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Chapter 1: Departure

⚜

The desert light came through the glass hard and white, bleaching the Strip until the city looked like a circuit board left out in the sun. I stood at the window of my suite - upgraded last month to the floor adjacent to the main Sky Villa, no longer down in the staff quarters - and felt the morning already radiating from the pane against my bare arms. Three months since the Parker deal - since Marcus had fastened that first diamond at my throat and changed everything.

I wasn't a maid anymore, though I hadn't figured out what I was instead. The label shifted depending on who was listening - concierge, advisor, asset. What never shifted was the understanding beneath it: I belonged to The Pinnacle, and The Pinnacle belonged to Marcus Cooper.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. Eliza: Briefing room. 9 AM sharp. Navy dress.

I showered with the water just shy of scalding, letting it pound my shoulders and run down the curve of my back until my skin pinked and tingled. The navy wrap dress waited on its hanger - Eliza had commissioned it, cut to hug my breasts and nip at my waist before flaring over my hips, the back dipping low enough to show my shoulder blades. Professional enough for a boardroom, but the hidden fastening at the side meant it could fall open in two seconds flat. I clasped the platinum-and-diamond necklace Marcus had given me after the Parker deal, then the matching earrings he'd added a month later when the Asian expansion letters of intent started rolling in. The stones pressed against my collarbones, a familiar weight I'd learned to crave.

The woman in the mirror bore little resemblance to the broke twenty-one-year-old who'd walked into this building clutching a crumpled resume. My chestnut hair fell past my shoulders in a glossed curtain. The jewelry caught the light. Beneath the dress, my body was maintained with the same obsessive care as the villa itself - waxed, moisturized, every inch of me prepared for hands that would inevitably find it. My long legs looked longer in the heels Eliza had left out. I looked expensive. I looked like something designed to be unwrapped.

I pressed two fingers against the diamond at my throat and felt the contact travel straight down my spine, settling into a tightness low in my belly that I'd stopped pretending was anything other than want. Marcus's mark. His reminder that whatever insights I offered in meetings, my body remained his to share.

I slipped on the heels and headed for the briefing room.

Marcus and Eliza were already seated at the long glass table when I arrived. The briefing room occupied a corner of the villa's upper level, floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides creating the sensation of floating above the desert. Marcus sat at the head in a charcoal suit with subtle silver pinstripes, his dark hair silvering at the temples in a way that only sharpened his authority. His espresso sat untouched - Marcus forgot his coffee when he had something theatrical planned.

Eliza occupied the chair to his right, her lithe frame folded into a cream silk blouse and tailored trousers, blonde bob precise as a blade. A leather portfolio lay open before her, dense with her handwriting.

"Good morning," I said, settling into the chair across from Eliza. "You look like you're about to send me to war."

Marcus's mouth curved. "Something far more interesting." He steepled his fingers, his dark eyes alight with the energy I recognized from the original Pinnacle deal. "Three months ago, you helped us secure Tom Parker's investment and open the door to our Asian expansion. The doors are open now, Lexi. It's time to walk through them."

He slid a folder across the table. Inside, three dossiers - each marked with a city name in embossed lettering. Tokyo. Macau. Singapore.

"Three partnerships that will transform The Pinnacle into a global brand," Marcus continued. "Hideki Tanaka in Tokyo. Rodrigo Vega in Macau. Daniel Chua in Singapore."

I flipped through the pages, scanning names and photographs. Tanaka I'd met at a gathering two months ago - the silver-haired Japanese billionaire whose quiet authority had made every other guest in the room seem loud. I'd served him sake at the temperature Eliza specified, led him through the villa, and spent the night learning that his appreciation ran deeper and more exacting than anything Marcus had prepared me for. The dossier photograph didn't capture what I remembered most - the unhurried patience of his hands, the sense that nothing I offered had fully satisfied his curiosity. The other two were strangers.

"Each of these men controls something we need," Eliza said, leaning forward. Her fingertips grazed mine as she pointed to the relevant pages - a touch so casual it had to be calculated. "Tanaka runs the Tanaka Group, luxury hospitality across Japan and Southeast Asia. Rodrigo Vega owns the Golden Lotus casino in Macau, our gateway into the Chinese gaming market. Daniel Chua holds a real estate portfolio in Singapore that's perfect for our flagship property."

"And you want me to - "

"Represent us," Marcus finished. "Alone."

The word sat between us, heavy and undeniable. Alone. I'd never operated without Marcus and Eliza nearby, without the safety net of the Sky Villa and its familiar rituals. My fingers tightened on the edge of the dossier.

"This is a test," I said. Not a question.

Marcus smiled. "It's an opportunity. One you've earned." He reached across the table and turned my wrist over, thumb settling against the bare skin. "But yes. It's also a test."

Eliza opened her portfolio. "Let me walk you through what you'll be stepping into. Each destination has its own culture - its own customs for how women in your position are expected to serve. The Pinnacle's way of doing things won't apply. You'll need to learn theirs."

She said it the way she discussed everything - from wine pairings to the specifics of how a man preferred to be pleased. I straightened in my chair and tried to focus on the information rather than what it was doing to my body.

"Tokyo first." Eliza's nail tapped the folder. "Tanaka's estate is in Hakone, about two hours outside the city. Traditional Japanese compound - tatami rooms, hot spring baths, gardens." She slid a photograph across the glass: wooden buildings against forested mountains, steam curling from stone pools. I imagined that humidity on my bare skin, pressing against my shoulders, clinging to my inner thighs. My toes curled inside my heels before I could stop it.

"His household runs on attendants," Eliza continued. "Silk yukatas with colored obi sashes that indicate their role. Silver means full access - to all guests, at any moment, according to Tanaka's hierarchy."

"So I'd be wearing silver."

"You would. And the etiquette isn't optional. Tea service flows into bathing attendance flows into intimate service. There's no separation between pouring sake and offering your body - it's all part of the same tradition."

When Eliza said offering your body, I felt Marcus's grip tighten on my wrist - involuntary, reflexive, the way a man pats his pocket to make sure his wallet's still there.

"In Hakone, stillness is the language," Eliza said, her gaze holding mine. "Initiative reads as noise. At The Pinnacle, you can be playful, flirtatious. At Tanaka's estate, you kneel, you wait, and you let him decide when and how. The pleasure comes from your discipline, not your performance."

The image formed unbidden - my body held in place, legs parted, face composed, hands resting palm-up on my thighs while unfamiliar hands decided what to do with me. I didn't squeeze my thighs together. I sat still, practicing already, and felt something unlock inside me - the relief of not having to perform, of just being there, available, waiting.

"His personal attendant is a woman named Mei Nakamura," Eliza added. "Japanese-American, mid-twenties. She'll show you how things work. Follow her lead."

Eliza turned to the next section. "Macau. Rodrigo Vega's Golden Lotus casino."

