissful blur of the aftershocks. I held his gaze.

“Tell me you want this,” he said. He was poised at my entrance, every muscle in his body taut with the effort of holding back, the head of his cock just barely breaching me.

“I want you,” I breathed. “I want this. Please.”

He pushed inside.

It was a slow, inexorable invasion. He was big, and I was still fluttering from my climax, intensely sensitive. He filled me completely, stretching me, owning me, the thick drag of him forcing my body to yield. A low groan tore from his chest as he buried himself to the hilt. He stopped, his forehead dropping to mine, his breath coming in ragged gusts, the scent of us already thick in the air.

“Fuck,” he whispered. “Saoirse.”

He began to move.

It wasn’t the frantic, desperate rhythm of the boathouse. This was deliberate, deep, each thrust a measured claim. He rolled his hips, pulling almost all the way out before sinking back in, filling me again, the wet sound of my cunt taking him loud in the dark. The sensation was overwhelming—the sheer physical presence of him inside me, the weight of his body pressing me into the mattress, the roughness of his thighs against my smoother skin, the way his cock dragged against every sensitive inch.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, trying to pull him deeper, to match his pace. He growled, a low sound of approval, and shifted, bracing himself on his knees to get a better angle. The change sent a fresh, sharp bolt of pleasure through me. I cried out, my nails digging into his shoulders, leaving red marks.

“There?” he asked, his voice thick.

“Yes,” I gasped.

He focused on that angle, each stroke hitting a spot that made my vision blur. The pace quickened, losing some of its control. His breath became ragged. One of his hands left the mattress to cup my breast, his thumb rubbing my nipple in a rough, perfect circle. The dual sensations—the deep, rhythmic penetration and the focused attention on my breast—coalesced into a new, gathering tension, my cunt tightening around him.

I could feel him trembling with the effort to hold back. His eyes were locked on mine, fierce and unblinking.

“Tell me,” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“You,” I moaned. “All you. I’m so full… it’s so good…”

“What else?”

“I’m… I’m going to come again.”

A grim, beautiful smile touched his lips. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

His words were the final trigger. The orgasm didn’t crest; it detonated. A white-hot wave of pure sensation erupted from my core, radiating out to my fingertips, my toes, the roots of my hair. I screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound I didn’t recognize as my own. My body convulsed around him, clutching him deep inside me, my cunt pulsing in hard, rhythmic spasms.

He drove into me through my climax, his own control shattering. With a final brutal thrust, he buried himself to the hilt and went rigid, a long, wrecked groan tearing out of him. I felt the hot pulse of his release deep inside, the jerking of his hips as he spilled. His weight came down over me and I received all of it, arms wrapping around his broad back, holding him while the last shudders moved through him and he stilled.

Long minutes passed. Only breathing, and the distant chirp of crickets coming in through the open window, and the faint squeak of the bedframe settling back into silence.

When he finally moved, it was only to roll us onto our sides without separating, his arm banding across my waist, drawing me tight to his chest. My head settled under his chin like it had always fitted there. He was still inside me, softening gradually, a final, intimate residue of what we’d done — and the slick warmth leaking from me felt less like aftermath and more like proof. We were joined. We had been. That was simply true now.

He nuzzled my hair. “Okay?” he murmured.

I nodded, incapable of speech. My whole body felt liquified, my mind blank and peaceful.

After a while, he shifted, pulling out of me. A pang of loss, sharp and childish, went through me. He got up, walking naked to the bathroom. I heard the water run. He came back with a warm, damp towel and gently cleaned me between my legs, the cloth soothing against my swollen flesh, then his own stomach. The act was so tender, so matter-of-fact, it made my throat tighten.

He dropped the towel on the floor and crawled back into bed, pulling the quilt over us. He gathered me back into his arms.

“Talk to me,” he said, his lips against my temple.

“I can’t,” I whispered. “My brain is offline.”

He chuckled, a soft, rare sound. “Fair.”

We lay in silence for a while. The room was dark now, only a sliver of moonlight coming through the window. I traced the ink on his forearm where it lay across my stomach—a pattern of geometric shapes and what looked like stylized waves, the skin warm and slightly damp.

“What’s this?” I asked, my voice still husky.

“My story,” he said simply. “Started when I was young. Finished when I got sober.”

I hadn’t known that. I knew he was steady, reliable, the most clear-headed man on my crew. I’d never asked about his past. “How long?”

“Six years clean.”

I turned my head to look at him. His face was serene in the shadows. “I’m glad,” I said.

He kissed my forehead. “Me too.”

We fell asleep like that, tangled together. I woke sometime later, disoriented. The moon was higher, casting a silver rectangle on the floor. Diego was asleep beside me, his breathing deep and even. I was thirsty.

I slid out of bed, careful not to wake him. The chain lay cool across my collarbones as I walked naked to the kitchen. At the sink I drank a glass of water and looked out at the dark lake. Nothing moved out there. The water lay flat, the trees black against the sky.

When I returned to the bedroom, he was awake and watching me.

“Come back,” he said. His voice was rough from sleep.

I crossed the room. He pulled me into him, hands moving over my skin with the slow claim of a man still half in a dream. “You’re so tall,” he murmured. “All this.” His palm slid down my spine, over the curve of my ass. “I like it.”

“I’m not built like the women in magazines,” I said. The old insecurity surfaced even here, in his arms.

“You’re built like a woman,” he said. No space left in his tone for argument. “My woman.”

He kissed me again, slow and searching, the kiss deepening as his hand found my breast and stroked down to my hip. I felt him harden against my thigh.

“Again?” I asked. I was sore, still sensitive.

“Not like that.” He turned me onto my side, facing away, and fitted himself against my back. His arm came around to hold my breast. He kissed my shoulder, then the side of my neck. “Just feel.”

He pressed the length of his cock into the cleft of my ass. He didn’t push inside. He simply held me there, rocking in a slow, steady rhythm, the blunt head of him a constant, heavy pressure. One hand drifted down over my stomach and through the damp hair between my legs. He found my clit, still swollen and tender, and touched me with the lightest circles, barely there.

It wasn’t meant to drag another orgasm out of me. It was just touch. Lazy. Intimate. I let myself sink into it, the slow pulse of pleasure moving through me in easy waves. He kept rocking, his breathing thickening against the back of my neck. After a while his hips moved with more purpose, his fingers firmer on my clit. His body went tight. A hot spill of come streaked across my lower back as he groaned, low and rough, the sound of it almost quiet.

He wiped us clean with the towel, then drew me against him. “Sleep,” he said.

I did.

Dawn light woke me. The bed beside me was empty. For a second panic cut through my chest. Then I heard his voice from the living room, low and steady. I pulled the quilt around my shoulders and went to the doorway.

He sat on the couch in just his jeans, phone to his ear. He saw me, lifted one finger, and finished the call. “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Mom. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He set the phone down.

“Your mom?” I asked.

“Checking in.” He stood and came to me, cupped my face, and kissed me the way a man kisses a woman he’s already claimed. “You hungry?”

“I could eat.”

We made breakfast together. I kept the quilt on until he handed me his henley from the floor. I pulled it over my head. It smelled like him, like the two of us together. He scrambled eggs while I made coffee. We ate at the small kitchen table, the chain glinting at my throat beneath the open collar.

“The tools,” he said after a bite. “We should get that done.”

The real world pressed back in. “It’s just a box in the basement of the main lodge. I need to sort through it, keep what I want, donate the rest.”

“I’ll help.”

We finished eating, dressed, and walked across the quiet compound to the main lodge. The morning air was cool and bright, the lake throwing light back at the sky. Without the family here the place felt different. Still. Ours.

The basement smelled of damp concrete and old wood. We dragged the heavy crate into the middle of the floor. Inside were my father’s tools, old and solid and well-kept. Hand planes. Chisels. Drawknives. I ran my fingers over the worn handles and felt the lump rise in my throat. Ten years since he’d died. Ten years since he’d taught me how to read grain, how to run a crew without breaking people.

Diego watched me for a while, then picked up a hammer with a hickory handle darkened by use. “This is beautiful.”

“He made that handle himself,” I said. “The original broke. He replaced it.”

Diego tested the weight. “It’s perfect.”

“Keep it.”

He looked at me. “I can’t.”

“You should. He’d have liked you. You’re a craftsman.”

He held the hammer a long moment, then nodded. “Thank you.”

We worked through the box. I decided. He packed the keepers into a smaller crate. The rest went back into the big one. It took an hour. When we finished I felt wrung out, the ache of old grief sitting behind my ribs.

We carried the smaller box back to my cabin. The sun had climbed higher, the day turning warm.

“Swim?” Diego asked, looking at the lake.

I hadn’t been in the water since the weekend, when it had been a show for an audience. “Okay.”

We changed. He wore trunks. I wore the same bikini. This time I didn’t feel watched or judged. His eyes moved over me like he was simply glad to see what he saw. We walked down to the dock.

The water was cold and clear. We swam out, then floated on our backs, looking at the cabins from the middle of the lake. He drifted closer and found my hand beneath the surface. We stayed like that, fingers laced, the silence of the water around us.

Later we lay on a blanket on the dock, drying in the sun. He propped himself on one elbow and looked down at me.

“What happens Monday?” he asked.

The question I had been dodging. “What do you want to happen?”

“I want you,” he said. “Not just here. Not just weekends.”

“I’m your boss.”

“You’re Saoirse,” he said. “And I’m Diego. The titles are a problem we’ll have to figure out. They’re not a reason to stop.”

“It’s a huge reason,” I said, staring at the sky. “It’s my company. My name. Your job.”

“I could quit.”

The words hit me. I turned my head. “You love your job.”

“I do. But I want you more.”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t let you quit. That’s not the answer.”

“Then what is?”

“I don’t know.” The old frustration stirred again. “I’ve never done this. Never mixed work and this.”

“This?” he asked.

“Desire,” I said. The word felt too thin. “Need. Whatever this is between us.”

He leaned over and kissed me, his mouth warm from the sun. “It’s real. That’s what it is.”

We spent the afternoon drifting in the specific way of people who have nowhere to be. He found a paperback on the cabin shelf — something dog-eared about a man rebuilding a house in Montana after his wife leaves — and read on the couch with his feet up while I went through my father’s tools a second time, laying them out on the kitchen table in the order I’d put them away as a kid: planes by size, chisels by blade width. Muscle memory from a decade and a half ago. I caught him watching me over the top of his book.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing,” he said, and went back to reading.

We walked the shoreline after, past the dock and around the cedar-thick bend where the property narrowed to a point. The lake was calm and silver in the afternoon light, the far shore barely visible. He had his hands in his pockets. I had mine.

“This is where you came as a kid?” he asked.

“Every summer until I was eighteen. Then just for the reunion.”

“You like it here.”

“I didn’t think I did anymore,” I said. “My father’s in every corner of this place. He died ten years ago and I still walk in expecting to see him at the grill.”

Diego was quiet for a moment, watching the water. “That’s not a reason not to like it. That’s just grief doing what it does.”

We made lunch together, a simple thing — canned tomato soup, bread from the pantry, sharp cheddar. We ate at the small table without much talk. Everything felt ordinary and impossible at the same time. Being with him was easy in a way I hadn’t expected — quieter than the weekends, with no audience, just the two of us and the lake and the particular un-performing quality of a Saturday afternoon. The thought of Monday was not easy. But I’d deal with Monday on Monday.

As the light shifted and the shadows stretched long across the water, the air between us changed. We were cleaning up after dinner when he stopped, hands in the dishwater, and looked at me.

“I want you again,” he said. His voice stayed calm. His eyes did not.

Heat moved through me, low and immediate. “Where?”

He smiled, slow and certain. “Everywhere. But first, the living room.”

He took my hand and led me to the couch. He sat and pulled me onto his lap, my knees on either side of his hips. We were still dressed. He kissed me, hands framing my face, the kiss deep and unhurried. His palms slid under my sweater, found the chain. He traced the links, then unfastened the clasp and let the chain coil in his palm.

“You don’t need it tonight,” he said. “I know who you belong to.”

He set the chain on the coffee table. Then he undressed me, slow, deliberate, his eyes on mine the whole time. When I was bare on his lap he stood, lifting me, and laid me on the rug in front of the cold fireplace. He stripped out of his own clothes and knelt between my thighs.

He started with his hands. He touched me everywhere, learning the shape of me again. He spent long minutes on my breasts, sucking and biting until I arched under him. His thumbs stroked the soft skin on the inside of my thighs. He traced the lines of my hips, the plane of my stomach, the dip of my navel.

When he finally lowered his head, he licked me with slow, focused attention. He brought me to the edge twice and pulled back both times, leaving me shaking and wet and desperate. I fisted my hands in his hair.

“Please,” I said.

He ignored me. He moved back to my nipples, then kissed me deep, letting me taste myself on his tongue. He kept me on the edge until every nerve felt raw.

Finally he rose up. He gripped my hips, dragged me closer, and pushed his cock into me in one long, steady thrust. The stretch of it stole my breath.

He fucked me with a deep, driving rhythm, his eyes locked on mine. The angle let him hit the place inside me that made my vision blur. I watched the muscles in his arms and chest work, watched the way his jaw tightened every time he sank all the way in. My orgasm built fast and sharp.

“I want your hand on your clit,” he ordered, voice low and raw. “Show me how you want it.”

I hesitated only a beat. Then I slid my hand between us and found my clit. The added pressure, the fact that he was watching every movement of my fingers, sent heat flooding through me. I rubbed in tight circles, my rhythm matching the thrust of his cock.

He watched, eyes dark. “That’s it. Show me how you come on my cock.”

The words and the command and the way he looked at me broke something open. My orgasm hit hard, my cunt clenching around him in tight, rhythmic pulses. I cried out, back bowing off the rug. He kept driving into me through it, and a moment later he came with a low, guttural sound, flooding me with heat.

He dropped beside me and pulled me into his chest. We lay there on the rug, skin damp, the room quiet except for our breathing.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured into my hair.

I didn’t answer. I just held on.

That night we slept in the same bed, legs tangled. Sunday morning came gray and soft. We made coffee and sat on the porch steps, watching the lake. The weekend was ending. The rest of the world was waiting.

We packed without talking much. The chain sat cool against my skin beneath my sweater. We loaded the trucks.

He stood by his Ford, duffel in hand. “Drive safe.”

“You too.”

He paused. “Monday. On site. Back to business.”

I nodded. The knot in my stomach pulled tighter. “Yes.”

“But after hours…” He left the rest unsaid.

“After hours,” I said.

He stepped in, cupped my face, and kissed me hard, the kind of kiss that left no room for doubt. Then he got into his truck and drove away.

I stood there long after his taillights disappeared down the lane. The compound was quiet again. Last weekend had been a performance. This one had been something else entirely. I didn’t know which one scared me more.

I slid behind the wheel of my truck, the door shutting with a solid thud that sealed the cabin around me. The chain lay cool and heavy against my collarbones, its links shifting with every breath I took, a deliberate weight I felt in the hollow of my throat. My body carried the weekend in it—thighs aching from being spread and held open, the deep pull low in my belly where he’d fucked me raw, the faint sting across my ass where his hand had landed again and again. Every shift in the seat sent a fresh reminder through my nerves.

Monday was already waiting. He would stand on my site as foreman, giving orders to the crew while I signed the checks and held the final word. The old rules were still printed on the contract. They just didn’t fit the body I was wearing now.

I merged onto the highway, the engine settling into a low, steady growl beneath me. Behind me the cabin and the lake and the long stretch of quiet pulled away, growing smaller in the rearview until they were only memory and the faint scent of pine still clinging to my hair. Ahead the road opened flat and gray. The thought rose clear and hard through the noise in my head: I could not step back into the life I had left on Friday. I had no map for what came next. The only direction left was forward.

The city rose in the distance, a smear of concrete and glass towers catching the last of the light. My worksite waited there. The men on my payroll. The contracts with my name at the bottom. And Diego—his hands, his voice, the chain he had locked around my neck before I drove away.

My fingers found the metal again, tracing one link, then another. I pressed the accelerator and kept driving.


Chapter 5 — The Office

Monday morning came with the sound of my alarm at 5:45 AM, a brutal electronic shriek in the dark. I had spent Sunday night in my own bed, alone, the chain still around my neck. I’d taken a shower, scrubbing the lake water and bonfire smoke from my skin, but the scent of him—sawdust, sun, and something else, something male and clean—seemed lodged in my memory. My body felt different. Used. Known.

I dressed in my uniform: dark jeans, a grey t-shirt, the worn Brennan Framing canvas jacket. Steel-toed boots. My hair, still damp from a quick rinse, was pulled back into a practical braid. No makeup. The freckles were on full display. The chain was hidden under the jacket collar, a secret against my skin.

The drive to the site was a thirty-minute gauntlet. The Westchester development was a maze of half-built luxury homes, our crew responsible for framing three of them this month. Diego’s crew. My truck rolled onto the gravel lot just after 6:15. The morning was cool, a late-August promise of fall in the mist hanging over the foundation slabs.

His Ford was already there, parked beside the break trailer. The crew’s other trucks were pulling in. I saw him standing by the materials pile, clipboard in hand, talking to Mike and Carlos. He wore a dark green henley, jeans, work boots. His posture was the same as it had been every Monday for five years: straight, attentive, competent.

My heart slammed against my ribs. This was the inversion restored. He was the foreman. I was the boss. I had to walk over there, give him the day’s priorities, sign off on the lumber order. I had to look at him and not remember the way his mouth had tasted at 3 AM in the boathouse, pressed against mine while I gasped against the wall.

I got out of the truck. The gravel crunched under my boots. The sound drew his attention. He looked over, his eyes meeting mine. There was no smile. No nod of familiarity beyond the professional. Just a steady, brown gaze that held for a second before he turned back to Carlos, finishing his instruction.

It was a wall. A deliberate, respectful wall. And it hurt more than I’d expected.

I walked to the site office, a temporary shed set up near the first foundation. I unlocked it, went inside, pulled out the project files. The familiar ritual of work settled around me, armor I knew how to wear. By 6:30, the crew was assembled outside, waiting for the morning briefing. Diego would lead it. I would observe, then add any company-level directives.

I stepped out of the shed. The seven men of Crew A stood in a loose circle, Diego at the center. He was pointing to the blueprint pinned to a makeshift easel.

“House two today,” he said, his voice calm and clear. “All exterior walls. We’re ahead on house one, so Mike and Luis will finish the interior partitions there. Carlos, you’re with me on the second-floor trusses. Safety check at ten. No shortcuts.”

He spoke with an authority that was earned, not given. The men listened, nodded. I stood a few feet away, watching. Watching him. His hands, the ink on his forearms visible as his sleeves were pushed up. Those hands had pinned me to a boathouse wall. Had held my face at the dock. Had wrapped a silver chain around my neck.

He finished the briefing and turned to me. “Ms. Brennan.”

The title was a grenade. It landed softly between us, but it exploded in my chest. Ms. Brennan. Not Saoirse. Not even the casual “boss” he’d sometimes used before.

“The lumber delivery is confirmed for seven-thirty,” I said, my voice steady, professional. “I’ll sign the ticket. Also, the inspector is coming Thursday for a preliminary on house three. Keep the site clean.”

“Understood,” he said.

The crew dispersed, grabbing tools, heading toward the foundations. Diego stayed, looking at me. The space between us felt charged, silent.

“You need the ticket?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He pulled it from his clipboard, handed it to me. Our fingers didn’t touch. I took it, walked back into the shed, signed it with a pen that felt clumsy in my hand. When I came back out, he was still there, waiting.

I handed him the ticket. “Here.”

He took it. “Thank you.”

He turned to walk away.

“Diego.”

He stopped. Turned back. His expression was neutral, but his eyes were darker, more focused.

“After work,” I said, the words coming out low, almost a whisper. “My office. Five-thirty.”

He studied me. A long, quiet beat. “Your office?”

“Yes.”

“What for?”

“To talk.”

“About work?”

“No.”

Another beat. The sounds of the site filled the air—the buzz of a saw starting up, the thump of lumber being stacked, voices calling measurements. We stood in the middle of it, a private silence in the public noise.

“Okay,” he said finally. “Five-thirty.”

Then he walked away, joining his crew, his attention already on the task. I stood there, feeling the chain against my throat, feeling the weight of the day ahead. I had issued an order, but it wasn’t a work order. It was an invitation. And he had accepted, but with that same wall of professional distance. I didn’t know what I would say at five-thirty. I only knew I needed to say something. To break this silence.

The day unfolded in a rhythm of normalcy. I moved between the sites, checking progress, answering calls from the developer, handling logistics. I saw Diego often—directing the lift of a wall frame, checking a joint, conferring with Mike. He never looked at me longer than necessary. He never approached me unless it was for a work reason. The wall held.

And yet, I caught moments. A glance across the site when I was standing on the second-floor deck of house one, him below on the ground, his eyes lifting to mine for a second before dropping. The way he rolled his sleeves up higher as the day warmed, the ink on his arms a vivid reminder of Saturday afternoon, of his hands on my hips in the lake. The sound of his voice, calm and directive, a sound that had gone rough and urgent in my ear at 3 AM.

By four o’clock, the exhaustion of the weekend compounded by the workday hit me. I retreated to the site shed, ostensibly to review the week’s schedule. But I was just waiting for five-thirty.

At five, the crew began to wrap up. Tools were stored. The site quieted. I heard Diego giving the end-of-day instructions. I stayed in the shed, pretending to work, my nerves tightening.

At five-twenty-five, I locked the shed and walked to my truck. I drove to the main company office, a small, standalone building near our primary yard. It was a place I usually avoided after hours—too quiet, too empty. But today, it was the only place I could think of that wasn’t the site, wasn’t a public space.

I unlocked the office door, went inside. The space was familiar: my desk, filing cabinets, a small conference table, the framed blueprints on the wall. The air was still and warm. I turned on the overhead light, then immediately turned it off, leaving only the grey evening light through the blinds.

I sat at my desk. Waited.

At five-thirty-three, I heard a truck pull up outside. The sound of footsteps on the gravel path. The door opened.

Diego stepped inside. He’d changed—still in jeans, but now a plain black t-shirt, his work boots clean. He carried his duffel bag. He looked at me, then around the office, his gaze taking in the space.

“You’re late,” I said, the words coming out sharper than I intended.

“Traffic,” he said, his voice flat. He didn’t apologize.

He walked to the conference table, dropped his duffel on it. Then he turned to face me. “What do you want to talk about?”

The directness was a challenge. I stood up from my desk, walking around it to stand closer to him, though not too close. The room felt small, charged.

“This,” I said. “Today. You calling me Ms. Brennan.”

“It’s Monday,” he said. “We’re at work. You’re my boss.”

“I was your boss on Friday morning too, when I walked into the break trailer.”

“And on Friday afternoon, you were in my passenger seat driving to the lake house,” he countered. “The rules shifted. They shifted back today. That was the agreement.”

“The agreement was for the weekend,” I said. “Not for… after.”

“After is work,” he said. “Unless you have another proposal.”

His eyes held mine. There was no warmth in them, but there was intensity. A waiting.

“I don’t want to go back to the way things were before,” I said, the admission leaving my throat tight.

“What way?”

“You not looking at me. You pretending you don’t… know me.”

“I know you,” he said. “I know you run a framing company with twenty-four employees. I know you sign my paycheck. I know you drink coffee black. I know you have a scar on your right thumb from a nail gun misfire six years ago. I know you now.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then say what you mean.”

I took a step closer. The distance between us was now about three feet. I could smell him—clean sweat, soap, the faint scent of sawdust that never really left him.

“I mean the boathouse,” I said, my voice dropping. “I mean your hand on my thigh at the bonfire. I mean your mouth on mine under the water. I mean waking up in your bed Sunday morning with my family twenty feet away.”

He didn’t move. His expression didn’t change. But his eyes deepened, the brown almost black in the dim light.

“That was the weekend,” he said. “That was the terms.”

“And now?”

“Now you tell me what you want.”

“I want…” I stopped. The words were there, but they felt dangerous, like admitting them would break something irrevocable. “I want you to not call me Ms. Brennan.”

“What should I call you?”

“Saoirse.”

“At work?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not professional.”

“I don’t care.”

He finally moved. One step toward me. Now we were two feet apart.

“You care,” he said. “You care about this company. You care about your crew. You care about professionalism. That’s who you are.”

“It’s not all of who I am.”

“I know that,” he said. “I saw the rest of it. But here, in this office, on this site, you’re the boss. I’m the foreman. That’s how it works.”

“It doesn’t have to be only that.”

“What do you propose?” he asked again, his voice quieter, more intent.

I looked at him. At his face, which smiled slowly when it smiled at all. It wasn’t smiling now. It was waiting. Patient. In control.

“I propose…” I began, then faltered. I reached up, pulled the chain out from under my collar, letting it rest visible on my neck. “I’m still wearing this.”

He looked at the chain. His eyes traced the line of silver against my skin. A muscle in his jaw tightened.

“I see that,” he said.

“You gave it to me.”

“I did.”

“It’s not a work accessory.”

“No.”

“So maybe…” I took the last step, closing the distance between us to less than a foot. I could feel the heat from his body. “Maybe work doesn’t have to be the only rule.”

He was still looking at the chain. Then his gaze lifted to my face. “What are you asking?”

“I’m asking you to touch me,” I said, the words blunt, raw. “Right now. In this office. I’m asking you to not pretend nothing happened.”

He didn’t answer for a long moment. The office was silent, the only sound the distant hum of the highway beyond the yard.

Then he reached out. His hand, calloused and warm, cupped the side of my face. His thumb dragged across my cheekbone in one slow pass. The same gesture he’d used Sunday afternoon when he kissed me goodbye by the trucks, only now the gesture landed in my office on a Monday evening with the door shut and the day’s work still humming in the walls.

“Saoirse,” he said. The name came out low and deliberate, like he was testing how it tasted.

My breath snagged. “Yes.”

His other hand rose. Fingers traced the chain at my throat, followed it around to the clasp at the back of my neck. “You kept it on.”

“I couldn’t take it off.”

He nodded, eyes locked on mine. Then his hand left the chain, slid down to my shoulder, then lower, settling at my waist. He drew me in until our bodies nearly touched. “You want me to touch you.”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere.”

His hand moved down my back, palm heavy over the canvas of my jacket, then lower, cupping the curve of my ass. He pressed there, firm and possessive. “Here?”

I nodded. My throat had gone tight.

“And here?” His other hand rose, fingers brushing the side of my breast through the jacket, then sliding down to my stomach.

“Yes.”

He leaned in, mouth close enough that his breath warmed the shell of my ear. “And what about here?” His voice had dropped to a rough whisper. “Your pussy. Do you want me to touch you there?”

The word landed direct and anatomical. A shock rolled through me, heat gathering thick and low. “Yes.”

“You’re the boss in this office,” he said, mouth still near my ear. “You could order me to stop.”

“I won’t.”

“You could fire me.”

“I won’t.”

He eased back just enough to look at me. His eyes had gone dark, intent. “Then tell me what you want. Specifically.”

I swallowed. “I want you to kiss me. I want you to take this jacket off. I want your hands on my skin. I want you to touch my clit. I want you to make me come in this office, on my desk, before the sun goes down.”

His breath caught, a short, audible hitch. Then his mouth was on mine.

The kiss came hard and immediate, no slow build. His tongue pushed deep, hands dragging me tight against him. I felt the solid line of his body, the strength packed into his arms. I kissed him back, fingers gripping the fabric of his t-shirt at the shoulders.

He broke the kiss. His hands were already working at my jacket, shoving it off my shoulders. It hit the floor. Then his fingers went to the buttons of my jeans. He opened them, pushed denim and underwear down together. I stepped out, kicking my boots free in the same motion. Bare from the waist down, I stood in only my t-shirt.

He looked at me, gaze traveling down my body. “On the desk,” he said, voice rough.

I turned and walked to my desk. Leaned back against it, spine meeting the edge. He followed, stopping in front of me. He hadn’t undressed yet. Just watched, eyes hot.

Then he knelt.

He settled between my legs, hands on my thighs, spreading them wider. Cool evening air touched my skin. His hands were warmer. He looked up, face level with my sex.

“You’re beautiful here,” he said, voice low. “Red and wet already.”

His thumb brushed my inner thigh, then higher, stroking through my folds. Slow. Exploring. Then his fingers found my clit. He circled it, firm and deliberate.

I gasped, hands gripping the desk edge. “Diego.”

“Say it again,” he said, fingers still moving.

“Diego.”

“My name. Not Ms. Brennan.”

“Diego.”

He leaned in. His mouth replaced his fingers. He kissed my clit once, soft and direct, then licked over it. The sensation jolted through me, sharp and electric. I cried out, head falling back.

He licked me in long, slow strokes that turned fast and focused, tongue working my clit while two fingers pushed inside my pussy. The stretch was thick, the fullness immediate. His fingers moved in a steady rhythm, in and out, while his mouth stayed relentless, sucking, licking, pressing.

“I’m going to make you come,” he said, voice muffled against my skin. “Right here. On your desk. Where you sign my paycheck.”

The words, the reality of them, the raw taboo, pushed me higher. My hips rocked against his mouth. My hands clutched at his shoulders. I felt his cock, hard and trapped in his jeans, pressed against my leg. I wanted it. But first he was doing exactly what I’d asked.

His fingers curled inside me, pressing against that spot that made my vision blur at the edges. His tongue flicked fast over my clit. The pressure built, tight and coiling, spreading through my belly and down my thighs. I was panting, breaths ragged.

“Come,” he commanded, mouth never leaving me.

I came. The orgasm hit in a sharp, blinding wave. I cried out, body arching off the desk, thighs clamping around his head. He held me there, fingers still buried inside me, mouth still working me through every pulse until the waves finally eased.

I collapsed back onto the desk, breathing hard, skin damp. He rose from his knees, face wet, eyes dark with satisfaction. He looked at me sprawled across the surface, naked from the waist down, t-shirt rucked up around my waist.

“You asked,” he said.

I nodded. Couldn’t speak yet.

He unfastened his jeans now, shoved them down with his underwear. His cock sprang free, hard and thick. He stepped closer, body between my legs again.

“Now,” he said, hands on my hips, pulling me to the very edge of the desk. “I’m going to fuck you. On your desk. In your office. While the sun sets.”

He didn’t wait. He guided his cock to my entrance and pushed inside.

The feeling was immediate and deep. He filled me, stretched me, one claiming thrust. I gasped, hands gripping his arms. He looked down at me, face tight with pleasure.

“You feel that?” he asked, voice gritted.

“Yes.”

“You feel how deep I am in you?”

“Yes.”

He began to move, slow and deliberate. Hips rolling forward, withdrawing, pushing forward again. Each thrust measured, intense. He watched my face, watched every reaction. His hands held my hips, keeping me exactly where he wanted me.

The desk creaked under our weight. The sound was filthy in the quiet office. The chain around my neck shifted with every movement, cool metal against my heated skin.

He sped up. Thrusts turned harder, faster. I felt every inch of him, every drag and push. My body, still sensitive from the first orgasm, climbed again. Heat gathered tighter, sharper.

“Rub yourself,” he ordered, voice tight with the effort of holding his rhythm. “I want to feel you clench.”

I obeyed. My hand slid between my legs, found my clit, circled it. The added stimulation layered over the deep thrust of his cock. Pleasure doubled, tripled.

He leaned over me, mouth near my ear. “You’re my boss,” he whispered, thrusts relentless. “And I’m fucking you on your desk. Does that feel like power?”

“No,” I gasped.

“What does it feel like?”

“It feels like… you.”

He groaned, low and deep. His thrusts turned harder, almost punishing. I felt his cock swell inside me, felt the rhythm turn urgent.

“I’m going to come inside you,” he said, voice rough. “Right here. On your desk.”

I was close too. His words, his thrusts, my own fingers pushed me to the edge. “Diego…”

“Come with me,” he ordered.

I came. The second orgasm hit deeper, more consuming. I cried out, body clamping around his cock, hand still working my clit. He thrust once, twice more, then groaned, his own release hitting. I felt the hot spill inside me, felt his body shudder against mine.

He stayed inside me for a long moment, both of us breathing hard. The office had gone dark. The sun was fully down. Only the faint glow of the security light outside filtered through the blinds.

He finally pulled out and stepped back. I lay on the desk, boneless and spent. He looked at me, then at the room, then back at me.

He reached for his jeans, pulled them up. Then he handed me my underwear and jeans. I took them, dressed slowly, body feeling used and alive.

When I was dressed and standing again, he looked at me. “Now,” he said, voice calm but edged with something new. “We have a problem.”

I looked at him. “What problem?”

“We just fucked in your office. On a Monday. After work.”

“Yes.”

“That breaks the work rule.”

“I know.”

“So what happens tomorrow?” he asked. “On site. At six-thirty AM. When I’m your foreman and you’re my boss and we both remember this?”

I touched the chain at my neck. “I don’t know.”

He stepped closer, hand cupping my face again. “You’ll figure it out,” he said. “You’re the boss.”

Then he turned, picked up his duffel bag, and walked to the door. He opened it, stepped out into the night. I stood in the dark office, the scent of sex and sweat still thick in the air, the chain cool against my skin, the weight of tomorrow already pressing in.

The door clicked shut behind him.

I stood there a long time, listening to his truck engine start, the crunch of gravel under tires, the sound fading as he drove away. The office smelled of us—sex, sweat, the faint clean trace of his soap. My body felt raw, open, claimed. My pussy was still slick with him, a reminder between my thighs.

I walked to the window and peered through the blinds. The yard was empty. My own truck sat alone. I turned, looked at my desk. In the dim light I could see the scuff marks from my boots, the slight sheen on the surface. I touched it. Still warm.

What happens tomorrow?

I didn’t have an answer. Only the same feeling I’d carried all weekend: I’d handed him a lever and he’d used it to pry open a part of my life I’d kept locked. The lock was broken now. I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t.

I cleaned up in the small utilitarian bathroom, splashing cold water on my face. My reflection looked back flushed, lips swollen, eyes too bright. The chain glinted. I tucked it back under my shirt. Pointless now. I was alone.

I locked the office and drove home through the dark. My apartment felt sterile and quiet. I ordered takeout, ate it standing at the kitchen counter, tasting nothing. I thought about calling him. I had his number in the employee files. I’d never used it for anything but work emergencies. I didn’t call.

I went to bed early, body exhausted, mind still racing. The alarm at 5:45 AM felt like a punishment.

Tuesday morning looked like a carbon copy of Monday, yet everything had shifted. I dressed the same. Drove the same route. Arrived at the same time. His Ford was already there. The crew was gathering.

He stood by the materials pile again, clipboard in hand. He looked up as I got out of my truck. Our eyes met. A bolt of memory shot through me—his mouth between my legs, the thick feel of his cock inside me on the desk. My cheeks heated.

He gave a single, slow nod. No smile. Just acknowledgment.

Then he turned back to his conversation.