A different photograph: a gleaming resort that blended colonial Portuguese architecture with Chinese ornamentation. Everything about it radiated excess.

"Vega hosts an annual industry gala that's part deal-making, part hedonism. The Golden Lotus runs on what they call ambassadors. Visiting representatives from partner organizations wear identifying jewelry - bracelets, pins - that mark them as accessible to VIP hosts on the casino floor."

She met my eyes. "By the time you reach Macau, you'll be wearing a Pinnacle bracelet. The Golden Lotus reads it as their ambassador marker - it tells any VIP host that you're theirs."

Any. I swallowed hard. "How many VIP hosts are we talking about?"

"That depends on the evening." Eliza's voice stayed level. "Macau is the opposite of Hakone. Vega runs on spectacle - semi-public encounters, open displays. The gala itself features ambassadors being used in alcoves adjacent to the main ballroom. It's woven into the event."

Marcus tracked the flush crawling up my neck. Beneath the table, his hand shifted from my wrist to my knee, fingers pressing into the sensitive hollow behind the bone. I forgot what I'd been about to say.

"And Singapore," Eliza said. "Daniel Chua."

Marcus withdrew his hand. The sudden absence was worse than the contact - my knee felt branded where his fingers had been. He leaned back in his chair, watching me, and the three feet of empty air between us carried more charge than any touch.

No photograph this time. Instead, Eliza described the space: a penthouse atop a Marina Bay skyscraper, walls of glass, infinity pool cantilevered over the city, minimalist luxury.

"Chua runs an invitation-only business club called the Jade Circle. Deals are sealed through what they call guest privilege - the visiting negotiator makes herself available to the host as a demonstration of trust and good faith."

I opened my mouth to ask, but Eliza was already answering.

"You don't negotiate with documents," she said. "You go there and let him take what he's asking for - because that's how he decides you're serious."

I shifted in my chair and my underwear clung damply, a reminder my body had already made its decision. Tokyo's discipline. Macau's spectacle. Singapore's glass walls with nowhere to hide.

I wasn't thinking about logistics anymore. I was imagining the weight of hands I hadn't met, the texture of unfamiliar sheets, the moment when formality would dissolve into raw, urgent need. My nipples were visible through the silk of the dress. I didn't bother trying to hide it.

Marcus released my knee and reached into his jacket. He produced a small velvet box - not the deep navy of my previous gifts, but platinum-colored, embossed with The Pinnacle's crest.

"Your credentials," he said.

Inside was a bracelet. Platinum, like the necklace and earrings, but wider - designed to sit snugly around my wrist with a hinged clasp that locked. The Pinnacle's crest was engraved on the outer surface, polished to a mirror shine. On the inner curve, I caught an inscription: Property of The Pinnacle - M. Cooper.

Marcus took the bracelet and stood, circling the table to stand behind me. The proximity of his body against my back made me straighten. His fingers were steady as he lifted my hand and clicked the platinum into place around my left wrist. The metal bit cold against my skin for exactly two seconds before my body claimed it.

"This identifies you as my ambassador," he said, his mouth close to my ear. "Any man who sees it will know two things - that you represent me, and that you're his to use on my authority."

His free hand found the base of my neck, fingers curling against my nape. The bracelet hummed against my skin, dense with implication.

"Don't disappoint me," he murmured.

"I won't, sir."

His lips grazed my temple - brief, ceremonial, a seal pressed into wax - before he returned to his seat.

"Your flight leaves tomorrow evening," Eliza said, as if Marcus hadn't just signed his name on my body. "Tokyo first, then Macau, then Singapore. Two to three days at each location. I'll have protocol notes on your tablet within the hour."

I nodded, my wrist tingling beneath the bracelet. "I'll be ready."

The briefing lasted another hour. Logistics, contacts, wardrobe requirements - Eliza covered everything while Marcus interjected with strategic observations, his hand finding reasons to touch me throughout: adjusting my collar, brushing hair from my shoulder, his palm flat against my thigh beneath the table when Eliza described Rodrigo Vega's particular appetites.

I was gathering the dossiers when the elevator chimed.

Tom Parker stepped into the villa unannounced, and my grip tightened on the folder hard enough to crease the paper. He wore a dark suit that emphasized his broad shoulders, his pale blue eyes finding me before anyone else. His dark hair was slightly disheveled - a tell I'd learned to recognize as agitation.

"Marcus," he greeted, his tone carefully neutral. "Eliza." His gaze returned to me. "Lexi."

"Tom." Marcus rose, his posture shifting. "We weren't expecting you until Thursday."

"My schedule changed." Parker's eyes hadn't left me. They dropped to the bracelet on my wrist, and a muscle jumped in his jaw. "I hear you're sending her abroad."

The possessive pronoun wasn't lost on anyone. Marcus's smile sharpened. "Lexi is representing The Pinnacle's interests across three critical markets. An extraordinary opportunity."

"An opportunity," Parker repeated flatly. His gaze traveled from the bracelet to the dossiers in my hands to Marcus's face. His attention pressed against me like a hand on my sternum - my skin prickling, something gathering behind my ribs that had nothing to do with the briefing.

Eliza stood. "Marcus, we should finalize the Tanaka documentation. Tom, I'm sure Lexi can walk you through what we've covered." She placed a hand on Marcus's arm, guiding him toward the door. "We'll be in the study."

They left, and the silence they abandoned vibrated with everything Parker wasn't saying.

"Show me," he said quietly, reaching for my wrist.

I extended my arm. His fingers closed around my hand and turned the bracelet, reading the inscription on the inner curve. His thumb pressed against Property of The Pinnacle - M. Cooper, and the muscle in his cheek jumped again.

"He's sending you alone," Parker said. "To Tanaka's estate. To Vega and Chua - men you've never met."

"It's my job, Tom."

"Don't." The word came out rough. He stepped closer, and his cologne - cedar and something darker - filled my lungs. "Don't reduce it to that."

His hand moved from my wrist to my waist, pulling me against him. The contact of his body against mine - chest to chest, his thigh pressing between my legs - jolted through me so hard my vision blurred.

"Marcus owns - "

He covered my mouth with his palm. Not gently. "Not his name. Not right now."

He didn't finish the thought. His jaw worked, swallowing whatever confession had been building, and I saw the surrender in his pale eyes a heartbeat before he broke.

Thank God.

I grabbed his lapels and pulled, rising onto my toes to meet him. His mouth crashed into mine with none of Marcus's polish - just desperate hunger and clashing teeth and the taste of bourbon on his tongue. My balance tilted but I held on, fisting the wool of his jacket while his hand shoved down the back of my dress, palm flat and scorching against bare skin, gripping the curve of my ass with a ferocity that wrenched a gasp from my throat.

He yanked my hips flush against his. I could feel every rigid inch of him pressing against my stomach through his suit, and a moan escaped into his mouth that I couldn't have suppressed if my life depended on it. No choreography, no performance - just raw, unfiltered need.

His mouth tore away to drag along my jaw, stubble scraping my chin, teeth finding the sensitive hollow below my ear with a bite that would leave a mark.

"I want you to carry this with you," he said against my neck, his voice wrecked. His hand slid around my hip, fingers pressing inward along my inner thigh through the fabric. I gasped, my spine arching, my whole body begging him to push the dress aside and -

He stopped.

His hand withdrew. His forehead dropped to mine, both of us breathing hard, his heart hammering against my chest.

"When you're in Tokyo," he said, "when you're on your knees for Tanaka or whoever the fuck else Marcus is serving you up to - I want you to remember this. What it feels like to want something you don't get."

He stepped back. I swayed without his body to hold me upright, my lips swollen, the bite below my ear stinging, a hollow craving between my hips so sharp it was almost pain.

"Tom - "

"Come back to me," he said simply. Then he turned and walked out of the briefing room, leaving me standing with my legs unsteady and the taste of him still on my tongue.

Evening came in shades of amber and violet. I'd spent the afternoon on my tablet with Eliza's protocol notes, trying to commit names and customs to memory while my body stubbornly refused to calm down. Parker's bite stung below my ear whenever I turned my head, and each shift in my chair dragged fabric against skin that was still too sensitive, reminding me how unfinished our encounter had been.

A knock at my suite door. Eliza entered carrying a garment bag and a leather case, dressed down in a silk camisole and wide-legged trousers, her feet bare. The informality was intentional - this wasn't a business visit.

"Time to prepare you properly," she said, draping the garment bag across my bed. "Tanaka has specific aesthetic preferences, and you need to meet all of them."

She unzipped the bag to reveal three yukatas in graduated colors - ivory, pale rose, and charcoal - each in heavy silk that caught the light with liquid fluidity. Beneath them lay sets of lingerie so delicate they looked like they'd dissolve at a touch.

"These are for Tokyo," she said. "Macau and Singapore are in your main luggage already. Stand up. Strip."

The command bypassed my brain entirely - my hands were already moving before the word finished leaving her mouth. I set down the tablet and stood, unclipping the dress's hidden fastening. The navy fabric parted and fell. I stepped out of it in my bra and underwear.

Eliza circled me the way she had during my very first interview in this villa, when she'd measured my waist and lingered beneath my breasts and I'd stood trembling without understanding why. I understood now. Her gaze moved the way hands did here: like permission wasn't required.

"Bra off," she said.

I unclasped it. My breasts fell free, the tips hardening the instant air hit them - or the instant Eliza's gaze did. I could no longer tell the difference. When she said inspected, my first thought should have been no. Instead I wondered if I'd blush.

Eliza unclasped the leather case. Inside lay an array of beauty products - oils, creams, a grooming kit - laid out like a jeweler's tray.

"Tanaka appreciates skin like porcelain," she said, warming oil between her palms. "Smooth, luminous, without a single imperfection."

She began at my shoulders, working the oil into my skin with firm, practiced strokes. The scent was subtle - jasmine and something clean, like rain on stone. Her hands moved down my arms, across my collarbones, then lower. Her slicked fingers traced the curve of each breast with focused attention, circling my nipples without quite touching them. My breathing stuttered.

"Sensitivity," she murmured, noting how my areolae had contracted. Her thumbs finally passed across both nipples in a single unhurried sweep. The sensation lanced through me, sharp and bright, and I inhaled audibly. "Good. Tanaka will want responsiveness. Your body needs to perform without the crutch of familiarity."

She knelt to work the oil along my legs, her fingers strong and thorough as they traveled from ankle to upper thigh. When she reached the edge of my underwear, she paused.

"Off."

I slid them down and stepped free. Eliza's gaze was unapologetic as she assessed me - freshly waxed, flushed, visibly aroused. She made no comment on the slickness she must have noticed. Instead, she oiled my hips and lower abdomen with the same ritual care, each stroke thorough and maddeningly incomplete.

"Tanaka's attendants are groomed to perfection," she said, her breath warm against my stomach. "You'll be inspected when you arrive. I want you to pass without question."

She stood, wiping her hands on a towel, and selected the ivory yukata. "Arms up."

The silk dropped over my oiled skin like a whisper. Eliza wrapped it around me, adjusting the collar to expose the right amount of collarbone, then tied a practice obi at my waist - pulling it snug so the fabric draped against my curves, the neckline gaping just enough to show the inner slopes of my breasts.

"At the estate, this is your uniform," she said, tugging the collar a fraction wider. "The obi will be silver. The meaning won't need explaining."

She stepped behind me and I felt her chin nearly resting on my shoulder, her fingers adjusting the fabric at my hip, her breath against my ear.

"You'll do beautifully," she said. Something in her voice - not quite pride, not quite hunger, but the slender space between them - made my chest tighten. "These men are going to want to devour you. And you're going to let them."

Her lips pressed against my shoulder, warm through the silk. Then she stepped back, all business again.

"Long day tomorrow. Get some rest." She gathered her things and paused at the door. "Marcus wanted me to remind you - the bracelet stays on. Always. Even in the bath. Especially in bed." Her mouth curved. "He wants them to feel the metal against their skin and know exactly whose girl is underneath them."

The door clicked shut behind her.

I stood in the center of the room for a long moment, then untied the obi. The ivory yukata slid off my shoulders and pooled on the carpet. I left it there for a moment, then crossed to the luggage rack where my open suitcase waited, the leather interior already holding the carefully folded garments for Macau and Singapore.

My skin felt like it had been turned inside out. Parker's mouth had left my lips tender, sensitive to the air. The jasmine oil Eliza had worked into my skin amplified everything - the brush of my hair against my bare shoulder, the cool draft from the vent, the sway of my own breasts as I bent to fold the ivory silk. I tucked it into the case and the platinum bracelet knocked against the metal zipper pull, a bright chime that echoed in the quiet suite.

I snapped the suitcase closed. The sound was final, sealing me into the journey.

I set my phone alarm and crawled between the sheets, the crisp cotton dragging against my sensitized skin with an intensity that made me gasp. I kept my hands flat against the mattress, denying the throb between my thighs the relief it demanded. They'd orchestrated this - Marcus with his measured touches throughout the briefing, Parker with his desperate kiss and calculated withdrawal, Eliza with her oil-slicked fingers and commands that left me aching for a release she never intended to give. They'd wound me up and left me coiled, and tomorrow evening I would carry that tension onto a plane and into a world where my body would speak a language I was only beginning to learn.

Sleep came fractured and shallow, threaded with images of steam rising from stone pools, of silk against bare skin, of unfamiliar hands positioning my hips according to rules I hadn't yet learned.