I went to the site shed. My fingers shook as I worked the key into the lock. Inside, I sorted through the inspection forms, stacking and restacking them until the tremor in my hands eased. At six-thirty I stepped out for the briefing.

Diego was already speaking. “…so we’re finishing the exterior on house two, starting the roof trusses. Safety harnesses from the get-go. No exceptions.”

His voice carried the same even, directive weight. Grey henley today, sleeves shoved above his elbows. The ink on his forearms shifted when he pointed at the blueprint spread across the hood of his truck. Those hands. The same hands that had gripped my hips against the desk the night before.

He finished and turned to me. “Ms. Brennan. Any updates?”

The title again. This time it landed differently. Not a barrier. A signal. Ms. Brennan. The woman I made come on her desk last night.

“Inspector moved up,” I said. My voice held steady. “He’s coming tomorrow instead of Thursday. Make sure house three’s site is clean.”

“Understood.” Diego’s eyes stayed on mine a beat longer than the exchange required. “We’ll handle it.”

The crew broke apart. He didn’t linger. He walked toward house two with Carlos, already deep in discussion about the truss layout, boots kicking up dust.

The day stretched tight. Every exchange stayed professional, clipped, correct. Still, the air between us carried an electric charge. When I passed him on the second-floor deck of house two, he was holding a level to a stud. Our shoulders didn’t touch, but the heat rolling off his body reached me. He didn’t lift his head. His jaw flexed once, hard.

At lunch I sat in my truck with the windows cracked, eating a turkey sandwich. Across the lot Diego perched on the tailgate of his Ford with Mike and Luis. His laugh broke out low and rough. I watched the line of his throat move when he tipped his head back. I remembered the sound he’d made when he came inside me the night before.

The afternoon heat pressed down. I shrugged off my jacket and worked in just the thin cotton t-shirt. On the ground floor of house three, checking anchor bolts, I heard his boots on the concrete. He walked in holding a clipboard.

“Need you to sign off on the truss spec change,” he said. “Engineer emailed it over. Minor load adjustment.”

“Okay.” I took the clipboard. Our fingers brushed. The spark shot straight up my arm. I looked up. His gaze had dropped to my neck, to the silver chain that had slipped free of my collar.

I signed the sheet and handed it back. “All set.”

He took it. “You should keep that tucked in,” he said, voice low.

“Why?”

“It’s a distraction.”

“For who?”

His eyes met mine. “For me.”

He turned and walked out. I stayed where I was, pulse hammering, the ache between my legs sudden and insistent.

By four o’clock a thunderstorm had built in the west. Dark clouds stacked on the horizon. The crew moved fast, tying down loose materials and dragging tarps over the lumber stacks. The wind carried the sharp smell of ozone and wet earth.

Diego’s voice cut through the rising gusts. “Mike, get the tarps on the OSB. Carlos, tools in the trailer. Now!”

I grabbed a corner of a tarp and hauled it over a stack of plywood. The first raindrops hit, heavy and warm. Within minutes the sky opened. Rain hammered the temporary roofs and plastic sheeting. Water ran in sheets across the mud.

“That’s it!” Diego shouted over the downpour. “Go home! We’ll assess in the morning!”

The crew sprinted for their trucks. I was closest to the site shed. I ducked inside just as the rain turned solid. From the doorway I watched the world blur into grey.

Footsteps splashed through the mud. Diego ran up and crowded under the narrow overhang. Water streamed off him. His henley clung to his chest, hair dark and dripping. He shook his head, flinging droplets.

“Hell of a storm,” he said, breathing hard.

“Yeah.”

We stood side by side. The shed was small, eight by ten at most. The space felt suddenly close, the rain a steady roar that sealed us in. Water dripped from the edge of the overhang onto the concrete between our boots.

“You’re soaked,” I said.

“So are you.” His gaze moved over me. The thin cotton of my t-shirt stuck to my breasts, nipples tight from the cool air. His eyes dropped, then jerked back to my face.

Silence stretched, filled only by the rain.

“About last night,” I said.

“What about it?”

“You asked what happens tomorrow. It’s tomorrow. And I still don’t know.”

He leaned against the doorframe, close enough that I felt the warmth coming off his wet clothes. “You seemed to know what you wanted last night.”

“I did. I do.”

“But?”

“But it’s not simple.”

“It never is.” He reached out and touched the chain where it lay against my wet shirt. His fingertip traced the silver link by link. “You still have this on.”

“I told you. I can’t take it off.”

“Good.” His finger slid from the chain to the collar of my shirt, then lower, hooking the neckline. He tugged, slow. “Because I like seeing it on you. At work. When you’re telling me what to do.”

My breath caught. “Diego…”

“You want to know what happens?” His voice dropped under the sound of the rain. “This happens. The tension. The wanting. The breaking of rules. Until one of us can’t take it anymore.”

“And then?”

“And then we break another rule.” He leaned in. His mouth hovered a breath from mine. “Like right now.”

He kissed me hard, frustration and need driving it. His wet hands came up to frame my face. His tongue pushed into my mouth. I kissed him back, fists twisting in his soaked shirt, dragging him closer. The cold fabric met the heat of my skin.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “We can’t here. The crew might come back for something.”

“They won’t. They’re gone.”

He looked around the shed. Blueprints, coffee cans full of screws, the cluttered desk. “Here?”

“Yes.”

He kicked the door shut with his boot. The space dropped into dim grey light from the single rain-streaked window. He turned back to me, eyes dark.

“Take off your clothes,” he said.

An order. I obeyed. I peeled the wet t-shirt over my head, unhooked my bra, shoved my jeans and underwear down in one motion. I stepped out of the pile and stood naked in the damp air, skin prickling.

He looked at me, slow and hungry. Then he stripped off his own henley and jeans. His cock stood thick and hard, curving up toward his stomach. The sight of him naked and erect in the low light made my mouth water.

He crossed the space, hands on my hips, walking me backward until my ass met the edge of the desk. Blueprints crinkled under me.

“Last night was you asking,” he said. His hands slid up my sides to my breasts. He cupped them, thumbs dragging over my nipples. “Tonight it’s my turn.”

“What do you want?” I whispered.

“I want to taste you again. But not like last night.” He pushed me to sit on the desk, then pressed my thighs wider. “Lie back.”

I leaned back on my elbows. The wood felt cool against my skin. He knelt on the concrete, spreading me open. His gaze fixed on my pussy.

“So wet already,” he murmured. “And not just from the rain.”

He didn’t use his mouth yet. He parted my folds with his fingers, exposing my clit. He circled it once, slow. Then he leaned in and blew a soft stream of air across it.

I shuddered.

“You like that?”

“Yes.”

He did it again. Then he licked a single long stripe from my entrance to my clit. I moaned, head tipping back.

“Quiet,” he said, voice thick. “Walls are thin.”

He settled in. This was slower than the office, more deliberate. His tongue worked my clit with steady pressure while one hand held my hip and the other reached up to pinch and roll my nipple. The rain hammered the roof. The shed smelled of wet wood, mud, and the sharp musk of my arousal. I bit my lip to stay silent as the pleasure coiled tighter.

“You taste so good,” he muttered against me. “Like you were made for my mouth.”

His fingers left my breast and slid down through my wetness. Two fingers pushed inside me, curling. He fucked me with them in a steady rhythm while his mouth stayed on my clit.

The pressure built fast. My hips rocked against his face. He gave me more, tongue flicking faster, fingers pressing that spot inside with every thrust. I was panting, fists clenched, toes curling against the concrete.

“I’m close,” I gasped.

He hummed against me. The vibration tipped me over. The orgasm hit hard and silent. My back arched off the desk. A strangled sound caught in my throat. He held me through it, mouth gentle now, licking me as I shook.

When the last tremors faded, he rose. His mouth was slick. He leaned over me, cock pressing against my inner thigh.

“My turn,” he said.

He turned me over, hands guiding me onto my hands and knees on the desk. Blueprints slid to the floor.

“Like this,” he said, voice rough. “I want to see your back. I want to see the chain on your neck from behind.”

He moved behind me. One hand gripped my hip. The other guided his cock to my entrance. He pushed in slow, filling me inch by inch. I was still sensitive. The stretch pulled a gasp from me. I dropped my forehead to the desk.

“Fuck,” he breathed when he bottomed out. “You’re so tight. Even after last night.”

He stayed buried for a moment, letting me adjust. Then he started to move.

His thrusts were deep and controlled. Each one drove me forward on the desk. The chain swung beneath me. One of his hands stayed on my hip. The other slid around my front, fingers finding my clit again.

“You’re going to come again,” he said. “While I’m fucking you from behind. In the shed. In the rain.”

It wasn’t a question. With his cock driving into me and his fingers working my clit, there was only one way it could end. The pleasure built again, heavier, more primal.

“Yes,” I panted. “Yes, please.”

“Please what?”

“Please make me come.”

He groaned and thrust harder. The desk rocked against the wall, the sound swallowed by the storm.

“Come for me, Saoirse,” he ordered, voice guttural. “Now.”

The second orgasm crashed through me. My cunt clenched around him, pulsing. He swore, rhythm breaking, then drove into me with short, desperate strokes. With a deep, ragged groan he came, hips jerking, flooding me with heat.

He dropped over me, chest hot and slick against my back, both of us dragging in ragged breaths. The rain kept hammering the roof in a steady relentless drumming that matched the aftershocks still rolling through me. We stayed pressed together, locked and spent, his cock still buried deep and his heartbeat a rapid, stuttering knock against my spine that I felt beginning to slow.

Slowly, he eased out. The drag of him leaving me pulled a soft, involuntary sound from my throat. I heard him shift behind me, the rustle of his jeans, then felt his hands—gentler now—slide over my hips and up my spine. He helped me stand. My thighs trembled under me, unsteady, the ache between them sharp and tender all at once. He found a rag on the shelf, one that wasn’t too filthy, and dampened it with water from a bottle. When he handed it over, I wiped myself clean while he pulled his clothes back on, the wet fabric clinging to his skin.

We dressed without speaking. The air between us felt heavy, charged with the sharp scent of sweat and sex and the wet earth outside. Zippers rasped. Fabric whispered. When we were both covered again—rumpled, damp, clothes sticking in awkward places—he turned to face me.

“Two rules broken in two days,” he said. His voice was low, rough around the edges.

“I know.”

“It’s a pattern.”

“It is.”

He stepped closer. His fingers lifted, found the chain at my throat, and traced the cool links where they rested against my skin. “I’m not giving this back. And I’m not pretending I don’t want you.”

“I don’t want you to pretend.”

“Then we have to figure out what this is,” he said. “Because it can’t just be fucking in offices and sheds. Not long-term.”

The word long-term landed between us like a dropped tool, heavy and impossible to ignore.

“What do you want it to be?” I asked. My voice came out smaller than I meant it to.

He looked at me, really looked, his expression stripped bare in a way I hadn’t seen before. No smirk. No guarded foreman mask. Just him. “I want to take you out. On a date. A real one. Not a fake dating weekend. Not a quick fuck after work. A date. Where I pick you up. Open doors for you. Take you somewhere you don’t already know the contractor.”

The simplicity of it hit harder than anything else we’d done. After the weekend’s intensity, the power games, the family watching every move, the stolen heat in the office—this felt more exposed. More dangerous.

“A date,” I repeated.

“Yes. Friday night.”

“As… what? As my foreman? As my fake boyfriend?”

“As the man who’s wearing your chain,” he said, and tapped the silver at my throat with one fingertip. “As the man who wants to know you outside of all this.” He gestured around the shed, taking in the muddy floor, the stacks of materials, the whole complicated mess of the site and the company and everything we’d tangled ourselves in.

The rain had eased to a steady drizzle. Through the clouds to the west, a pale patch of lighter grey showed, thin sunlight trying to break through.

“Okay,” I said. “Friday night.”

He nodded, slow and satisfied. “I’ll pick you up at seven. Text me your address.”

He turned and pushed the shed door open. Cool, rain-washed air rushed in, carrying the clean scent of wet dirt and pine. He stepped out into the mud, boots sinking, then looked back at me over his shoulder.

“And Saoirse?”

“Yes?”

“Wear the chain.”

Then he walked to his truck, water splashing up around his boots with every step. I stayed in the doorway, one hand rising to touch the silver at my neck. The smell of rain and sex and something new—something I couldn’t name yet—curled around me. I watched him go, knowing the old rules had cracked wide open and that Friday night was both an ending and a beginning I had no map for.


Chapter 6 — The Chain

There was a Monday, about two weeks after the lake house, when I didn’t wear the chain.

I’d taken it off in the dark at four in the morning, clasp clicking against my thumbnail, and left it coiled in the little ceramic dish on the dresser. Just to see what the day felt like without it. I told myself it was about professionalism — the site inspector was coming, I needed every authority I could project, and a delicate silver necklace was a distraction I couldn’t afford. I was the boss. He was my foreman. Those titles were still real, even if the space between them had grown into something neither of us had words for yet.

I wore my uniform: dark jeans, the worn Brennan Framing canvas jacket over a grey t-shirt, steel-toed boots. My hair in a severe braid. I walked into the office trailer at six, poured my coffee from the industrial pot, and opened the project schedule for the Westchester site. The day spread out ahead of me, dense with tasks. My hands were steady on the keyboard. My throat was bare, and the absence felt like a missing tooth my tongue kept finding.

Diego walked in at six-twenty, right on time for the crew roll-up. He was in his work clothes—clean dark jeans, a long-sleeved navy henley, his boots scuffed but cared-for. He didn’t look at me, not directly. He went to the coffee pot, filled his thermos, and leaned against the counter, listening as I ran through the day’s priorities for his crew: the second-floor framing on the model home, the inspection scheduled for Wednesday, the lumber delivery.

His eyes were on the blueprint I’d spread on the table, but his attention pressed against me, steady and deliberate. It wasn’t the heavy, possessive gaze from the lake house. This was quieter, more patient. He listened, nodded, asked a clarifying question about a load-bearing wall. His voice was exactly as it had been for five years: respectful, competent, calm.

It was maddening.

“That’s it,” I said, rolling up the plans. “Any issues?”

“No,” he said. Then his gaze flicked to my neck, bare above the collar of my jacket. He held it for a fraction of a second too long before looking back at my eyes. “Everything’s clear.”

The crew filtered in, the trailer filling with the smell of coffee and damp morning air. The usual chatter started—a joke about the Bills, a complaint about traffic on the thruway. Diego joined in with a dry comment that made the guys laugh. He was one of them. He was my best foreman.

And he had been inside me three days ago, his hand over my mouth in the boathouse while my family slept twenty yards away.

I signed the crew sheets, my hand steady. I handed them out. When I passed Diego his, our fingers didn’t brush. He took the clipboard, his eyes on the paperwork.

“Have a good day,” I said, the standard dismissal.

“You too, boss,” he said, and followed the crew out.

I spent the morning doing the things I always did: reviewing invoices, calling suppliers, walking the yard to check inventory. The normalcy was a cage. Every time my hand went absently to my throat, feeling for the cool silver that wasn’t there, a sharp, rebellious shame cut through me. He’d told me to wear it. I’d said okay. And here I was, hiding it.

At noon, my phone buzzed on the desk. A text from an unknown number. 203 Oakmont Ave. 7 pm Friday. Don’t be late.

No signature. No question. I stared at the address. It was in a part of the city I didn’t know, a neighborhood of old brick buildings and tiny family-run restaurants. My fingers hovered over the keypad. I could ask: What kind of restaurant? I could assert: I’ll meet you there. I typed back: Okay.

The three dots appeared immediately, then disappeared. No reply.

Tuesday was worse. The chain was a ghost limb. I caught one of the younger carpenters, Liam, looking at me funny during the afternoon site visit. “Everything alright, Saoirse?” he asked. “You seem… jumpy.”

“I’m fine,” I snapped, then softened it with a tight smile. “Just budget headaches.” He nodded, accepting it. Diego was across the foundation, directing the placement of a header. He hadn’t looked at me once.

Wednesday morning, I broke.

I woke at four-fifteen to the particular quality of apartment silence that isn’t peaceful — it’s just empty. I lay there long enough for the digital clock to tick to four-twenty before I got up.

The dresser. The ceramic dish. The chain lying coiled in it like a question I’d been refusing to answer.

I picked it up. It was cold from two days of not being worn, the silver catching the light of the bathroom spilling in under the bedroom door. I held it in my palm for a moment, feeling the links, the small weight of the pendant. Then I unclasped it, lifted it to the back of my neck, and fastened it.

The pendant settled against my collarbone. The weight was immediately, achingly familiar — not heavy, just present. Like the first breath after holding it too long.

I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. The t-shirt was wrong for it. The chain belonged against bare skin, in a sundress, at a lake house dining table while my mother watched and couldn’t say a word. Not here in my practical bedroom at five in the morning, under fluorescent light. But I wore it anyway, the same way I’d worn the jacket my father left me long after it stopped fitting the occasion. Because it was mine and it meant something, and that mattered more than the setting.

When Diego walked into the office trailer at six-twenty, his thermos in hand, his eyes went straight to my throat. He stopped mid-stride. For a long moment, he just looked. Then he gave me a single, slow nod, as if I’d finally passed some test. He didn’t smile. But something in his posture shifted, the quiet tension he’d carried all week dissolving into a different kind of focus.

The crew meeting was a blur. I heard my own voice giving instructions, but my blood was humming in my ears. After I handed him his crew sheet, his fingers brushed mine. A deliberate, fleeting contact. My breath caught.

“Boss,” he said, his voice low, just for me. “See you Friday.”

Then he was gone.