I listened to the hum of the city through the glass until the numbers on the alarm clock blurred.

Tomorrow, I would become something new.

I wasn't afraid. That was the part that frightened me.
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Chapter 2: The onsen

⚜

The car wound through mountains that looked nothing like Nevada. Steep wooded slopes carpeted in cedar and bamboo, mist clinging to the valleys, the air visible in ways desert air never was. I pressed my forehead to the cool glass and watched Japan scroll past, my pulse quickening with every kilometer that separated me from everything familiar.

The driver hadn't spoken since Narita. Two hours of highway had given way to winding mountain roads, and now we were climbing through forest so dense the light turned green and aquatic, filtering through canopy like sunlight through water.

My platinum bracelet caught the shifting light each time we rounded a curve. I'd slept with it on, as instructed - Marcus's inscription pressing against my pulse point through the fourteen-hour flight. Property of The Pinnacle - M. Cooper. The metal had warmed to my body temperature somewhere over the Pacific and now felt like part of my anatomy, a second pulse.

I'd changed into a simple navy travel dress before leaving Vegas - cotton jersey, zip-front, nothing like the structured wrap Eliza had commissioned for the briefing. Fourteen hours in first class had still creased it across the lap. A faint bruise still shadowed the skin below my ear where Parker's teeth had marked me, and my reflection in the car window looked rumpled in a way that would have made Eliza wince.

The car slowed. Stone walls appeared between the trees, ancient and mossy, curving inward toward a wooden gate. The driver spoke his first word - Tanaka - and the gate opened without any visible mechanism.

We rolled down a gravel path into a world where everything moved slower, as if the air itself followed rules. The estate spread across a manicured valley: traditional wooden buildings with swooping tile roofs connected by covered walkways, stone lanterns lining pebbled paths. Steam rose from somewhere beyond the main structure - the onsen - and my stomach tightened at the thought.

The car stopped. I stepped out into air that was cool, damp, and scented with pine and sulfur.

She was waiting at the entrance.

Mei Nakamura stood on the wooden platform at the top of three shallow steps, her posture so precisely vertical she might have been placed there by an architect. She wore a dove-gray yukata cinched with a silver obi - the significance of that color already burning in my awareness from Eliza's briefing. Her black hair was pinned in an elaborate updo that exposed the long line of her neck, and her features were fine-boned, precise, beautiful in a way that made me conscious of my own travel-crumpled state.

"Miss Matthews." Her voice was clear, American-accented, perfectly modulated. She descended the steps and offered a shallow bow. "Welcome to the Tanaka estate. I'm Mei, Tanaka-san's personal attendant. I'll be responsible for your orientation."

"Lexi," I said, extending my hand.

She looked at it for a beat, then shook it - a brief, cool grip. "Lexi." The name sounded clinical in her mouth, stripped of warmth. "Your luggage will be taken to your room. Please follow me."

I followed her across the threshold, trading my heels for slippers. The interior was hushed and immaculate - polished wood floors, paper screens filtering light into soft rectangles, the scent of tatami and sandalwood.

"The main residence," Mei narrated, gliding ahead with steps so silent the floorboards didn't sigh. "Tanaka-san's private wing is to the north. Guest quarters to the south." She slid open a screen to reveal a raked garden - silver gravel in concentric patterns around mossy boulders, a single maple burning crimson at its center. "The onsen is beyond the garden."

Steam rose through the trees, thick and constant.

"The estate runs on a daily rhythm," Mei added, closing the screen. "Afternoon tea in the pavilion. Evening bathing. Midnight tea service for Tanaka-san and whatever guests he chooses. Between those fixed points, attendants are available wherever they're needed."

She led me to a room - tatami floor, low platform bed in white linen, a lacquered chest, a window framing a single pine branch. My suitcase already sat beside the chest.

Mei opened the lacquered chest and lifted out a folded yukata in pale ivory silk. Beneath it lay a silver obi, rolled tight, gleaming in the low light.

"Your uniform for the duration of your stay." She stepped closer, close enough that I caught the scent of sandalwood from her skin, and held the silver obi between us. "This isn't decoration here. It means full availability." Her fingers tightened on the fabric. "Any guest. Any time. Any space."

My breath hitched. Her meaning settled not in my head but lower, heavy and immediate, pooling in my belly like liquid heat. Mei watched my face, reading the reaction the way a sommelier reads a swallow.

"You don't stop what you're doing when someone touches you," she continued. "You keep pouring tea. Keep walking. Keep kneeling. Your body serves even when your hands are occupied."

The image bloomed unbidden - a guest's hand beneath my obi while I held a teacup steady, my face serene, my body serving even as it burned. My nipples tightened against the cotton of my travel dress, visible enough that Mei's gaze dropped briefly to my chest before returning to my eyes.

"Undress," she said. Not a request.

The command landed in my core like a struck match. My hands were already moving - unzipping the travel dress, shrugging it off, letting it drop. Relief flooded through me as the fabric hit the floor - relief at being seen, at being commanded, at stepping into the system rather than hovering at its edge. I unclasped my bra and stepped out of my underwear, standing bare except for Marcus's jewelry: the necklace, the earrings, the bracelet.

Mei circled me once, her eyes lingering on Marcus's necklace, then the bracelet at my wrist. "The bracelet stays?"

"Always."

A fractional nod. She lifted the ivory yukata and held it open. "Arms."

I slipped into the silk. It was heavier than the practice garment Eliza had draped over me - thicker, molding to every curve rather than skimming them. Mei adjusted the collar until the neckline framed the inner slopes of my breasts, the diamond pendant catching light in the gap. Her knuckles brushed the underside of my breast as she settled the fabric, and heat traveled straight to my core.

Then the obi. She wound it around my waist from behind, pulling it snug, her knuckles pressing into the small of my back. The silver band cinched the yukata tight, sculpting the silk against my bust and emphasizing the flare of my hips. When she stepped back, her mouth softened almost imperceptibly - acknowledgment. I looked like something this estate had been expecting.

"Tea is served in the pavilion in twenty minutes," she said. "That will be your introduction to the household."

The garden pavilion was open-sided, cedar-roofed, set at the garden's edge. Late afternoon light slanted through the pines. Three men were already seated on cushions around a low table - two Japanese guests in dark yukatas, one European in a linen suit who looked profoundly uncomfortable on the floor.

I knelt where Mei indicated, tucking my legs beneath me, the silk pooling around my thighs. Mei took her position to my left - spine straight, hands palm-up on her knees, chin level. I mirrored her as closely as I could.

A younger woman entered carrying a lacquered tray. Yuki - I recognized her from Eliza's protocol notes. Petite, round-faced, with a pixie cut that framed full lips and wide dark eyes. Her yukata was a soft peach, and the silver at her waist glinted as she knelt between the two Japanese guests and began the tea service with movements so fluid they looked choreographed. The men accepted their tea without acknowledging her beyond the briefest nod.

Then the older Japanese guest - silver-haired, heavyset, reading a tablet - reached sideways without looking up and slid his hand beneath Yuki's obi. His palm settled on her thigh, fingers pressing inward, parting her knees through the silk. Yuki's posture didn't change. His fingers moved higher, disappearing beneath her yukata, and her eyelids fluttered - once, delicately - before her expression resettled into serenity.

She continued pouring tea with his hand between her legs.

Heat flared between my own thighs, sudden and startling, a pulse of arousal so sharp I felt myself clench on nothing. My nipples peaked against the heavy silk, the fabric dragging across the sensitive tips with each shallow breath. I kept my hands pressed to my knees, face still, but my heartbeat had tripled and the ivory yukata felt like a dare - a thin, beautiful barrier that meant nothing at all.

The European guest's gaze had drifted to me. Without ceremony, he reached across and rested his palm on my knee, fingers settling against my inner thigh through the silk. The contact sent a bolt up my spine. His hand was warm, unhurried, his thumb tracing a slow circle on the soft skin just above my knee. Testing. My body screamed to shift, to press toward the touch or away from it - anything but stillness. I locked my muscles. Breathed through my nose. Held.

His hand stayed for what felt like minutes - a casual claim, his attention already back on his tea, my thigh just another surface in a room full of surfaces designed for contact. When he finally withdrew, I exhaled so carefully it didn't move the silk.

Mei hadn't turned her head, but I felt her awareness of the exchange. A fractional tilt of her chin - approval, or something close to it.

This is the language here. This is how it works.

"Miss Matthews."

The voice came from behind me. I turned my head carefully and found Hideki Tanaka at the pavilion's edge, hands clasped behind his back. Charcoal yukata, no obi - just a simple cord belt - silver hair swept back from a face that was all angles and quiet authority. His dark eyes rested on me with the patient attention of someone examining a painting they hadn't decided to purchase.

"Tanaka-san." I began to rise but Mei's hand pressed lightly on my knee. Stay kneeling. I bowed my head instead.

"Welcome to my home." His English was precise, lightly accented. He descended the single step into the pavilion and stopped an arm's length from where I knelt. His gaze traveled from my face to the platinum at my throat, down the line of the obi at my waist, to the bracelet on my wrist - new since our last meeting. He studied the Pinnacle crest the way he might study a maker's mark on porcelain.

"You performed well in Las Vegas," he said. "But my estate operates by different principles than Marcus's villa."

"I'm here to learn them."

A ghost of amusement crossed his features. "Good. At The Pinnacle you were charming. Responsive. Very much Marcus's creation." His gaze held mine. "I'm interested in whether there's something quieter beneath that."

He looked at me for a long moment - not at my body, but at something behind my eyes. I held the gaze, my hands motionless on my knees, every nerve alert. At The Pinnacle - at our first meeting - I would have offered a smile, shifted my weight to show my curves, leaned into the attention. Here, I kept still. I let him look.

Tanaka turned to Mei and said something in Japanese. Mei bowed.

"Mei will prepare you," he said. "The protocols here bear no resemblance to what you experienced in Las Vegas." He paused. "I look forward to seeing whether you can adapt."

He left the way he'd arrived - unhurried, contained, leaving the air slightly cooler in his wake.

Beside me, Yuki poured a fresh cup of tea with the guest's hand still resting between her thighs. I thought of the wetness that had gathered between my own legs while I'd sat perfectly still.

I'd passed. Barely.

Evening settled over the estate like a held breath. Paper lanterns along the paths flickered to life as the garden vanished into shadow. Mei appeared at my door in a fresh yukata - midnight blue, the silver gleaming at her waist - her expression softened by a fraction.

"The onsen," she said. "It's time."

I followed her along a stone path through bamboo and mossy boulders. The path opened onto a natural hot spring enclosed by rock on three sides, the fourth giving way to forested mountains dissolving into dusk. The water was a deep mineral blue, lit from below by submerged lanterns. Smooth stone ledges surrounded the pool, and folded towels waited on a shelf beside bottles of oil.

We were alone.

Mei untied her obi and shrugged the yukata from her shoulders in a single motion, stepping free without ceremony. Slender, willowy, small breasts with dark nipples, narrow waist - the kind of delicate frame that made every movement look deliberate. Her hair came down in a practiced sweep, cascading to her shoulder blades, black against pale skin.

She looked at me, waiting.

I untied my own obi, fumbling slightly with the knot. The silver silk unwound and the ivory fabric parted, pooling at my feet. Standing naked in the steam, I felt cool mountain air on my bare skin while the water's heat reached upward, dampening my thighs. Marcus's metal stayed - the diamond warm between my collarbones, the bracelet cold against my wrist.

Mei descended the rough-hewn steps into the water. She sank to her shoulders and her whole body loosened - a brief, involuntary sigh, eyes closing, lips parting - before she caught herself and straightened.

"Come in slowly," she said. "Let your body adjust."

I followed her down. The water was hotter than I expected - almost at the limit of tolerance, liquid velvet that gripped my calves and kept climbing. By the time it reached my hips, the mineral heat had dissolved the fourteen hours of flight and the nervous tension I'd been carrying since Vegas. I sank to my shoulders and the moan that escaped me was genuine and unguarded.

Mei's eyes tracked the sound. Her gaze snagged on me - unguarded for the first time, something raw flickering behind her eyes before the trained stillness reasserted itself.

"Tanaka-san values stillness," she said, reaching for a soft cloth and a bottle of something fragrant. She moved closer, the water parting around her waist. "Your body must learn to receive without reacting." Her hand settled at my hip - steadying. Commanding. "At The Pinnacle, you can move. You can show it. Here, you hold it. You let the pleasure build without letting it spill over."

She pressed the cloth to my shoulder and began washing me with slow, thorough strokes - yuzu and cedar, sharp and clean. Her hands moved along my arm, lifting it from the water, running the cloth from wrist to shoulder.

"How long have you been with Tanaka?" I asked.

"Three years." She guided my other arm up and repeated the motion. "I was recruited from a hospitality program in San Francisco. I thought I was applying for a hotel management position." A faint, rueful smile. "The job description was... incomplete."

"And you stayed."

"I stayed." Her hands moved to my back, the cloth tracing my spine. "The estate is beautiful. Tanaka-san is demanding but fair. The work..." She paused, her fingers stilling between my shoulder blades. "The work suits me. It requires precision. Control." A beat. "Pinnacle girls get to be charming. Here, the standard is different."

The edge in her voice was slight - a flicker of comparison, of territory marked. I filed it away.

"It sounds lonely," I said.