Friday arrived with a clear, sharp sky. The workday was endless. I left the site at four, driving too fast back to my apartment. I showered, washing the dust and sweat from my skin, and stood wrapped in a towel in front of my closet. Wear the chain. It was already around my neck. But what did you wear on a date with your foreman who was no longer your fake boyfriend but something else entirely?

I chose a simple black dress. Knee-length, long-sleeved, a V-neck that showed the chain. I almost changed out of it three times. It felt like too much, and then not enough. I put on a pair of low heels, stared at my reflection. The woman in the mirror looked unfamiliar. The dress, the chain, the hint of freckles on my chest. My work-rough hands looked incongruous against the soft fabric.

At six-fifty-five, a knock sounded on my apartment door. Firm, confident. Not the buzzer from downstairs. He’d come up.

I opened the door.

Diego stood in the hallway. He wasn’t in his work clothes. He wore dark, tailored trousers and a simple charcoal button-down, the sleeves rolled to his forearms, revealing the bottom edges of his ink. He’d shaved. He held a single, small bunch of deep purple asters in one hand.

“You’re early,” I said.

“I’m on time,” he said, his eyes traveling from my face down the length of the dress, then back up to meet my gaze. He held out the flowers. “For you.”

I took them. Their scent was faint, wild. “Thank you.”

He stepped inside, closing the door behind him. My apartment was suddenly too small, filled with his presence. He looked around, taking in the neat, sparse space—the books on construction management, the framed blueprints on the wall, the utter lack of decoration.

“This is you,” he said, not unkindly.

“It’s where I sleep,” I said, defensive.

He turned to look at me. “It’s where you live when you’re not being the boss.” He took a step closer. The air between us crackled. “You ready?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

He didn’t offer his arm. He just turned and opened the door, holding it for me. The gesture was so old-fashioned, so deliberate, that a laugh caught in my throat. I locked up, and we walked down to the street where his truck was parked—not the work truck, but an older, well-kept Chevy with a clean interior.

He opened the passenger door for me. I got in, the rustle of my dress foreign in the cab. He got in the driver’s side, started the engine, and pulled into the evening traffic.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“A place,” he said.

“You’re not going to tell me?”

“Do you need to know?” he asked, glancing at me. “Or can you just let me take you?”

The question was a challenge. I could reclaim control, demand details like I would for a job site. Or I could let go.

I looked out the window at the passing city. “I can let you take me.”

We drove into the older neighborhood from the text. He parked on a tree-lined street in front of a narrow brick building with a faded green awning. The sign simply read “Marta’s” in peeling gold script.

He came around and opened my door. His hand didn’t touch me, but he was close enough that I could smell him—soap and something deeper, warmer.

Inside, the restaurant was all dark wood and soft light. There were maybe ten tables, all occupied by people who looked like they’d been coming here for decades. An older woman with her hair in a bun greeted Diego with a wide smile, her eyes crinkling.

“Diego! Hace tiempo.” She looked at me, her gaze sharp and appraising, then nodded in approval. “Y quien es esta belleza?”

“Esta es Saoirse,” Diego said, his hand coming to rest lightly on the small of my back. The touch was possessive, public. It sent a shock through the fabric of my dress. “Saoirse, this is Marta.”

“A pleasure,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

Marta led us to a small table in the back corner, next to a window overlooking a tiny courtyard filled with twinkling lights. She brought us a carafe of red wine without asking, and two menus.

“She knows you,” I said after Marta left.

“My aunt used to work in the kitchen,” he said, pouring wine into my glass. “I bussed tables here when I was sixteen.”

I looked around. It was the opposite of the sleek, minimalist places the developers took me to. This was lived-in, real. “You never mentioned it.”

“You never asked,” he said simply. He raised his glass. “To Friday night.”

I clinked my glass against his. “To Friday night.”

The wine was rich and bold. I took a sip, letting it warm me. “So this is the restaurant where I don’t know the contractor.”

“No contractors,” he agreed. “Just good food.”

We ordered — Marta insisted on bringing a selection of small plates without asking, waving off Diego’s attempt at the menu with a dismissive hand and a comment in Spanish that made him laugh. A real laugh, low and unpracticed, nothing like the dry sound he used on site. I filed it away like a blueprint detail.

The food arrived in small waves: salt-cod fritters with a smear of aioli, roasted peppers swimming in olive oil, spiced lamb folded in warm flatbread. We ate from the same plates without ceremony. The conversation did what it hadn’t been doing for weeks: it stopped being about work.

He told me about this neighborhood — the specific block where his aunt’s apartment had been, the bodega on the corner that was now a juice bar, the way the street had changed and hadn’t. He told me about starting his apprenticeship at eighteen, how the foreman on that first crew had been a brutal and exacting teacher who taught him that precision was a form of respect. He told me his parents had died in a car accident when he was eleven, said it the way a man says something he’s long finished grieving — straightforward, unhurried, with a kind of honesty that was harder to receive than any performance of emotion.

I told him about my father. About taking over the business at twenty-three when the emphysema finally won. About the first house I’d framed as lead, the way the whole crew had watched me at the materials list like they were waiting for a mistake I refused to make.

“You cried when they put the roof on,” he said, lifting a piece of spiced eggplant from the shared platter.

I stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“Old man Grady told me. He was on that crew. Said you stood there with the blueprints crumpled in your hand, tears running down your face, and then you turned and yelled at him for a misaligned joist.”

A laugh burst out of me. “I did. God, I was such a tyrant.”

“You were twenty-three and responsible for a half-million-dollar structure,” he said. “You had to be.”

The way he said it, low and steady, loosened something behind my ribs. We kept talking while the wine carafe emptied and the restaurant noise settled into a steady hum around us. His hand stayed on the table, close enough that the edge of his thumb brushed the inside of my wrist every few minutes, a slow drag of callus that sent heat straight up my arm.

When the plates were cleared, Marta brought two small glasses of amber liquor. Diego leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight. “Tell me something you’ve never told anyone at work.”

I swirled the liquor and watched the light catch on the glass. “I hate the smell of fresh-cut pine.”

He laughed, a low sound that rolled through his chest and landed low in my belly. “Bullshit. You live for it.”

“I do,” I said. “But sometimes, on the first day of a new project, when everything feels too big, I pretend I hate it. Makes it feel like just a job.”

He studied me, dark eyes steady. “My turn. I almost quit Brennan Framing. Second year.”

The words stopped me. He was the one who never left. “Why?”

“You,” he said. “You were untouchable. And I wanted to touch you anyway. It felt wrong. To you. To the job. I had an offer from a bigger firm in Rochester. Drove there for the interview.”

My lungs tightened. “What happened?”

“I sat in the truck in their parking lot and pictured walking onto your site the next Monday with you gone. No one to impress. No one to outwork. No one to look at across the room.” He took a slow sip. “Turned around and drove home. Never told a soul.”

The quiet between us thickened. His gaze dropped to the silver chain at my throat, then to my mouth.

“Diego,” I started, but Marta appeared with the check and gave his shoulder a fond pat.

“You two take your time,” she said, winking at me.

He paid in cash and waved off my offer to split it. Outside, the night air was cool against my bare arms. The street sat quiet under the streetlights.

“Thank you,” I said. “That was perfect.”

He turned to face me, his body blocking the light from the awning. “It’s not over.”

He took my hand, not threading our fingers but wrapping his around mine, warm and rough. “Come with me.”

He led me around the corner into a narrow alley that opened onto a small hidden square of grass and a single bench, the backs of brick buildings rising on every side. One wrought-iron lamp threw a circle of gold light across the ground.

“My aunt used to send me here on doubles,” he said, voice low. “Told me I needed the sky.”

I tipped my head back. Between the rooftops the night was deep blue-black, a handful of stars cutting through the city glow.

Diego turned me to face him. His hands came up to cradle my jaw, thumbs stroking the line of my cheekbones. “No family watching,” he said. “No terms. No game.” His breath brushed my lips. “Just you and me. Is that okay?”

My pulse kicked hard against my ribs. “Yes.”

He kissed me.

It was nothing like the kisses at the lake house. Those had been for show or for the rush of almost getting caught. This one was slow and thorough, his mouth opening over mine, the taste of anise and wine and salt. I gripped the front of his shirt, the wool soft and warm under my palms. He made a rough sound in his throat and pulled me in, one arm banding around my waist, the other sliding into the hair at the nape of my neck.

We stayed like that until my head spun and my lips felt swollen. He broke the kiss, breathing hard, forehead resting against mine.

“I want to take you home,” he said, voice scraped raw. “My home.”

I nodded.

His apartment was a ten-minute drive, top floor of a converted warehouse. One long open room—exposed brick, polished concrete, a wall of windows looking out over rooftops. A geometric print hung on one wall. A monstera sat in the corner, leaves broad and green.

He shut the door and the city hush wrapped around us. Only the glow from outside lit the space.

He turned to me. “Are you still my boss in here?”

The question cut straight through everything. I looked at him—this man who had framed my houses for five years, who had sat at my family’s table and claimed me out loud, who had just given me the first normal, easy night I’d had in longer than I could remember.

“No,” I said. “Not in here.”

A satisfaction crossed his face, brief and certain. “Good.”

He crossed the room in two strides. The next kiss was nothing careful. His hands were in my hair, down my back, cupping my ass to drag me hard against him. I felt the thick line of his cock through his trousers, pressing hot against my stomach. The ache between my legs sharpened, wet and insistent.

I fumbled at his shirt buttons. He let me, reaching behind me to find the zipper of my dress. He drew it down slowly, the sound loud in the quiet. The dress loosened and he pushed it off my shoulders. It fell around my feet, leaving me in black bra and panties and the thin silver chain.

He stepped back and looked. “Jesus, Saoirse.”

He shrugged out of his shirt. His chest was broad, smooth, the tattoos on his arms wrapping over his shoulders. I reached for him, palms flat on warm skin. He shuddered under my hands.

Then he lifted me, my legs locking around his waist, and carried me to the low bed. He laid me down on the dark duvet and came over me, braced on his forearms. He kissed me again, deeper, tongue sliding against mine. His mouth moved to my throat, to the chain, to the tops of my breasts. He unhooked my bra with one hand and pulled it away. His breath caught.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said, voice low.

His thumbs brushed my nipples. I arched up into the touch. He lowered his head and took one into his mouth, sucking hard enough to make my back bow. Pleasure shot straight down my spine. I grabbed at his hair, short and soft between my fingers.

He gave the other breast the same attention, then slid his hand down my stomach and cupped me through my panties. The lace was already damp. He pressed the heel of his hand against my clit and I rocked into it without thinking.

“Diego,” I breathed.

He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs. Then he knelt between my thighs and looked at me, really looked, gaze fixed on my bare pussy. I felt myself grow even wetter under that stare.

“Fuck,” he said, almost reverent. He leaned in and kissed the inside of my thigh, stubble scraping. Then he moved inward.

The first slow lick over my clit made my hips jerk. He didn’t give me time to catch my breath. He licked a firm stripe through my folds, then sucked my clit into his mouth, tongue circling, flicking, pressing. One hand pinned my hip to the bed. The other reached up to pinch and roll my nipple. The two sensations twisted together, sharp and relentless.

“Right there,” I gasped, fisting the duvet. “Don’t stop.”

He growled against me and kept working me, tongue relentless, until the tension in my belly coiled tight and snapped. The orgasm hit hard, my back lifting off the bed, thighs shaking around his head. He licked me through it, gentler now, drawing out every last pulse until I went limp.

He crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat. He was still wearing his trousers, the front strained tight. I reached for his belt with shaking hands.

“Let me,” he said. He stood, shoved trousers and briefs down in one motion. His cock sprang free, thick, flushed dark, curving slightly upward. I wrapped my hand around the base. He hissed, eyes squeezing shut for a second.

“Condom,” he gritted out. He yanked open the nightstand drawer, tore the packet open with his teeth. I took it from him and rolled it down his length, watching his stomach tighten under my touch.

He came back over me, settling between my spread thighs. The blunt head of his cock nudged at my entrance, slick with my arousal. He curved one hand around my jaw, tilting my face up.

“Eyes on mine,” he said. Low. Certain.

I gave them to him.

He pushed inside in one slow, steady thrust, stretching me open, filling me until his hips met mine. I moaned, head tipping back. He stayed there, buried deep, forehead damp against mine.

“You feel…” He shook his head, voice gone rough.

Then he started to move.

Slow at first. Deep. Each thrust dragged almost all the way out before he sank back in, the friction steady and perfect. His eyes stayed on mine. I slid my hands over his shoulders, feeling the sweat on his skin, the hard lines of muscle, the ridges of ink. He kissed me, tongue moving with the same rhythm as his cock. The taste of myself on his mouth was sharp and filthy. I met every thrust, hips lifting to take him deeper.

“Faster,” I whispered against his lips.

He gave it to me. The pace turned harder, the bed creaking under us. I could feel every inch of him, the thick stretch, the way he dragged against my walls. My pussy clenched around him on every stroke.

“I want to watch you,” he said, voice low, rough at the edges. “Your fingers. Right now.”

The order sent a fresh rush of heat through me. I slid my hand between us and found my swollen clit. The added pressure made my thighs shake. My eyes started to close.

“Open them,” he growled. “Look at me.”

I forced my gaze back to his. His eyes burned, locked on my face while my fingers worked my clit in tight, wet circles. The wet sound of my own touch mixed with the slick drag of his cock inside me. Heat flooded my cheeks. My breath tore out in short, ragged pulls.

“Come for me, Saoirse,” he said, voice low and rough. His hips snapped harder, driving deeper. “Let me see it.”

The coil inside me broke. The second orgasm hit sharp and bright, ripping through my belly and down my thighs. I cried out, my cunt clamping around his cock in hard pulses while my fingers kept rubbing. He fucked me straight through it, his rhythm turning ragged, the slap of skin loud in the room.

Just as the last tremors faded, he pulled out. His hands clamped on my hips. “Turn over.”

My limbs felt loose, heavy. I rolled onto my stomach, cheek pressed to the duvet. He spread my ass cheeks with both hands. Cool air hit my slick folds, then the thick head of his cock pushed back inside, one long, steady thrust that opened me deeper than before. A raw moan scraped out of my throat.

One hand flattened between my shoulder blades, pinning me down. He fucked me hard, no more slow connection—just the brutal rhythm of his thighs slapping against the backs of mine, the wet sound of my cunt taking every inch. Each thrust jolted up my spine and reignited the fading sparks of my orgasm into something hotter, tighter. I shoved back to meet him, the stretch and drag of him inside me making my toes curl.

“God, your ass,” he muttered. His hand slid from my back to grip my hip hard enough to bruise. “This pussy.” His words broke apart into harsh grunts. I felt every inch of the condom-covered length of him, thick and relentless, the pressure building again, perfect and almost too much.

“I’m going to come again,” I whimpered, the words shaking.

“Yes,” he hissed. He leaned over me, chest against my back, mouth at my ear. “Come with me.”

His pace turned savage, hips pounding. The tension in my body narrowed to one bright, burning point. My third orgasm crashed through me, vision whiting at the edges, my cunt pulsing around him in long, squeezing waves. At the same moment he drove in deep, buried to the hilt, and roared, his whole body going rigid before shuddering hard against mine.

He collapsed over me, weight solid and warm. We stayed like that, his cock still inside me, both of us breathing hard, skin slick. After a while he softened and slipped out. He rolled away, dealt with the condom in the bin beside the bed, then came back and pulled me against his chest, my back to his front. His hand moved slowly through my hair.

City lights glowed beyond the glass. My body felt loose, nerves quiet. The chain lay cool against my overheated skin.

“Okay?” he murmured into my hair.

I nodded. Words felt far away. Okay didn’t come close.

We lay in silence until our breathing steadied. He shifted, sat up. “I’ll get you water.”

He walked naked to the kitchen, muscle and ink moving in the low light. He returned with two glasses, handed me one. I drank fast, water cool down my throat.

He sat on the edge of the bed, watching me. “I want you to stay.”

The words landed heavy. Stay the night. Stay past morning. Cross a line with no going back.

“I have to be at the site at six,” I said, the boss in me answering on reflex.

“I know,” he said. “I’ll drive you. We’ll leave together.”

We. Leave together. From his apartment. Onto the site where the whole crew would see.

I looked at him—the man who framed my houses, who had sat through my mother’s questions without flinching, who had just fucked me until I couldn’t think. “Yes.”

He smiled, unguarded, the expression softening the hard lines of his face. He took my glass, set it aside, and drew me back into his arms. “Sleep.”

I did. Deep and dreamless, wrapped in the scent of his skin.

I woke at five to the quiet sounds of him in the kitchen. Grey pre-dawn light leaked through the windows. I sat up, duvet sliding down my body. He stood at the counter making coffee, wearing only his trousers, back to me. The ink across his shoulders and spine formed clean geometric lines and careful shading—a map I hadn’t asked to read yet.

I got up, naked except for the chain, and walked to him. He turned as I reached him, eyes moving over me slowly. He handed me a mug. “You look like you belong here,” he said quietly.

I sipped. Strong and black, the same way he made it on site. “I feel like I do.”

He leaned in and kissed my forehead, the touch gentle and somehow more intimate than anything we’d done in the dark. “We need to get dressed.”

We showered together in his big tiled stall—quick, practical, but his hands on my skin under the water, soaping my back, working through my hair, felt like another layer of claim. He dried me with a clean towel, then handed me my dress from the floor. I pulled it on, the contrast of soft black fabric against the chain and my work-ready body strange and sharp.

He dressed in his usual clothes—dark jeans, navy henley. The shift back to Diego Ramos, foreman, was abrupt. But when he looked at me, the heat in his eyes hadn’t changed.