The word landed differently than I'd intended. Mei's hands resumed their motion, but slower, and when she circled around to face me, the cool distance in her eyes had thawed. She looked at me - really looked - and I saw something beneath the practiced calm that I recognized. The same thing I'd felt during my first weeks at The Pinnacle, before Marcus's touch had become familiar. Isolation dressed up as discipline.

"It can be," she said quietly.

She set the cloth aside. Her bare hands took its place, and the shift from fabric to skin changed the entire register of the touch. She washed my collarbone with her fingers, tracing the chain of Marcus's necklace, then lower - her palms cupping each breast, lifting them gently, thumbs sweeping across my nipples with a slowness that turned clinical attention into something unmistakably intimate. My nipples hardened instantly, and her thumbs lingered, circling with steady pressure.

"Tanaka-san will test you tonight," she murmured, her eyes on her own hands. "He'll want to see how long you can hold still while your body begs you to move."

Her fingers trailed down my stomach beneath the water, tracing the crease of my hip, and my breathing had gone shallow, my lips parted. She slid lower, featherlight, tracing the inside of my thigh with just her fingertips.

"Show me," she said.

Her fingers found me.

The first touch was gentle - two fingers parting me, settling against my clit with barely enough pressure to register. But the heat of the water had made every nerve raw, and even that light contact sent a bolt through my core. My hips jerked forward involuntarily.

"Still," Mei whispered. "Hold."

I locked my body. My hands gripped the stone ledge behind me, knuckles white, thighs trembling with the effort of not pushing into her touch. Mei's fingers began to move - slow circles, unhurried, maddening in their precision. She knew exactly where to press, exactly how much force to withhold, and the effect was devastating. Pleasure built inside me like water behind a dam, heavy and relentless.

"Here, the show is your stillness," she said, her voice low and instructive, her fingers never faltering. "The more you ache and the less you move, the more powerful it becomes."

I was trembling. Her fingers pressed firmer, circling my clit with a rhythm that was pulling me toward the edge with ruthless patience. The hot water lapped at my breasts with each shudder I couldn't quite suppress, the steam wrapping around us like a second skin.

"Please," I breathed.

"Not yet." But her own voice had roughened, and when I opened my eyes I found her watching me with an intensity that had nothing to do with coaching. Her pupils were wide, her lips parted, and her free hand had come to rest on my hip - steadying me or steadying herself, I couldn't tell.

She added a third finger, sliding lower, pushing two inside me while her thumb took over the circling pressure on my clit. The stretch, the fullness, the relentless thumb - I cried out, my back arching against the stone. Mei's mouth was suddenly at my throat, her lips hot against my pulse point, and the sensation of her breath and her fingers and the scalding water surrounding us crested and broke.

I came with a force that buckled my knees. The orgasm rolled through me in long, shuddering waves, and Mei held me through it - her fingers curling inside me, coaxing every last tremor, her mouth pressing against my jaw.

"Good," she whispered against my skin. "That's the release. Now imagine holding that back for ten minutes while someone watches."

I laughed breathlessly, my forehead dropping against her shoulder. Her skin was slick and hot, her body pressed against mine in the water, and the formality between us had dissolved so completely it was hard to believe it had existed an hour ago.

"Your turn," I said.

Mei pulled back, and for a moment I saw the resistance - the reflex to resume the teacher role, her jaw setting, her shoulders squaring. I didn't let it. I cupped her face with both hands and kissed her.

She went rigid for a heartbeat. Then her mouth opened under mine, and the sound she made - a small, startled hum of surrender - undid something in my chest. She kissed me back with a hunger that contradicted every composed gesture she'd made since I arrived. Her tongue slid against mine and I tasted mineral water and something sweeter, her hands gripping my shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

I guided her backward to the pool's edge, easing her up onto the stone ledge, parting her thighs. The cool air hit her wet skin and she shivered, goosebumps racing up her stomach when I pressed my mouth below her navel and kissed downward.

"Lexi - " The word came out unsteady.

I kissed the inside of her thigh, tasting the mineral water on her skin, feeling the fine muscles jump beneath my lips. Then I lowered my mouth to her.

Mei's breath hitched - sharp, betrayed - and her fingers dug into my shoulders like she needed something solid. Her hips bucked against my face and the moan that tore from her throat was raw, unperformed, nothing like the serene control she'd maintained all afternoon. I licked slowly at first - long strokes with the flat of my tongue, learning her - and she responded to every variation. When I focused on her clit with quick, circling pressure, her fingers twisted in my wet hair. When I slid my tongue inside her, her thighs clamped around my head and a stream of breathless Japanese escaped her that I didn't need to translate.

I worked her until her whole body was shaking, her heels pressed against my back. She came against my tongue with a broken cry that echoed off the stone - a sound that cracked her voice open and exposed everything she kept hidden beneath the obi and the perfect posture.

I gentled my mouth and kept going, slower, softer, until she pulled me up by my hair and kissed me hard enough to taste herself on my lips.

"Out of the water," she gasped. "The stone."

We climbed out onto wide, flat stones bordering the pool. The rock was warm - heated from below by the same geothermal source feeding the spring - smooth, worn by centuries of water and wind. The night air was cool on our wet skin, the contrast making every nerve sing.

Mei pulled me down beside her and rolled on top of me, her slender body pressing mine against the heated rock. She kissed me deeply, her wet hair falling across my face, her thigh sliding between mine and pressing upward with deliberate force. I groaned into her mouth, my hips grinding against her thigh, the friction sending sparks through every nerve the hot water had sensitized.

She shifted, straddling my thigh, and the drag of her slick heat against my leg pulled a ragged sound from both of us. I tried to rise into her - but Mei's hand snapped to my sternum, pinning me flat.

"Still," she breathed, her own thigh rocking against me with torturous precision. "Receive."

The command vibrated through me. I locked my muscles, gripping the rough edge of the rock, fighting the urge to arch into her while she rolled her hips in slow, deliberate circles. Her wetness spread across my thigh, mingling with mineral water and sweat until every sliding inch was slick and gliding. The stone held heat beneath my spine as she increased the pressure, her small breasts swaying with each roll, her thighs trembling where they bracketed mine. I held still and the restraint made every sensation double, triple, each grind of her body an earthquake I absorbed without moving. Her face was unguarded, eyes glazed, lips parted around breaths that came faster and sharper, until the friction built into something relentless and white-hot.

"Turn over," I breathed.

She did, and I moved down her body, trailing my mouth across her breasts, biting gently at each nipple until she arched off the rock. I moved lower with my fingers this time, two inside her while my tongue worked her clit with fast, focused strokes. Her voice broke into fragments - my name, Japanese words, sounds beyond language.

I brought her over the edge and kept my fingers moving, curling upward, pressing into the spot that made her thighs shake. She came again almost immediately, her whole body seizing, her back arching off the stone in a rigid bow.

When she finally pulled me up, her eyes were wet.

"I didn't - " She stopped, swallowed, tried again. "Nobody has - "

"I know," I said. Because I did. I recognized the look - the stunned gratitude of someone who'd been serving so long they'd forgotten they could receive.

She kissed me softly. Then she pushed me onto my back and straddled my face with a directness that made my heart slam. Her knees pressed into the warm basalt on either side of my head, and the weight of her settled against my mouth - slick, hot, the taste of minerals and her own arousal coating my tongue. I gripped her thighs and pulled her down harder, licking upward in long strokes, finding her clit and sucking it between my lips with steady, rhythmic pressure.

Mei braced her hands on the stone above me, her hair falling forward to tickle my stomach as she lowered her mouth between my legs. Her breath was hot against my inner thigh for one suspended moment, and then her tongue was on me - working my clit with the same ruthless precision she'd used in the water. I groaned against her flesh and doubled my efforts, flicking my tongue rapidly while she sucked me with desperate, open-mouthed hunger.

She pushed two fingers inside me - deep, sudden, curling to press the spot that made my hips jerk off the stone. The stretch was exquisite, her fingers relentless, thrusting in a rhythm that matched her tongue. I matched her, sliding two fingers into her tight heat, feeling her clamp down. We moved in tandem - her mouth sucking while her fingers stroked deep, my tongue circling her clit while my fingers worked her from below, both of us thrusting and gasping into each other's flesh.

The sensations layered - the wet heat of her grinding against my face, the firm pressure of her tongue between my legs, the drag of her knuckles inside me hitting exactly right with each thrust. I lost track of where giving ended and receiving began. The tension built in her thighs, a tremor that matched the tightening coil in my own stomach, both of us shaking with fingers curled and mouths working and ragged breaths muffled against each other's skin.

My orgasm hit first, ripping through me so hard I cried out against her. The vibration pushed Mei over a second later, her thighs clenching around my head, her voice ragged and raw in the mountain air.

We collapsed side by side, breathing hard, bodies tangled and slick. Above the rock walls of the onsen, stars were appearing in a sky so deep it looked cut from black glass.

Mei's head rested on my chest. Her fingers traced the platinum chain at my throat, following it down to where the diamond pendant sat between my breasts.

"He'll summon you tonight," she said quietly. Her voice had settled into something new - not the formal coolness of the afternoon, not the desperate sounds of moments ago, but something between them. Intimate. Real. "After the midnight tea. Yuki will come to your room."

"What should I expect?"

"He'll want to understand your body - what it does, how it responds. He won't rush." She paused. "There will be a test. He'll ask you to hold a position - presenting, still, exposed - and he'll watch. Not touching. Just watching. The longer you hold, the more he trusts you."

I thought of her hand pressing me down against the heated rock while her body ground against mine, teaching me through my skin what words couldn't reach. "Thank you. For teaching me."

She lifted her head and looked at me. In the lantern light, with her hair loose, she looked younger, softer - more like the San Francisco girl she'd been before Tanaka's world shaped her.

"Thank you for listening," she said. And I understood what she meant - not the lesson about stillness, but the loneliness, the sounds I'd pulled from her that no one in this household had bothered to draw out.

We lay on the smooth ledge until the sweat cooled and the night settled over the mountains. Then Mei sat up, gathered her hair, and twisted it into a quick, practiced knot at her nape. She helped me back into my yukata, retied the obi, and walked me to my room through the lantern-lit garden.

At my door, she paused. "He'll test you, Lexi. But you're ready." Her fingers brushed my cheek - a gesture so quick and light it might have been imagined. "I'll see you in the morning."

The screen slid shut. I sat on the edge of the low bed, the silk clinging to my still-damp skin, and pressed my fingers against my lips. I could taste the mineral water. I could taste her.

Through the paper screen, the estate breathed its nightly rhythms - a distant splash from the onsen, the faint note of a shamisen from Tanaka's wing. This world was nothing like The Pinnacle's chrome-and-glass theatricality. It was older, quieter, and it demanded something I'd never been asked to give before - not performance, but presence. Not spectacle, but surrender.

The platinum bracelet gleamed on my wrist. Marcus's claim, carried halfway around the world into a place where a different man would test its meaning. My body still thrummed from Mei's touch, but the ache I'd carried since Parker's kiss had been replaced by something steadier. Readiness - bone-deep and certain.

I smoothed the silver sash at my waist, feeling its weight settle against my hips like an answer to a question I was only beginning to understand.

I was ready to be still.


⚜




Chapter 3: Tanaka's chambers

⚜

The knock came at twenty past midnight.

I'd been sitting on the edge of the low bed since the distant sound of porcelain and quiet conversation had drifted through the estate's north wing - the midnight tea service Mei had described. Those sounds had faded only minutes ago, the last murmur of voices dissolving into the estate's late rhythms: the creak of old timber contracting in the cool mountain air, the occasional splash from the onsen where someone was bathing in the dark. My yukata was freshly tied, the silver obi snug against ivory silk, my skin still faintly scented with the mineral water from Mei's lesson.

The screen slid open. Yuki stood in the corridor, a paper lantern held low, its light casting warm shadows across her round face. Her peach yukata was slightly disheveled, her pixie-cut hair tousled, her cheeks flushed in a way that suggested she'd been attending to someone before coming to fetch me. She didn't seem bothered by it - her expression was bright, almost playful, a world apart from Mei's careful composure.

"Tanaka-san," she said simply, and beckoned.

I rose and followed her down the covered walkway, slippers whispering against the polished wood. The garden was a dark landscape of shapes - the maple a black silhouette, the raked gravel pale as bone under a sliver of moon. Yuki moved quickly, her lantern bobbing, leading me toward the north wing that Mei had pointed out during the tour. Tanaka's private quarters.

We stopped before a heavy wooden door set into a stone wall. Yuki slid it open, bowed, and gestured me through. I left my slippers at the threshold and stepped onto the tatami in bare feet.

The room was spare and exquisite. Tatami floor, a single scroll painting on the far wall - ink mountains dissolving into mist - and a low platform bed broader than the one in my guest room, its dark cedar frame dressed in white linen. A lacquered table held a crystal tumbler of whisky, half full, ice glinting in the amber, and a single reading lamp cast a pool of warm light. The ceiling was high, dark wood, and the night pressed against paper screens on two sides.

Tanaka sat in a low chair beside the table, one leg crossed over the other, the whisky in his hand. He'd changed from the formal charcoal yukata into a simple black robe, loosely tied. His silver hair was combed back, and in the lamplight his face was all sharp planes and deep-set eyes that watched me the way a calligrapher watches the brush before it touches paper.

"Close the door, Yuki," he said without looking away from me. "Then wait."

The heavy wood slid shut. I heard Yuki's footsteps retreat to some adjacent room - close enough to summon, far enough to be invisible.

"Kneel."