We drove to the site in his truck. Morning air cool and quiet through the open windows. He parked in the usual spot. The yard sat empty, first light just touching the trailers.

He turned to me before I opened the door. “Today, at work, it’s business.”

I understood. The rules snapped back into place. Me as boss, him as crew. But the knowledge of what we’d become sat between us, live and humming.

“Yes,” I said.

“But,” he added, fingers reaching out to touch the chain at my throat, “you’re wearing this. And I know what’s under that dress. And when I look at you, I’ll be thinking about it.”

My stomach tightened. “Okay.”

He got out, opened my door. We walked toward the office trailer a few feet apart. I unlocked it, went inside, started the coffee. He waited outside until the crew arrived, then came in with them.

The day stayed normal. Brutally normal. I handed out assignments, checked the schedule, signed invoices. Diego led his crew, voice calm and sure. He didn’t look at me with any extra weight. But every time my eyes found him—directing the crane, checking measurements, laughing with Liam about some game—I felt the secret burn low in my belly. He knew. I knew. The chain sat against my skin, a silent message only we could read.

At lunch I stayed in the trailer, eating alone at my desk. My phone buzzed. A text from him. The boathouse was louder. But last night was better.

Heat climbed my face. I didn’t answer. But I saved the message.

The afternoon dragged through paperwork. At four-thirty, as crews packed up, Diego came in holding his crew sheet, needing a signature on a receipt.

“Boss,” he said, voice flat, professional.

I took the clipboard, signed. When I handed it back, his fingers brushed mine the way they had on Wednesday. This time his thumb pressed deliberately into my palm, a slow, hidden stroke.

My breath caught. I looked up. His face stayed neutral, but his eyes held a dark, knowing glint.

“See you tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” I echoed.

He left.

I sat there ten minutes, palm still tingling. The trailer stood empty. The site had gone quiet. Distant truck engines rumbled as crews pulled out.

I locked up and walked to my own truck. On the drive home the night played back in pieces—the dinner, the park, his bed, his shower, the press of his thumb in my palm. A whole other world existed alongside Brennan Framing, and I was living in both now.

At home I hung up the dress. The chain stayed on. I changed into pajamas, made dinner, tried to read. My mind wouldn’t land.

My phone buzzed after nine. 203 Oakmont Ave. 7 pm next Friday.

A second date. No question mark. Just the fact of it.

I typed back: What should I wear?

Three dots, then his reply: The chain. Nothing else.

I stared at the screen, heat flooding through me again. A joke, mostly. But the intent underneath was clear. The game had shifted, yet it was still running. His terms still held.

I didn’t reply. I just sat on the couch in my quiet apartment, chain cool against my skin, and smiled.

Monday morning came in with rain. I drove through the grey downpour, yard turned to mud and standing water. Crews waited in their trucks for a break in the weather. I spent the morning in meetings with the architect, adjusting timelines.

Diego sat across from me in one of them, focus on the blueprints. He asked sharp technical questions, offered suggestions. He was still the best foreman I had. I watched his mouth move and remembered how it had felt between my legs.

After the meeting, as everyone filed out, he lingered by the door. “Saoirse,” he said, using my name instead of ‘boss’ in the empty room. “Forecast says this rain’ll clear by noon. We can start on the south wall then. If it doesn’t, we lose a day.”

“Do what you can,” I said. “I trust your judgment.”

He nodded, small and professional. But as he turned to leave, he added, soft, “The chain looks good on you in the daylight too.”

Then he was gone, leaving me in the conference room with the smell of rain and wet cement and the echo of his words warming me more than any coffee.

The week moved in that split rhythm, work over everything, the surface of it all professional and correct. His briefings were crisp. Mine were crisper. He handed me intake reports with a steadiness that held no visible trace of what his hands had done to me the night before.

But there were moments. A look held a half-second longer than any foreman needed to hold it. An evening text arriving while I was still at my desk, one line about a site adjustment that didn’t require a message but was a message anyway. The constant cool weight of the silver at my throat, a private frequency only we were tuned to.

Friday came again. I pulled up to 203 Oakmont Ave at seven, wearing a simple wrap dress and the chain, the silver already warm from my skin. He stood outside leaning against the brick with his hands in his pockets, watching me approach the way he watched things on site: still, measuring, with a quality of attention that made you feel seen all the way to the structure.

“You came,” he said.

“You told me to.” I stopped in front of him. “What if I hadn’t?”

He tilted his head, the beginning of a smile in his eyes only. “Then I’d have sat at that bar and eaten alone and been angry about it for exactly long enough to text you again.”

I almost laughed. “That’s very foreman of you.”

“Yeah.” He pushed off the brick and took my hand. “Let’s go.”

Marta greeted us with the same knowing warmth, her eyes cataloguing everything — the dress, the chain, the way his hand closed around mine — and nodding to herself as if confirming a hypothesis. She brought us the carafe of red wine without asking and seated us in the same corner table, the courtyard lights burning gold outside the narrow window.

We ate and talked and the talking was different from the first Friday — less careful, fewer pauses while we calibrated how much to say. He told me about the tattoo sleeve, one story at a time: the compass rose started in Portland after a winter when he’d been twenty-two and completely lost, the geometric band on his forearm done in a single session the day he hit one year clean, the sharp-lined bird above his heart that was for his brother. A record of the years before Brennan Framing, told in the specific language of ink.

I told him about my mother. Not the polished version I gave people at industry events, but the real one: the particular loneliness of being the one in charge, how running the company had become the substitute for everything else, how I’d convinced myself for years that the loneliness was just the price of the work and not something I was building for myself, brick by brick, wall by wall.

He listened the way he listened to everything — completely, with his full attention, not waiting to respond but actually taking it in. It was disconcerting. Most people listened to answer. Diego listened to understand.

After dinner we walked again to the small courtyard behind the restaurant. This time he didn’t kiss me. He just held my hand and tipped his head back to find the stars through the gaps between the rooftops.

“I want to build something with you,” he said, voice quiet as the street beyond the alley.

“Not a house,” I said.

He turned his head to look at me. “No.”

I already knew what he meant. A life. Something structural. Something that didn’t disappear when the weekend clock ran out.

He drove me to his apartment. This time, when we entered, he didn’t ask if I was still his boss. He simply took my face in his hands and kissed me, his mouth opening against mine with the slow certainty of a man who already knew the answer. Salt and dust clung to his tongue. His thumbs pressed into the hinge of my jaw, tilting my head exactly where he wanted it.

We moved toward the bed without hurry. His fingers found the hem of my shirt and lifted, knuckles brushing the underside of my breasts as the fabric cleared my head. He folded the shirt once, set it on the chair. My bra followed, straps sliding down my arms one at a time. He unbuttoned my jeans, eased the zipper down, and hooked his thumbs into the waistband to work denim and underwear together over my hips. Each garment received the same deliberate care before he straightened again and simply looked.

His gaze moved over me like a hand. I felt it on the slope of my shoulders, the tight peaks of my nipples, the soft give of my stomach, the bare skin between my thighs. Heat gathered there under the weight of his attention.

“You’re mine,” he said. Not a demand. A recognition.

“Yes,” I whispered.

That night the rhythm changed. He turned me onto my stomach, pulled my hips up, and pushed inside me in one long, steady thrust. The stretch burned sweet. His palms anchored at the flare of my hips, thumbs digging into the muscle above my ass as he fucked me with deliberate, grinding strokes that dragged the head of his cock against every sensitive inch. His breath hit my ear in hot bursts, English and Spanish tangled together, the words I couldn’t translate sliding under my skin anyway. Each time he bottomed out, the wet sound of it filled the room. I pushed back to meet him, greedy for the deep pressure, the way his balls pressed tight against me on every drive.

When I came, it rolled through me in thick waves instead of sharp jolts. He stayed buried through it, hips rocking in tight circles while my cunt fluttered and clenched around him. After he finished, he lowered us both to the mattress without pulling out, one arm banded across my chest, the other still gripping my hip as if he couldn’t bear to let go. His heart hammered against my spine. Sweat cooled between our bodies. I felt the twitch of his cock still inside me, the slow leak of his come.

I stayed the night. Again.

Saturday morning we drove to the site together. The truck smelled of coffee and the clean laundry scent of his shirt. It was becoming a pattern. A secret the whole company would soon guess.

That afternoon, as I walked the perimeter of the foundation with Liam checking drainage, I saw Diego on the second floor directing the installation of a window frame. Shirtless in the heat, his torso gleamed with sweat that caught the light every time he moved. The black lines of his tattoos stood out sharp against wet skin. He saw me looking. He didn’t smile. He held my gaze for three long seconds, jaw set, then turned back to the crew and pointed at the next frame.

A hard pulse beat between my legs. I felt the echo of him from the night before, the lingering ache and slickness.

Liam, oblivious, pointed to a low spot in the grading. I nodded, gave instructions, voice level. My mind stayed on the second floor, on the man who took my orders by daylight and took everything else from me once the sun went down.

Sunday was my day off — notionally. I folded laundry with the television on low and half-read a building code amendment and ran the Finch Street labor numbers in a way that didn’t need running. The apartment had the particular quiet of a place where someone else had recently been and isn’t anymore, the small rearrangements still visible: my toothbrush holder slightly askew, a coffee mug washed and left to drain that I hadn’t washed myself.

He texted in the early evening. Missing the lake house dock.

I read it three times before I replied: We could go back.

He took an hour. Then: Not yet. This is good.

I sat with that for a while. This is good. Not this is fine or this will do — the specific word good, from a man who didn’t waste words on things he didn’t mean. This. The split life. The locked doors. The chain he’d given me and that I’d worn every day since, hidden under collars and jackets in the daylight hours, lying cool on bare skin when I was alone.

Monday morning the routine resumed. I walked into the office trailer at six. He walked in at six-twenty. We ran the crew meeting, handed out assignments, the backs of our fingers brushing when he took the crew sheet from me.

As he turned to leave, he paused at the door. “Saoirse,” he said, voice pitched for my ears only. “The lawyer called your mother. She wants to have lunch with you tomorrow.”

The words landed cold. The real world pressing in again—my mother, the lawyer, the pressure that had started all of this.

I met his eyes. “Okay.”

“I’ll be here,” he said. “At the site. Doing my job.”

He left. I sat at my desk, the chain suddenly heavier against my skin, a small weight against a storm that had just widened its reach. The game wasn’t over. The terms were still his. But the battlefield had just grown larger.


Chapter 7 — The Invitation

My mother’s lunch invitations were never invitations. They were summons, delivered with the unshakeable certainty of a subpoena. She didn’t call me herself anymore; she had people for that. A secretary. The family lawyer. Now, apparently, Diego.

I spent the rest of Monday in a low-grade fog. The framing crew at Westchester was putting up the fourth-floor top plates, a skeleton of clean lumber rising against the grey sky. I visited three other sites, signed checks, settled a materials dispute with a concrete supplier who had the nerve to shortweight a load and call it a rounding error. My hands did the work. My voice gave the orders with the same even authority it always had.

But every time I walked past the crew trailer, every time I heard a nail gun pop in the distance, my mind dragged itself back to the site shed, to the rain on the roof, to the blueprints scattered across the concrete floor.

I’ll be here. Doing my job.

He had done exactly that. All day, from the fourth floor, his voice would carry down sometimes when the wind shifted — calm, directive, unruffled. He hadn’t glanced for me once. The precision of it was more unsettling than any possessive look would have been. He held the work and held me at the same time, in completely separate hands, without effort.

I didn’t go up to the fourth floor. I had no professional reason to, and I knew myself well enough by now to understand what would happen to my face if I stood that close to him before I’d had time to sort out what was inside my chest.

Tuesday morning arrived with a thin, persistent rain. I drove to the office trailer at the Westchester site, the wipers beating a steady rhythm. My mother’s chosen venue, The Oak Room, was a forty-minute drive away, at one p.m. I had seven hours to pace the length of my own dread.

The site was quiet, the crew holding off on sheathing until the weather broke. The office trailer was empty, the smell of stale coffee and wet boots hanging in the air. I hung my dripping canvas jacket on the hook, my fingers brushing the cold metal. I booted up the computer, pulled up the weekly payroll. His name was there, near the top. Diego Ramos. Foreman. Fifty-two hours. A number I had approved a hundred times.

The door opened just after seven-thirty.

He didn’t knock. He just stepped inside, bringing the scent of rain and fresh-cut pine with him. He wore a dark grey hoodie, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, his forearms bare and marked with ink. Drops of water beaded in his short black hair. He closed the door softly behind him, shutting out the patter of the rain.

We were alone.

“Morning,” he said. His voice was the same as it always was on a workday: calm, grounded, devoid of the midnight heat from the boathouse.

“Morning.” I didn’t look up from the screen. My heart knocked against my ribs. “Weather’s shit.”

“It’ll clear by ten. We’ll get the sheathing on this afternoon.”

A work conversation. Normal. Safe.

He moved to the small counter, filled the ancient coffee maker with water from the jug. The simple, domestic sounds of it were somehow more intimate than anything we’d done at the lake. He was in my space, making coffee, as if he belonged there.

“Your mother’s lawyer,” he said, his back to me as he measured grounds. “He’s persistent.”

“That’s his job.” I finally looked at him. The broad line of his shoulders under the damp cotton. The way his jeans were worn pale at the thighs. “How did he get your number?”

Diego turned, leaning his hips against the counter. The coffee maker began its wet, gurgling cough. “He didn’t. He called the site line yesterday. Liam answered, passed me the phone.” His lips edged upward in a slow, nearly invisible smile. “He was very polite. Wanted to ensure there were no hard feelings. Suggested that perhaps you and I had a… misunderstanding over the weekend.”

“A misunderstanding.” The word tasted like ash.

“Mm. I told him there was no misunderstanding.” He held my gaze. “I told him you were exactly where you wanted to be.”

The air left my lungs. He’d said it to the lawyer. To my mother’s emissary. He’d claimed me, in plain, unvarnished English, to the outside world.

“And?” I managed.

“And he said your mother would like to clarify a few things over lunch. Today.” He pushed off the counter, took two ceramic mugs from the shelf. “So. You’re going.”

It wasn’t a question.

“I have to,” I said, the defense automatic.

“I know.” He poured the coffee, black, into both mugs. He walked over to my desk, set one mug down in front of me. Then he did what he’d done all weekend. He didn’t take the other chair. He sat on the edge of my desk, right beside my keyboard, his thigh inches from my arm. He cradled his mug in both hands. “But you’re not going alone.”

I stared up at him. “What?”

“The terms,” he said, his voice dropping into that lower register that vibrated straight through the floor of my belly. “They’re still in effect. You asked for a weekend. I gave you the weekend. The problem followed us home. So the game extends.”

“Diego, this is a lunch. In a restaurant. In public.”

“I know where The Oak Room is.” He took a sip of his coffee, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll be there. At the bar. You’ll sit with your mother and the lawyer. You’ll have your conversation.”

“And you’ll just… watch?”

“I’ll be there,” he repeated, as if that explained everything. Maybe it did. His presence at the lake house had been a quiet, undeniable force. A wall between me and their expectations. He was offering to be that wall again.

“Why?” The word was out before I could stop it, raw and pleading.

He looked at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he set his mug down on the desk, next to mine. He reached out, his fingers brushing the collar of my work shirt. He didn’t touch the chain—I’d tucked it under my clothes this morning, a secret against my skin—but he touched where it lay. “Because you’re still wearing it.”

My breath caught.

“And because,” he continued, his thumb stroking a slow line along my collarbone, “when he leans in, all sympathetic, and tries to touch your hand across the table, I want to be the one you look for.”

A shudder ran through me. He’d mapped the entire encounter before it had even begun.

“This isn’t part of the deal,” I whispered.

“It is now.” His hand fell away. He picked up his coffee again. “Be there at one. I’ll find you.”

He stood up, leaving the heat of his body near mine, the imprint of his thumb on my skin. He walked to the door, pulled it open. The sound of the rain swelled, then faded as he closed it behind him.

I sat there, motionless, for five full minutes. Then I lifted my coffee mug and drank. It was bitter and strong, exactly how he made it.

The Oak Room was all dark wood, leather, and the hushed murmur of money. I’d changed in the site trailer’s tiny bathroom, swapping my jeans and boots for a pair of black trousers and a simple cream-colored sweater. I’d left the chain out. It lay against my sternum, a cool, declarative line. My mother’s eyes would find it first thing.

I saw her before she saw me. She was seated at a corner table, her back perfectly straight, a glass of sparkling water in front of her. Eleanor Brennan, at sixty-two, was a master of elegant compression. Her grey hair was cut in a severe, stylish bob. She wore a navy blazer over a silk shell. She was scanning the room, not with anxiety, but with the air of a general surveying a battlefield she already owned.

Beside her was Martin Cresswell. The lawyer. Mid-forties, with the kind of pleasantly forgettable face and expensive watch that blended into rooms like this. He was smiling at something she’d said, showing perfectly even, whitened teeth.

I took a steadying breath. And then I let my gaze sweep past them, to the long, polished bar that ran along the far wall.

He was there.

Diego sat on a stool, one boot propped on the brass rail. He wore the same dark jeans, but he’d swapped his hoodie for a charcoal button-down, the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He had a pint of something dark in front of him, untouched. He wasn’t looking at me. He was watching the baseball game on the muted TV above the bar, his profile austere and calm. He looked like he belonged there, too, a man comfortable in his own skin in any room. The blue-collar dignity, not as a costume, but as a fact.

My mother’s hand lifted in a slight wave. Her smile was tight. I walked over.

“Saoirse, darling, you’re right on time,” she said, offering her cheek. I leaned in, caught the familiar scent of her Chanel No. 5. It smelled like verdicts.

“Mom. Martin.” I nodded to the lawyer as I took the empty seat across from them, my back to the bar. I could feel Diego’s presence like a point of heat between my shoulder blades.

“Saoirse, it’s so good to see you again,” Martin said, his voice a smooth, practiced baritone. “You look well. The lake air must have agreed with you.”

“It was a nice weekend,” I said, my tone neutral. I picked up the menu, a pointless shield.

A waiter materialized. I ordered an iced tea. My mother ordered a salad. Martin ordered the steak, medium-rare, with a glass of Cabernet. The performance of normalcy began.

“So,” my mother said, after the waiter left. Her eyes dropped to the chain at my throat, then flicked back to my face. No comment. A silent, searing notation. “Diego Ramos.”

“Yes.”

“He’s one of your foremen.”

“My best foreman.”

“I see.” She took a delicate sip of water. “It was… a surprise. To everyone.”

Martin leaned forward, his expression a mask of congenial concern. “Your mother was just concerned, Saoirse. It all seemed very… sudden. We simply wanted to make sure you’re in a good situation. That you’re not feeling any… pressure, given the… dynamic.”

The dynamic. The boss and the employee. He made it sound like a liability lawsuit.

“There’s no pressure,” I said, my voice flat.

“Of course, of course,” Martin soothed. “It’s just, these workplace romances can be so fraught. Complications with HR, perceptions among the other employees, potential conflicts of interest.” He gave me a smile that was meant to be wise, avuncular. “As a friend of the family, and as your legal counsel, I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out the risks. A woman in your position…”

A woman in my position. The phrase hung in the air, heavy with all the things I was supposed to be: careful, distant, alone.

My mother’s gaze was on me, sharp and assessing. “Is it serious, Saoirse?”

The question, direct and unfiltered, surprised me. She usually preferred to approach things obliquely, with legalistic precision. I looked at her. Really looked. Behind the polished veneer, I saw a flicker of something else. Not just disapproval. Curiosity. Maybe even a grudging respect for the audacity of it.

I thought of Diego’s hand on my thigh at the dinner table. His mouth on mine under the lake water. His body moving against mine in the dark boathouse. The chain, warm from his skin, clasped around my neck.

“Yes,” I said, the word quiet but clear. “It is.”

Something shifted in her face. A minute settling. She hadn’t expected that answer. Martin cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the definitive.

“Well,” he said, regrouping. “That’s… that’s wonderful. Truly. We just want your happiness, Saoirse.” He reached across the table then, as if to pat my hand in a gesture of paternal support.

My skin tightened. I held still, but my eyes slid away from Martin’s approaching hand and found the dark window beside our table. The glass gave back a blurred view of the bar and the man sitting on a stool.

Diego watched. Not the game on the screen anymore. He watched Martin’s hand slide across the white tablecloth toward mine. His face stayed calm, but he had shifted forward on the stool, elbows planted on the bar, stare locked on our table with the unmoving focus of a hunter.

Martin’s fingers brushed the back of my hand. Dry. Brief.

In the window I saw Diego stand. He left his untouched pint on the bar and started across the room on a slow diagonal that would carry him past our table on the way to the restrooms.

My pulse beat hard against my throat. I kept my eyes on my mother and Martin, but every sound narrowed to the steady tread of his boots on the hardwood. Solid. Unhurried.

He reached the edge of our table.

He did not stop. He did not look down.

As he passed, his hand swung loose at his side and his knuckles dragged across my shoulder. The contact was deliberate, slow enough to feel through the wool of my sweater. A claim. A mark. It lasted less than a second, yet the heat of it burned straight through the fabric.

My mother’s gaze snapped to the space where he had been, then back to me. Her lips parted. Martin kept talking about discretionary clauses in employment contracts, oblivious.

Diego disappeared down the dim hallway.

The air he left behind felt tight, stretched thin. My shoulder throbbed. I could still feel the rough drag of his skin, the exact pressure he had used.

“Excuse me,” I said. My voice came out level. I pushed my chair back. “I need the ladies’ room.”

I did not wait for an answer. I stood and walked after him, legs steady enough. The hallway was quiet, lined with restroom doors and a fire exit. The men’s room door was swinging shut.

I did not go to the women’s room. I stopped in the empty hallway, back against the cool wall, and waited.

Ten seconds later the men’s room door opened. He stepped out.

He saw me at once. He crossed the space between us without a word. His hands came up, framing my face, and his mouth covered mine.

The kiss was not gentle. It was a taking. Hot, deep, tasting of coffee and purpose. His tongue pushed into my mouth and I opened for him, a low sound caught in my throat. My hands fisted in the soft cotton of his shirt and dragged him closer. Here, in this quiet expensive hallway with my mother and the lawyer fifty feet away, he kissed me like he owned the air in my lungs.

He broke the kiss, forehead resting against mine, breath rough. “You looked at me,” he said, voice low and scraped.

“You told me to.”

“Good.” His thumbs stroked my cheekbones. “What did he say?”

“That he’s concerned about the dynamic.” The word tasted sour.

Diego’s mouth curved. “Fuck his dynamic.” He kissed me again, harder, teeth catching my lower lip until I gasped. “You’re mine this week. You understand? Not the boss. Mine.”

It landed like an order. The final, clean reversal. In this hallway on a Tuesday afternoon he was giving me a new set of rules.

“Yes,” I said.

He nodded, a short, satisfied movement. His eyes burned dark. “Finish your lunch. Be polite. Then you’re leaving with me.”

“Where?”

“My place.” The words settled the matter. “The crew can handle the sheathing without us this afternoon.”

It was a direct violation of every rule I had set for myself as owner. The thought sent a sharp pulse of heat between my legs.

“Okay,” I whispered.

He let go of my face and his hands slid down to grip my hips once, hard, through the fabric of my trousers. A promise. Then he stepped back, straightened his shirt. He looked at me—lips swollen, eyes wide, chest rising fast—and a real smile touched his mouth. “Go on. Before they send a search party.”

I turned and walked back down the hallway, body tight and alive. As I neared the table I saw my mother watching, her eyes taking in the flush on my skin, the fresh fullness of my mouth, the silver chain now resting outside my sweater and catching the low light.

I sat down.

“Everything alright, dear?” she asked, voice mild.

“Perfect,” I said, lifting my iced tea. My hand stayed steady.

The rest of the lunch blurred into salad and careful conversation. Martin tried twice more to steer the talk back to “best practices,” but the air had changed. The wall had been tested. My mother stayed mostly quiet, gaze sharp. When the check arrived Martin reached for it, but I was faster. I put down my company card. “Business lunch,” I said with a thin smile. “Tax deductible.”

We stood. Pleasantries passed. My mother leaned in and kissed my cheek. As she drew back her voice dropped to a whisper only I could hear. “He has hands on him, that one.”

It was not praise. It was not judgment. It was a simple statement of fact, spoken with something that might have been tired recognition.

They walked out together. I waited a full minute, settling the bill, before I turned.

Diego already stood at the host stand, holding my canvas jacket. He had retrieved it from the coat check. He held it open. I slid my arms into the familiar worn sleeves, the lining still cool from the trailer.

He did not touch me as we stepped out into the clearing afternoon. Sun broke through the clouds. He led me to his truck, an older Chevy, clean and well-kept. He opened the passenger door. I climbed in. The scent of him—clean soap, wood, skin—filled the cab.

He got in and started the engine. It rumbled to life. He did not ask directions. He knew where he was going.

He drove away from the city toward the older mixed neighborhoods where the tradesmen lived. He did not speak. The silence sat heavy between us, thick with what was coming.

Twenty minutes later he pulled into the driveway of a small, neat craftsman bungalow with a detached garage. The yard was tidy, bordered by mature shrubs. It was nothing like I had pictured. It was a home.

He killed the engine. The sudden quiet pressed in.

“This is it,” he said, voice low.

He circled the car and opened my door. I took the hand he offered, palm sliding against his. He did not let go. He led me up the short walk to the front porch, unlocked the door, and pushed it open.

He left the lights off. The living room lay in shadow, clean and simply furnished—a sturdy leather sofa, a bookshelf holding paperbacks and technical manuals, a large framed photograph of a mountain range above the fireplace. It was completely, unmistakably him.

He closed the door behind us. The lock clicked, final.

He turned to me, still holding my hand. In the dim light his eyes were black.

“The terms,” he said, voice a low rumble in the quiet. “Here there’s no audience. No family. No lawyer. Just you and me. And the chain.”

He released my hand and reached for the buttons of my sweater. His fingers moved with steady patience. He pushed the soft wool off my shoulders and let it fall. My breath caught. He took the hem of my thin camisole and I lifted my arms, letting him draw it over my head. I stood in front of him in trousers and bra, the silver chain the brightest thing in the room.

His gaze moved over me, slow and deliberate, cataloguing. “Take off the rest,” he said. Not a request.

My fingers worked the button of my trousers, then the zipper. I shoved trousers and underwear down my hips together, stepped out of them, kicked them aside. I reached behind, unhooked my bra, let it slide from my shoulders to join the pile on his floor.

I stood naked in the middle of Diego Ramos’s living room wearing nothing but the chain he had given me. Cool air touched my skin and raised goosebumps. My nipples tightened. Between my legs I was already slick, aching.

He looked his fill, expression fierce with approval. “Beautiful,” he said. Then he began to undress.

He faced me as he unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off. His chest was broad, built from work rather than a gym, dusted with dark hair. The ink on his arms continued across his shoulders in black and grey. He toed off his boots, shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down in one motion, and stepped out of them.

He was fully, magnificently hard. His cock stood thick, curving slightly upward, the head flushed dark. I stared, mouth dry.

“Come here,” he said.

I walked to him, floorboards smooth under my bare feet. When I was within reach he did not pull me into an embrace. Instead he took my hand and wrapped my fingers around his cock.

The heat of him shocked me. The skin felt like silk pulled tight over steel. He was already leaking; a bead of moisture slicked my thumb. He covered my hand with his and showed me the pressure he wanted, guiding our joined hands in a slow, firm stroke.

“This is what you do to me,” he said, voice gravel. “Every damn day on site. For two years. This.”

I tightened my grip, learning the shape of him, the weight. He hissed, head tipping back for a second. Then he let go, leaving me to stroke him on my own. His hands settled on my hips, fingers digging in as he watched me touch him.

“Enough,” he growled after a minute. He eased my hand away. “On the couch. On your knees. Facing the back.”

A sharp jolt of submission ran through me. I obeyed, moving to the large leather sofa. I climbed onto it, kneeling, facing the high back. The leather felt cool against my knees and shins. I heard him move behind me.

His hands returned to my hips, positioning me. One hand smoothed down the curve of my spine, then lower, over the swell of my ass. He caressed me with unhurried, proprietary attention. Then his fingers slid between my legs from behind, finding my wetness, stroking through my folds.

I cried out, hands gripping the top of the sofa back.

“So fucking wet,” he muttered, fingers circling my clit, making my hips jerk. “All for me. For this.”

He pushed one finger inside me, then two, curling them, stretching me. I was panting, pushing back against his hand, desperate for more. He added a third finger and the stretch burned, a thick fullness that promised what came next.

He withdrew his fingers. I whimpered at the loss.

I heard the tear of a foil packet. The sound cut through the heat. A moment later the blunt, wet head of his cock pressed against my entrance.

He didn’t ask. He didn’t warn.

He pushed inside.

The thick head of his cock forced me open, the stretch burning through me in one long, relentless slide. I gasped, back bowing, my cunt clamping down hard around the sudden invasion. He sank all the way in, hips flush to the backs of my thighs, the blunt pressure of him seated so deep I felt it in my ribs. His fingers dug into my hips, anchoring me there.

“Look at you,” he said, voice low and rough. “My boss. On her knees. Taking my cock.”

The words landed like a slap. Heat flooded my face. The chain between my breasts swung with every breath, cold metal against sweat-damp skin, a sharp counterpoint to the thick, pulsing heat inside me.

He started to move.

Slow, deliberate strokes, each one dragging the full length of him against my inner walls. The friction built in steady waves, too much and not enough, the leather of the couch creaking under us. Skin met skin in a steady, wet rhythm. He fucked me like he had all afternoon to ruin me.

“Yes,” I moaned, forehead pressed to the back of the couch. “Diego… please…”

“Please what?” His pace never broke.

“Harder. Please.”

He gave it to me. His hips snapped forward, driving me up the couch with every thrust. One hand fisted in the hair at my nape, holding me in place without pulling. The other slid around my hip, fingers finding my clit again, rubbing in tight, relentless circles.

The pressure built fast, sharp and electric. My thighs shook. I came with a broken sound, cunt pulsing around him in hard, rhythmic clenches, pleasure tearing through me in hot, liquid waves. My vision blurred at the edges.

He groaned, deep in his chest, and fucked me through it. His rhythm turned ragged. Two more brutal thrusts, so deep I felt the jolt in my throat, and then he locked tight against me, cock throbbing as he came. The condom caught it. His breath hit the back of my neck in a shaky exhale.

We stayed like that for a long moment, the only sounds our breathing and the low hum of the refrigerator. His weight pressed me down, solid and warm. His hand rested over my belly. When he finally softened and pulled out, the sudden emptiness left me aching.

He helped me turn. My legs trembled. He guided me onto my back on the wide couch, disappeared for a moment, then returned with a damp cloth from the bathroom. He cleaned me with careful strokes, the cool cloth soothing against overheated skin. The contrast—his earlier roughness and this quiet attention—tightened something in my throat.

He tossed the cloth aside and lay down behind me, pulling me into the curve of his body. My back to his chest. His arm banded across my waist. My ass tucked against his hips. The chain lay trapped between us, pressed against my breasts and his forearm.

We lay in the lengthening afternoon light, shadows stretching across the floor.

His mouth brushed my shoulder. “You stay here tonight.”

Not a question.

I nodded, cheek against the leather. “Okay.”

His arm tightened. Outside, a car passed on the street. The ordinary world kept moving.

Inside, the rules were his. I had given in completely.

And the surrender left me feeling sharper, more alive, than I had in years.

I woke to the sound of a phone buzzing. Not mine. Diego’s.

The light had changed. Late golden beams slanted across the room, catching dust in the air. I was still naked on the couch, still curled into the heat of him. His arm lay heavy across my waist. His breath moved steady against the back of my neck.

The buzzing stopped. Started again.

He stirred, made a low sound in his chest, and reached down to where his jeans lay crumpled on the floor. He found the phone, silenced it, and tossed it back without looking. His hand returned to my stomach, palm flat and possessive.

“Who was it?” My voice came out rough with sleep.

“Liam. Checking on the sheathing.” His lips pressed to my shoulder blade. “I texted him before lunch. Told him I was taking the afternoon. You were with me.”

He’d told the crew. Made my absence his. I should have bristled. Should have reached for my clothes, my phone, my old defenses.

Instead I arched back, pressing my ass more firmly against him. He hardened against the cleft of my cheeks, a slow, thick pulse of blood. Want coiled low in my belly again.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He said, ‘Copy that.’” Diego’s hand drifted lower, fingers sliding through the damp curls between my legs. He found me still sensitive, still wet from earlier. He made a satisfied sound low in his throat. “The crew respects you, Saoirse. They don’t think you’re slacking. They think you’re with me. There’s a difference.”

His finger circled my clit in a lazy pass. I gasped, hips pushing into his touch.

“And what does that mean?” I breathed.

“It means they know I’d never let you slack.” He pushed one finger inside me, slow, letting me feel the knuckle drag. “But being with me? That’s different work.”

He moved his finger in shallow strokes, more tease than relief. Playing with me. His other hand came up to cup my breast, thumb brushing over my nipple, pinching just enough to make me twitch. The chain had wound around his wrist, cold silver linking us.

“Turn over,” he murmured. “Face me.”

I rolled onto my back, then onto my side. The leather sighed beneath us. In the narrow space our faces were close. His eyes were dark, heavy-lidded. He looked at me like he was still mapping every reaction, still learning exactly how I broke.

He kissed me, slow and deep, tongue stroking against mine. His hand stayed between my legs, finger working inside me while his thumb pressed steady circles over my clit. I broke the kiss, breathing hard, forehead against his.

“Diego…”

“Tell me what you want,” he said. His voice was low, steady. His eyes didn’t let me look away. “Here. Now. No audience. No terms from the lake house. Just you. Tell me.”

The demand stripped something raw. Harder than wearing the chain. Harder than the public scene. This was just us, no performance to hide behind.

“I want you,” I whispered. “Again. I want… I want to see you.”

Heat flared in his gaze. He pulled his hand free. I made a small, involuntary sound at the loss. He shifted off the couch and knelt on the floor beside it, fully hard again, cock jutting thick from the dark hair at the base. Sweat gleamed on his skin in the golden light.

“Sit up,” he said.

I pushed myself upright, legs dangling over the edge. He moved between my knees and spread them wider with his hands. He looked at my cunt, gaze so focused I felt exposed down to the bone.

“So pretty,” he said, almost under his breath. He leaned in and dragged his tongue up through my folds in one long, slow lick.

I cried out, hands clutching his shoulders. He did it again, tongue flat and firm, gathering wetness before he focused on my clit. He sucked it into his mouth and my back arched hard off the couch. His hands slid under my ass, lifting me, holding me open while he worked me with his mouth—circling, flicking, pushing shallowly inside. The wet sounds were filthy. I sobbed his name, hips rolling against his face without rhythm.

He didn’t let up until my thighs shook around his head. Then he pulled back and blew cool air over my swollen clit. I nearly came apart from the frustration alone.

“Not yet,” he said, voice hoarse. He grabbed another condom from the box on the floor, rolled it on with quick efficiency, then gripped my hips and dragged me to the very edge of the couch. “Wrap your legs around me.”

I locked my calves around his lower back. He lined himself up, the head of his cock nudging against my entrance, holding there with just enough pressure to make me want to sob with the waiting.

His thumb pressed gently under my chin. “Here,” he said. “Stay here with me.”

I held his gaze. In the low light, he looked stripped of every layer I’d ever read on him at work — the patient foreman, the blank professional mask. There was only the hunger, and beneath it something steadier. Something I didn’t have a word for yet.

“This,” he said, and pushed inside.

The angle was different facing him. I watched the strain in his neck, the clench of his jaw as he filled me. He seated himself fully, my calves tight around him. So deep the pressure stole my breath.

He moved in long, controlled strokes, almost withdrawing before sinking back in. I could see every flicker of pleasure cross his face, feel the tremor in his thighs where I held him. My hands roamed his chest, his shoulders, tracing the lines of ink across his skin.

“Show me,” he gritted out, rhythm starting to fracture. “I want to watch you take yourself there.”

My hand slipped between us. My fingers found my clit, already swollen and oversensitive. I rubbed in tight circles, the direct touch almost too much layered over the thick, driving fullness of his cock. My head tipped back.

“Eyes on me, Saoirse,” he growled.

I dragged my gaze back to his. Watched him watch me while I worked myself closer. Our breathing matched, ragged and loud. The world narrowed to his cock inside me, my fingers on my clit, the locked stare between us.

“I’m… I’m going to…” I gasped.

“Come,” he ordered. “Now.”

The command pushed me over. The orgasm hit hard, a deep, clenching wave that locked around him. He drove into me once, twice more, then went rigid, his own release pulsing hot into the condom as he shuddered against me.

We collapsed in a tangle on the couch. He was half on top of me, face buried in my neck, heart hammering against my ribs. My legs stayed locked around him, holding him inside. We stayed like that until our breathing slowed and the sweat cooled.

Eventually he shifted, slipped out, and dealt with the condom. He came back with a glass of water and held it to my lips. I drank deep. He took the glass after me and drank from the same rim, a simple, quiet intimacy that settled somewhere behind my ribs.

“Hungry?” he asked.

I realized I was starving. “Yes.”

He stood and pulled me upright with him. “Shower first.”

He led me down the short hallway to a clean, utilitarian bathroom. The shower was a narrow stand-up stall with strong water pressure that hissed against the tile the moment he turned the handle. He tested the temperature with his wrist, then guided me beneath the spray. Steam rose fast, curling around our shoulders. He washed me with a plain white bar of soap, his hands moving over my body with thorough, unhurried attention that felt like neither pure sex nor simple hygiene. It was caretaking, plain and quiet. His palms slid over my breasts, down my ribs, between my legs, cleaning me with the same steady care he gave every other inch. He washed my hair next, fingers working slow circles against my scalp until the lather ran down my back in thick rivulets.

I took the soap from him and returned the favor, working it over the hard planes of his chest and the broad sweep of his back. My fingers traced the black lines of ink I’d only glimpsed earlier—sharp geometric shapes that disappeared beneath the water. His skin was hot under the spray, the muscle dense and unyielding.

He turned me to face the wall. My palms met the wet tile. He stepped in close behind me, one hand braced beside my head, the other wrapped around my waist to hold me steady. His cock pressed between my thighs, thick and insistent, then pushed inside in one long, unhurried thrust. The stretch pulled a low sound from my throat. Water sluiced over us, over the place where he filled me, running in warm streams down the backs of my legs as he began to move. Each stroke was deliberate, deep, a quiet and relentless claiming. My whimpers dissolved into the steady hiss of the shower. His grip on my waist tightened when he came, a low groan vibrating against my spine, his teeth sinking into the muscle of my shoulder just hard enough to mark.

We dried off with thick towels that smelled of clean cotton and cedar. He handed me a soft, worn gray t-shirt and a pair of black sweatpants that I had to roll twice at the waist and again at the ankles. The fabric carried his scent—laundry detergent layered over the warmer, darker note that was simply Diego. He pulled on similar clothes, the cotton stretching across his chest and shoulders.

In his small, tidy kitchen he cooked with the same quiet competence I’d seen on the job site. Scrambled eggs folded with sharp cheddar, thick slices of toast, bacon cooked crisp at the edges. The smell filled the room, rich and savory. I sat at the small wooden table, the chain cool and heavy where it lay against my skin beneath the soft cotton of his shirt. The moment felt unreal. I was in my foreman’s house, wearing his clothes, my body still humming from the way he’d taken me, while he stood at the stove and cooked me dinner like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. The simple food tasted better than it had any right to.

“You live alone,” I said. It wasn’t really a question. The house carried the settled quiet of a space shaped by one person.

“Yeah.” He took a bite of toast. “Bought it three years ago. Fixed it up on weekends.”

“It’s nice.” I meant it. The place felt solid. Real. A home he’d built with his own hands.

He looked at me, gaze thoughtful. “Your mother. At lunch. What did she whisper to you?”

I remembered the words clearly. He has hands on him, that one. “She made an observation.”

“About me.”

“About your hands.”

The corner of his mouth lifted, private and pleased. He glanced down at his own hands resting on the table — broad, capable, marked with nicks and old calluses. “She’s not wrong.”

“No.” I took a sip of water. “What happens now, Diego? With work?”

He leaned back in his chair, studying me. “What do you want to happen?”

“I don’t know.” The truth sat plain between us. “This… complicates everything.”

“It does,” he agreed, no evasion in it. “But complicated isn’t the same as bad.” He reached across the table, his fingers brushing the back of my hand, the same gesture Martin had made hours earlier but carrying an entirely different weight. “Monday morning I’ll be on site at six-twenty. You’ll be in the office trailer. We’ll have the crew meeting. I’ll take my sheet and do my job.”

“And after?”

“After work?” He shrugged. “That’s up to you. The terms were for the weekend. The weekend’s over. What happened today… that was because I wanted it. And you wanted it.” His eyes held mine. “The ball’s in your court, boss.”

Boss. The word landed like a stone dropped in still water. A return of the title. The authority. He was giving it back, exactly as he’d said he would in the brief I’d never seen. Monday morning he would hand it all over again.

The power shift settled into place with quiet finality. He had taken it, used it, and now he was returning it to me changed. My authority no longer felt like a cold, solitary weight. It carried the memory of his mouth between my legs, his voice low in my ear, the chain resting against my skin.

“I want to see you after work,” I said. The words came out clear and certain.

He nodded as if he’d expected nothing else. “Okay.”

We cleaned the dishes together. Night had fallen hard outside the kitchen window. I could see the dark bulk of his garage and the ragged line of trees against a sky scattered with stars.

“I should go,” I said, though every muscle in my body resisted the idea. “I have an early site visit in Ithaca tomorrow.”

“I’ll drive you to your truck. It’s still at the Westchester site.”

He fetched my clothes from the living room floor where we’d left them. I changed in his bedroom, a spare room with a large bed made with precise military corners. The trousers, the sweater, the bra felt like a costume I was pulling back on. Underneath, the chain remained. The faint ache between my thighs remained. The small, hidden marks on my skin remained.

He drove through quiet streets, radio off. The silence between us felt comfortable and charged at once, thick with everything we’d done. He pulled up beside my pickup in the empty site lot. The skeletal frames of the buildings stood dark against the night sky.

He left the engine running but shifted into park. I turned to him.

“Thank you,” I said. “For today. For the lunch rescue. For… everything.”

He reached out, hooked two fingers through the chain at my throat, and gave it a gentle tug. “You don’t have to thank me. I got what I wanted.”

“And what was that?”

“You.” He said it simply, without flourish. “Out of your head. In my bed. Saying yes to me without a contract.” He released the chain. “Go to your meeting tomorrow. Run your company. I’ll see you on site Thursday.”

He was dismissing me. Gently. Clearly. Re-establishing the boundaries even while promising to cross them again.

I leaned across the console and kissed him. It was soft, closed-mouth, a quiet seal on the day. “Goodnight, Diego.”

“Goodnight, Saoirse.”

I climbed out, got into my own truck, and watched his taillights disappear down the access road. I sat there a long time, the cab growing cold around me, the chain the only warm thing against my skin.

When I finally started the engine, my phone buzzed with the calendar alert for tomorrow’s meeting. Reality shoved its way back into view. But the ground had shifted under it. I was no longer only navigating my mother’s expectations or the lawyer’s careful pressure. I was navigating the aftermath of a surrender that had left me stronger.

I drove home, and for the first time in years the empty rooms of my own house felt like a choice instead of a sentence. Because I knew exactly where I would be tomorrow night. The terms were mine to set now. And I knew precisely what I wanted.


Chapter 8 — The Terms Are Mine

Monday arrived the way Mondays did when you’d been inside your own head all weekend: loud, relentless, with the flat grey certainty of a site inspection after rain.

My alarm went off at four-thirty. I’d been awake since three-fifteen, lying on my back in the dark, cataloguing what was coming. The board meeting at nine — quarterly figures, the old partners who still called me honey in meeting rooms and then voted my proposals through because they had no choice. Site inspections at two. The inventory audit at the yard by five. A boss’s Monday, full and structured and grinding in the way that used to feel like armor.

The chain lay against my sternum. I’d worn it to bed without thinking about it, and woke to its cool weight the same way I’d been waking for weeks — the first tactile fact of the day, before light, before coffee, before memory fully assembled itself. It didn’t feel like his anymore. It felt like mine.

I showered. Put on the uniform: dark jeans, black t-shirt, the worn Brennan Framing canvas jacket that smelled of sawdust and the specific weight of ten years of decisions. I braided my hair back tight and stood in the bathroom for a moment, studying the woman in the mirror. Freckles. The shadow under her eyes. The silver chain catching the overhead light. She looked like she’d made choices she wasn’t going to take back.

Good.

I ate toast standing at the sink, washed the plate, left the house before the sky finished deciding what color it wanted to be.

The drive to the office was a rehearsal. I ran through the quarterly figures, the labor cost projections, the talking points for the board. My father’s old partners, men in their sixties who still called me “Saoirse, honey” in meetings, would be there. I had the numbers. I had the contracts. I had the authority.

But my hand kept drifting to my collarbone, seeking the silver.

The office was a converted warehouse on the industrial edge of town. My desk was on a mezzanine overlooking the main floor where the dispatch boards and drafting tables lived. It was six a.m., the space quiet and dark except for the pool of light from my desk lamp. I booted up my computer, spread out my files.

And I waited.

I knew he wouldn’t be early. Diego was never late, but he wasn’t early. He arrived exactly when he said he would, with exactly what was needed. It was one of the things I’d catalogued about him, professionally, over the years. Reliability as a form of artistry.

At six fifty-eight, I heard the heavy steel door at the far end of the warehouse open and close. Boots on concrete. Not the quick, light steps of the office manager, Maria, who came in at seven-thirty. This was a deliberate, solid tread. I didn’t look up from the blueprint I was pretending to study.

His shadow fell across my desk first. Then he was there, leaning a hip against the railing, a white paper cup in each hand. He was in work clothes: faded jeans, a grey henley with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, his tool belt slung over his shoulder. His face was clean-shaven, his dark hair still damp from a shower. He looked like he’d slept eight hours. He looked utterly, infuriatingly normal.

“Morning, boss,” he said. His voice was a low rasp, the same one that had whispered against my neck in the boathouse.

I finally looked up. “Diego.”

He held out one of the cups. “Coffee. Two sugars, no cream. Like you drink it on site.”

I took it. Our fingers didn’t brush. “Thank you.”

He nodded, took a sip from his own cup. His eyes were on me, a slow, assessing sweep that felt nothing like an employee’s glance. It was the look from the dock, from the dinner table, from the dark of his cabin. It stripped the canvas jacket and the desk and the title away. I was just the woman in his bed two nights ago.

“You have your meeting,” he said.

“I do.”

“You’re ready for it.”

It wasn’t a question. “I am.”

He smiled then, just a faint curve of his mouth. “Good.” He pushed off the railing. “My crew’s on the Finch Street retrofit today. We’ll be done with the second-floor framing by end of shift.”

“I’ll expect the photos in the portal by five.”

“You’ll have them.” He turned to go, his tool belt clinking softly.

“Diego.”

He paused, looked back over his shoulder.

The words were a stone in my throat. I’d practiced them in the dark of my bedroom, in the cab of my truck. They still felt foreign. “Tonight. My place. Seven o’clock.”

His expression didn’t change, but something in the air between us tightened, charged. “Your terms?”

“Yes.”

His eyes stayed locked on mine, the silence stretching, until he answered with one deliberate, unhurried nod. “I’ll be there.”

Then he was walking away, boots echoing in the vast space, disappearing into the hallway that led to the yard. I sat there, the coffee burning my palm, the chain a secret brand under my shirt.

The meeting was a blur of polished mahogany and spreadsheet projections. I talked. I presented. I answered questions with crisp, confident answers. I watched the nods of approval, saw the lawyer—not my mother’s lawyer, the company’s lawyer—make a note. It was a victory. A solid, professional win.

All I could think about was the ink on Diego’s forearms in the morning light through my blinds.

I drove from the office to the Westchester sites, running inspections. The sun was high and hot. I traded my jacket for a hard hat, walked foundations and skeletal wooden frames. The smell of cut pine and fresh earth was usually a tonic, the smell of something being built. Today it smelled like the lake house. Like his skin.

I saw his crew’s work on the third site, a sprawling custom home on a ridge. The framing was impeccable, clean lines, perfect plumb. His signature. I ran my hand over a stud, the wood smooth under my palm. I thought of his hands on me. The specific, competent pressure.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A text from an unknown number. The second-floor east wall is done. Photo uploaded at 3:07 p.m. No signature. I didn’t need one. I texted back. Acknowledged. Three dots appeared. Then: Seven.

A shiver went through me that had nothing to do with the breeze coming off the ridge.

I finished my rounds, drove back to the city. I stopped at the market. I bought things I never bought: a good steak, thick asparagus, potatoes. Wine. I felt like an actor assembling props for a role. But the flutter in my stomach wasn’t stage fright. It was pure, undiluted want.

My house was a neat, two-bedroom bungalow I’d bought five years ago. It was all clean lines and neutral colors, a peaceful blank slate. It had always felt like enough. Tonight, it felt like a set waiting for its scene.

I showered, washing the dust of the sites from my skin. I didn’t braid my hair. I let it dry in red waves down my back. I didn’t put on a sundress. I put on soft, black leggings and an oversized cream-colored sweater that fell off one shoulder. I was barefoot. The chain was the only jewelry I wore.

I cooked. It was a mechanical process, something to do with my hands. The sizzle of the steak in the cast-iron, the steam from the potatoes. I set the small table in the kitchen nook, lit a single candle. The sun was setting, painting the hardwood floors in orange and gold.

At one minute to seven, there was a knock on my front door. Solid. Unhurried.

I wiped my hands on a towel, took a breath that did nothing to calm my heartbeat, and went to answer it.

He stood on my porch, backlit by the fading twilight. He’d changed. Dark jeans again, but a black long-sleeve shirt that clung to his shoulders and arms. He had a six-pack of local beer in one hand. He looked at me, his gaze traveling from my loose hair down to my bare feet and back up, leaving a trail of heat.

“You’re on time,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

“I said I would be.” He stepped inside when I moved back. He closed the door behind him, the click of the latch loud in the quiet house. He set the beer on the entryway table and turned to me. The space in my small foyer suddenly felt minuscule, charged with the memory of every touch from the weekend.

“Something smells good,” he said, but he wasn’t looking toward the kitchen.

“Dinner’s ready.”

He reached out, not for me, but to hook a finger in the neckline of my sweater, tugging it down an inch to see the chain. “You’re wearing it.”

“You said it was the only thing I had to wear.”

“I did.” He let the fabric go. “Show me your house.”

It wasn’t a request. It was a quiet command. I led him through the living room, the spare bedroom I used as an office, the patio. He didn’t comment, just took it in. When we reached my bedroom, he stopped in the doorway. The bed was made, simple grey linen. The windows were open, the evening air cool.

He looked at the bed, then at me. “This where the terms get set?”

“That’s the idea.”

He nodded slowly. “Alright. Let’s eat first.”

Dinner was a strange, suspended hour. We talked about the Finch Street retrofit, about the board meeting, about the load-bearing walls on a custom home his crew was halfway through in the hills above the city. Familiar ground. The language we’d spoken for five years — clean, technical, collaborative. But underneath every sentence about plumb lines and quarterly margins ran another conversation entirely, wordless and continuous.

His knee pressed against mine under the small table and stayed there. He watched my mouth when I spoke with an openness he no longer tried to hide. I drank wine. He drank a beer, slow and unhurried, like a man who had nowhere else to be and no interest in pretending otherwise.

I was the boss in this kitchen. I had set the table. I had cooked the food. I had said my terms and meant it with every part of my bones. And he’d shown up exactly when I’d told him to, with beer and a quiet certainty in his posture, and was now sitting in my chair and watching me with the particular focused patience of a man who has decided to wait for something and isn’t going to flinch.

When the dishes were done and the last of the wine was gone, he set his beer bottle on the counter and turned to look at me across the kitchen.

“Alright, Saoirse,” he said, the name low in his chest, somewhere between familiar and reverent. “You said the terms were yours tonight. I’m here. What are they?”

I stood across the kitchen from him, the width of the room feeling like a canyon. I had planned speeches. Lists. Now my mind was a blank, white noise. All I had was the want, a physical ache between my hips.

“I want you,” I said, the words raw. “Not for my family. Not for a show. For me.”

“You had me at the lake house.”

“I had a performance. I want the thing behind it.”

He pushed off the counter, took two steps toward me, stopping just out of arm’s reach. “And how do you want it?”

“I want you to take this off me,” I said, plucking at the fabric of my sweater. “And I want you to use your mouth on me. And I don’t want to be quiet.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. His eyes went black. “Where?”

“The bedroom.”

He closed the distance then, his hand coming up to cup the back of my neck, his thumb stroking the line of my jaw. “That’s a start. What else?”

“I want to be on top,” I breathed. “I want to set the pace. I want to watch you come apart.”

A low, rough sound rumbled from him, almost a growl. “You’ve been thinking.”

“For two days.”

“Good.” He bent his head, his lips a breath from mine. “Then lead the way, boss.”

I turned and walked out of the kitchen, down the short hall to my bedroom. I heard him behind me, his footsteps sure. I walked to the foot of the bed and turned to face him. The last of the sunset was gone, the room lit only by the ambient glow from the city outside my windows.

He stood just inside the doorway, a silhouette of contained energy. “Your first term,” he reminded me. “The sweater.”

My hands felt clumsy as I caught the hem of the oversized sweater between my fingers. The knit dragged up my ribs, catching for a moment before I pulled it over my head and let it drop. Cool air slid across my bare skin and tightened my nipples into hard peaks. The silver chain rested between my breasts, its chill a sharp contrast to the heat already building low in my belly.

His gaze tracked over me, slow and heavy. I felt it like fingertips. “The leggings.”

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and shoved the fabric down, stepping free. Naked except for the chain, I stood in the spill of city light from the window. My pulse beat hard at my throat. I’d never felt more stripped bare, or more certain of what I wanted.

“Christ, Saoirse,” he whispered. The rough edge in his voice landed low between my legs.

“Your turn,” I said. My voice trembled once, then steadied.

He stripped without hesitation. The black shirt came off in one motion, revealing the broad plane of his chest, the dark hair scattered across it, the warm brown skin. Ink covered both arms in dense, interlocking patterns that ran from shoulder to wrist—geometric knots, sharp lines, older script I couldn’t read. He kicked off his boots, pushed his jeans and briefs down together, and stepped out of them.

His cock stood thick and flushed against his stomach. My mouth went dry at the sight of it.

“Come here.”

He crossed the space between us until the heat of his body reached mine. I flattened my palms against his chest. His skin burned under my hands, smooth where the muscle was hard. I leaned in and pressed my mouth to the center of his chest, tasting salt and the faint trace of soap. I kissed across the width of his pectorals, following the ridge of muscle down his abdomen. My fingers traced the edges of his tattoos, learning the raised lines of ink on warm skin.

I sank to my knees.

His breath punched out of him. My hands settled on his hips, thumbs pressing into the grooves above bone. I looked up the length of his torso and met his eyes, then took him into my mouth.

He was hot and heavy on my tongue, the taste of him sharp and clean. I worked over him slowly, learning the ridge beneath the head, the way the vein pulsed when I pressed my tongue flat against it. His thighs shook when I took him deeper. I set a deliberate rhythm, hollowing my cheeks, one hand braced on his hip while the other curled around the base of his cock. His breathing fractured into low curses in Spanish, the words ragged and filthy.

The tension in his hips coiled tighter. I pulled off before he could spill, letting him slip from my lips with a wet sound.

He stared down at me, eyes dark. “Saoirse—”

“My terms,” I said, voice low and rough. I stood. “On the bed. On your back.”

He held still for a beat, jaw tight, then gave a single sharp nod and moved to the bed. He stretched out on the rumpled linen, one arm behind his head, the other resting on his stomach. His cock lay hard against his belly, the head dark and slick.

I climbed over him, straddling his thighs. Bracing my hands on his chest, I leaned down and kissed him, open-mouthed and deep. He tasted like wine and heat. His hands roamed my back, gripped my ass, dragged me closer until the length of him pressed against my stomach.

“The second term,” I whispered against his mouth. “Your mouth on me.”

I moved up his body until my knees bracketed his head. One hand found the headboard. I lowered myself slowly. His palms slid up my thighs and settled on my hips, guiding me the last inches down.

The first drag of his tongue over my cunt made my vision blur. I gasped, fingers tightening on the wood. He didn’t tease. He licked broad and wet, then focused on my clit with firm, circling pressure. His teeth grazed me, gentle, then his tongue pushed inside. I rocked against his mouth, the chain swinging forward to brush my nipples with every movement. The wet sounds of his mouth filled the room along with my breathing.

“Diego… right there…” The words broke apart as he sucked harder. My thighs trembled around his head. I was loud, every moan and curse spilling out exactly as I’d promised myself I would be. His grip on my hips was unyielding, holding me exactly where he wanted while he drove me higher.

The orgasm hit without warning, a sudden clench that locked my muscles and tore a raw cry from my throat. I shook over him, thighs clamping, the chain cold against my overheated skin. He kept licking, gentler now, drawing it out until the sensitivity became too much and I had to pull away, collapsing sideways onto the mattress.

He moved the moment I was clear. He rolled me onto my back and came over me, his body blocking the light. His cock, still hard and flushed, nudged at my entrance. His eyes were wild, the last threads of his control visibly fraying.

“Your last term,” he said, voice scraped raw. “You on top. You set the pace. But Saoirse… I need to be inside you. Now.”

It came out half plea, half command. I reached between us, wrapped my hand around his cock, and guided him to my cunt. “Then come in.”

He pushed inside with one long, steady thrust. The stretch burned, a thick, perfect fullness that forced the air from my lungs. He buried himself to the hilt and stopped, every muscle locked, his forehead pressed to mine. His breath came hot and uneven against my lips.

“Fuck,” he groaned. “Saoirse…”

I hooked my ankles at the small of his back and pulled him deeper. My hands slid up his arms, over sweat-slick shoulders, into his hair. I was full of him, the weight of his body pinning me, the heat of him everywhere. I had set every rule. He had followed them. Now he was shaking with the effort of holding still inside me.

“My pace,” I whispered, and rolled my hips.

He made a broken sound. I lifted and sank again, taking him deeper on the downstroke. He met me, matching my rhythm but letting me lead. The slap of skin and the creak of the bedframe filled the quiet. I kept my eyes open, watching every flicker across his face—the way his mouth parted, the tension in his jaw, the surrender in his eyes when I clenched around him.

“Touch me,” I said.

His hand slid between our bodies. His thumb found my clit and rubbed in tight circles, never breaking the pace I’d set. The added pressure made my rhythm stutter, then sharpen into something faster, more desperate. He followed, hips rolling up to meet mine, giving me the control even as his thumb drove me higher.

The second orgasm built fast, tighter than the first. My breath came in short, sobbing gasps. “Diego—I’m—”

“I know,” he gritted out. His thrusts were losing their smoothness, growing jerky. “Come for me. Let me feel it.”

The command pushed me over. Pleasure detonated low in my belly and ripped outward, a hard, pulsing release that locked my muscles around him. I arched hard, a raw scream tearing from my throat as I came.

He came apart over me — a long, shuddering groan, his whole body going rigid before the tremor rolled through him in one unmistakable wave. He pressed himself deep and held there, cock pulsing inside me, and I felt every throb of his release against my inner walls. His face was buried in my neck and his breath came hot and ragged against my skin while I held him through it, hands skating over his sweat-slick back, drawing him in as if I could contain the whole moment.

He went still. Then heavy. His weight settled over me like something that had been waiting to happen, solid and inevitable.

Our hearts hammered against each other through skin and bone. Slow seconds passed. The room smelled of sex and the faint cedar trace of his soap and the particular intimacy of two bodies that had stopped pretending anything.

After a long quiet, he pushed up on his elbows and looked down at me. The intensity in his eyes had softened into something I couldn’t fully name — sated but present, watching me like I was a structure he was still learning to read. He brushed damp hair back from my forehead. His thumb traced the line of my cheekbone.

“Terms met?” he asked.

A laugh escaped me, shaky and real. “More than.”

He kissed me — slow and searching, the kind that had nothing to prove. Then he rolled onto his back and drew me with him, one easy sweep of his arm, until I lay sprawled across his chest with my leg hooked over his thigh. His hand moved idly through my hair, fingers finding the silver chain where it lay between my breasts.

We stayed tangled in the dim city light, breathing slowing, the outside world muffled to a distant hum. The board meeting, the retrofit, the inventory audit at the yard — all of it had receded to a foreign country. Here there was only the solid heat of his body under me, the deep and satisfying ache between my legs, the chain cool against my skin, and the quiet sound of his heartbeat under my ear, gradually steadying.

“I should clean up,” I murmured, not moving.

“In a minute.” His voice rumbled under my ear. His hand stilled in my hair. “Tell me something.”

“What?”

“The first time. When you knew you wanted this. Not the fake dating. This.”

I didn’t have to search for the answer. “The safety meeting. Last spring. That rainstorm.”

I felt his faint smile against my hair. “The one where the Porta-John tipped over?”

“No.” I shifted, propping my chin on his chest so I could see his face. “Before that. You were at the whiteboard, explaining the new fall-protection rigging. The marker was dying, squeaking every time you tried to write. You got frustrated, tossed it aside, and just started talking with your hands. You explained it so clearly, so patiently, to men who’d been doing the work for thirty years. You never talked down to them. You just knew what you were saying. And they listened.” I swallowed. “I was in the back of the trailer. And I thought, I want those hands on me. I want that voice in my ear. I want that patience turned on me. It hit like a truck.”

He was quiet for a moment, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. “For me, it was the pay dispute. With the Carlson crew.”

I remembered. A subcontractor had tried to short three of my guys. Diego had come to my office with the paperwork, calm and steady. He’d laid out every fact without raising his voice. Then he’d looked me in the eye and said, “They’re not stealing from them, Saoirse. They’re stealing from you.” He’d said it like a promise. “And I don’t let people steal from what’s yours.”

“You were fierce,” he said, voice low. His thumb traced the line of my spine. “You picked up the phone, called the project manager, and eviscerated him. Still polite. When you hung up, your hand shook. Then you looked at me and smiled—this sharp, victorious thing. And I thought, ‘I am so fucked.’”

He exhaled, long and slow. “Two years of that. Two years of watching you. Wanting you. Walking away.”

The words settled between us, heavy and bare. I pressed my mouth to the center of his chest, felt the steady beat under my lips. “We’re not walking away now.”

“No.” His voice settled, certain. “We’re not.”

Eventually the world pressed back in. We untangled, slow and reluctant, and he followed me to the bathroom. I turned the shower on and steam rose fast, coating the mirror in a thin grey fog. We stepped under together. The water came down hard and hot. He turned me without asking and washed my back — hands slick, movement unhurried, tracing the line of my spine from the nape of my neck to the small of my back. Not perfunctory. Thorough in the way he was thorough with everything, like the work deserved the full attention it was given.

I turned and returned it. My fingers moved over the ink I’d only ever glimpsed, or felt in the dark — and now I traced it in stillness, in the clear close light of the shower. A compass rose on his left shoulder blade, detailed enough to navigate by. A mountain range across his ribs in dense, patient linework. Roman numerals down his spine, clean and unhesitating. And just above his heart, where the pectoral muscle was hardest, a stylized bird in full flight, wings out, head forward.

My fingers stopped there.

“My brother,” he said, voice quiet under the shower’s hiss. “He’s a pilot. Air Force.”

I didn’t ask for anything else. I just pressed my mouth to the ink, briefly, a promise to ask about it another time when we had more of those.

We dried off with the thick towels stacked under the sink. He found my comb on the vanity and worked it through his wet hair with the same methodical patience I’d watched him apply to everything — blueprints, crew problems, me. I handed him a toothbrush still in its wrapper. He raised an eyebrow. I shrugged. He unwrapped it without comment and brushed his teeth at my sink, and it was the most ordinary intimate moment of the whole wild weekend of ordinary intimate moments, and it settled something in my chest that I would think about for a long time.

Back in the bedroom he pulled on briefs and jeans but left his shirt on the floor. I slipped the oversized sweater back on — nothing underneath, silver chain the only other thing against my skin. In the kitchen he opened two beers while I put the leftover steak in the fridge. We carried the bottles out to the small patio, the night air cool and damp against our skin, the city spread below us in a scatter of amber and white, sharp and indifferent and beautiful.

“Thursday,” he said after a long pull from his bottle. “On site. It goes back to normal.”

I studied him. The word felt thin. “What’s normal?”

“I’m your foreman. You’re the boss. We run the job.” He held my gaze. “This stays off the clock. And off the site.”

A thin thread of cold moved through me. “And after hours?”

The tension broke. A real smile reached his eyes for the first time all night, the kind that erased the careful professional distance entirely. “After hours, you’re the woman wearing my chain. And I’m the man you invite over for steak.”

“It’s that simple?”

“It has to be, Saoirse. Your company is you. I won’t be the thing that messes with that. I respect what you’ve built too much.”

The truth of it landed, warm and heavy. He was protecting my authority even while he stripped it from me in private. The cleanest kind of contradiction. “Okay,” I whispered.

“Okay.” He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. His palm was rough, still warm from the shower. “Now tell me about the board meeting. The real version.”

So I did. I told him about the lawyer’s notes, the old partners nodding along, the swell of pride I’d felt—and the way my thoughts kept drifting back to him. He listened, asked sharp questions about the labor projections, offered an insight about material delays from a supplier his crew used. We talked shop with our hands still linked. The two worlds—the one where I signed his checks and the one where I came apart under his mouth—sat in the same space, balanced by the quiet rules he’d laid down.

It was past midnight when he stood. “I should go. Early pour on Finch Street tomorrow.”

I walked him to the door, bare feet quiet on the hardwood. He shrugged into his shirt, gathered his jacket. In the narrow entryway he looked solid, real, like he belonged there.

He turned, cupped my face in both hands. “This was a good set of terms.”

“I have more,” I said, the words out before I could pull them back.

His eyes darkened. “I hope you do.” He kissed me, deep and thorough, the taste of beer and something steadier underneath. “Lock the door behind me.”

Then he was gone. The night took him. I locked the door and leaned my forehead against the cool wood. The house was quiet again, but the silence felt different. It held the shape of his laugh, the low sound he’d made when he came, the way he’d said my name like it was already his.

I went to the bedroom. The sheets still smelled like us. I crawled in, body heavy with a deep, satisfied fatigue. The chain lay cool against my skin. I touched it, a new habit forming.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. A text. Home. Sleep well, boss.

I smiled in the dark. You too. See you Thursday.

The three dots appeared, lingered, then vanished. The silence that followed said enough.

I fell asleep with the phone still in my hand. I didn’t dream of board meetings or falling Porta-Johns. I dreamed of ink under my fingertips, a patient voice in the rain, and the solid, certain weight of a man who knew exactly what he was taking—and exactly what he was giving back.



Thursday morning came grey and damp, a sharp edge of autumn in the air. I dressed with deliberate care: work boots, jeans, a fitted grey henley, hair pulled into a severe braid. The canvas jacket. The uniform of command. The chain stayed hidden, a secret pressed against my sternum.

The Finch Street retrofit was a three-story brownstone conversion in a neighborhood climbing fast. The site already hummed—delivery trucks idling, the high whine of saws, the steady thud of nail guns. I parked beside the construction trailer and let my game face settle into place.

I saw his crew first. They were on the second floor, the open wood frame stark against the sky. Movement, coordination, the easy rhythm of men who knew their work. Then I saw him. He stood on the ground floor talking to the concrete foreman, a blueprint unrolled across a pair of sawhorses. Dark beanie, thermal shirt, tool belt slung low. He pointed at something on the plans, expression focused and serious.

He looked up as if he’d felt me there. Our eyes met across the churned mud of the yard.

For one suspended second the world narrowed to the space between us. I tasted him again in memory. Then his gaze shifted, professional, respectful. He gave me a short nod.

“Boss,” he called, voice carrying over the noise. “We’re on schedule. You want to see the east wall before they sheath it?”

And just like that we were back on the clock. The map hadn’t changed. He was my foreman. I was the boss.

“Lead the way,” I said, voice crisp.

He finished his conversation with the concrete foreman, rolled the blueprint with one efficient motion, and headed for the stairs without looking back. I followed, boots crunching gravel, the chain a silent and steady weight against my sternum with every step. His pace was sure. The set of his shoulders was the same as it had been every morning for five years — focused, unhurried, committed to the work.

The terms were set. The lines were drawn. But as I climbed the stairs behind him and looked up at the clean, careful geometry of what his crew was building — each beam set plumb, each joint true, a whole structure rising from nothing into something that would outlast all of us — I understood something I hadn’t when I’d walked into the break trailer with two thousand dollars in my pocket.

The most dangerous part hadn’t been the fake dating. It hadn’t been the family watching, or the chain around my neck, or my mother’s cold, assessing eyes.

It was this: watching him work, knowing exactly what kind of man he was down to the bones, and not having a single good reason left to pretend I wasn’t in it entirely.

He glanced back when he reached the second-floor landing, finding me where I was. One short nod. Professional. The foreman checking on the boss.

I climbed the last few stairs and stepped up onto the deck beside him, the clean scent of new pine sharp in the autumn air.

“Show me the east wall,” I said.

“Right here,” he said, and turned toward the frame.
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