The word landed like a blade drawn from its sheath - sudden, clean, irreversible. Yes. I lowered myself to the tatami in a single motion, tucking my legs beneath me, palms open on my thighs the way Mei had taught me. The silk settled around my knees, the obi pulling taut across my ribs. My pulse was loud in my ears, and beneath it - relief. Relief at being told exactly what to be.

Tanaka studied me. The silence stretched. He lifted the tumbler and sipped, his gaze traveling from my face to the diamond at my throat, down the neckline of the yukata where the inner curves of my breasts showed in the lamplight, to my hands resting open on the silver fabric.

"You were responsive in Las Vegas," he said. "Charming. Very much Marcus's creation." He paused. "Your body speaks before your mouth does."

"Is that a compliment?"

The corner of his mouth shifted - barely. "It's an observation. Marcus builds spectacles - and you performed beautifully in his." Tanaka set the whisky down and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "But I'm not interested in performance, Lexi. I'm interested in something quieter."

"Obedience," I said.

"Presence." He corrected me the way a professor corrects a promising student - not unkindly, but exactly. "Any woman can kneel when she's told. What interests me is whether your body understands why."

He extended his hand - palm down, fingers loose. An instruction without words. I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his knuckles, feeling the dry warmth of his skin, the prominent veins beneath. He smelled of sandalwood and whisky and something astringent, like cedar smoke.

"Come closer."

I rose from my knees and moved to him, kneeling again between his parted legs. The position placed my face level with his chest, the black robe falling open enough to reveal the lean, corded frame beneath. His palm came to rest on the crown of my head - a gesture of ownership so casual it bypassed every thought I had. My pulse dropped low and heavy.

"Open it," he said, looking down at me.

My fingers found the sash of his robe and pulled the knot free. The fabric parted, and I leaned forward and took him in my mouth.

Mei's lesson lived in my muscles. I moved slowly - not the eager, rhythmic bobbing I might have offered at The Pinnacle, but something receptive and attentive, letting him set the tempo. His hand stayed on my head, fingers threading through my hair, directing the cadence with steady pressure. Deeper. Hold. Withdraw. Deeper again. My jaw ached with the exacting pace, but the ache was its own pleasure - the discipline of it humming in my body like a held note.

His breathing changed - a slight quickening, a tightening of his fingers against my scalp. I followed every signal, adjusting my mouth to match, my tongue working the underside of his shaft with each slow descent. Saliva gathered and slicked my lips, my chin, but I didn't wipe it away. The messiness was part of the offering.

After several minutes he pulled me off with a gentle tug at my hair. I sat back on my heels, lips swollen, breathing hard. His expression hadn't changed - the same unhurried scrutiny - but something in his posture had loosened. A notch of tension released.

"Good," he said. "You listen with your mouth." He leaned back, one arm along the chair's edge. "Now. Stand. Remove the yukata."

I stood and untied the silver obi, letting it uncoil from my waist. The silk parted and slipped from my shoulders, pooling around my feet on the tatami. I stood bare except for Marcus's jewelry - the necklace, the earrings, the bracelet catching lamplight at my wrist. My skin tightened in the room's cool air, every nerve sharpened by what had just happened and what I knew was coming.

Tanaka let his gaze settle on me the way it had settled on the scroll painting - patient, possessive, taking inventory of every line and shadow.

"Turn."

I turned slowly, letting him see all of me. The curve of my waist, the flare of my hips, the long line of my legs. When I faced away from him, I heard the faint clink of ice in his tumbler.

"Stop. Stay there."

I stopped, my back to him.

"Feet apart. Hands behind your head."

I shifted my feet to shoulder width and raised my arms, lacing my fingers at the base of my skull. The position arched my spine, pushed my breasts forward into empty air, exposed the full length of my torso. I felt his gaze on my back like lamplight concentrated through glass - warming, inescapable.

"Hold that."

He said nothing more. Behind me, I heard him settle into the chair, the creak of wood, then nothing at all. The silence expanded until it filled the room.

I held.

The first minute was manageable. By the second, my shoulders burned. By the third, my thighs trembled with the effort of keeping my feet planted, and I wanted the ache to be part of what I offered - wanted him to see me keep it. Cool air moved across my skin, and every inch of my exposed body hummed with awareness - the weight of my breasts lifted by the position, the vulnerability of my spine curved and open, the dampness gathering between my legs that I couldn't hide and wasn't meant to. The flush spreading across my chest, the tightening of my nipples, the slickness I could feel on my inner thighs - all of it visible, all of it offered.

I fixed my eyes on the edge of the screen frame and breathed through my nose. My arms trembled. A bead of sweat traced my spine. The air against the wetness between my thighs was a constant, maddening awareness that I couldn't shut out.

Then: the soft sound of a tumbler being set down. The whisper of fabric. Footsteps on tatami, and the heat of his body behind me - close, not touching, his breath against my shoulder.

"Your body tells the truth," he said, and there was warmth in his voice that hadn't been there before - a crack in the austerity, like light finding its way through a shoji screen. "Marcus was right to send you."

His hand found the curve of my hip. The contact after so long without touch snapped my breath short, and my hips answered before I did - a shudder rolling through me, my whole body trembling at the relief of being touched.

"Down," he murmured.

He pressed me forward onto the low bed. I went to my hands and knees, then lower at the weight of his palm between my shoulder blades - chest against the cool linen, hips raised, face turned to the side. The position was more exposed than anything Mei had shown me, my body offered and waiting, and the surrender of it flooded through me, thick and warm as lacquer.

Tanaka knelt behind me. His hand traced the line of my spine from nape to tailbone, taking his time, as if committing the terrain to memory. His fingers dipped between my thighs, parting me, and the sound that tore from my throat was raw and startled - needy, stripped of everything but wanting.

He entered me in a single slow stroke.

The breath left my body. He took his time where Marcus would have made a show of it, filling me with a patience that demanded I feel every inch. His hands gripped my hips - firm but not bruising - and he began to move with a cadence closer to meditation than performance.

Slow. Deep. A pause at the apex where I felt impossibly full, my inner walls clenching around him, my fingers twisting in the sheets. Then withdrawal, just as even, until I whimpered at the emptiness. Then again, deeper, the angle shifting to drag against the spot that made my thighs shake.

I buried my face in the linen and fought to keep my body from chasing him. The pleasure was building from somewhere deeper than Mei's touch had reached - not the sharp, electric pleasure of the onsen, but something low and layered, spreading through me the way heat settles into tatami - quiet, inevitable, reaching everywhere.

His tempo never faltered. That was what undid me - the absolute refusal to rush, the restraint that turned each stroke into its own event, each withdrawal into a clean, aching hollow I couldn't bear. My body tried to push back against him, to chase what he was withholding, and his hand pressed firmly between my shoulder blades, pinning me flat.

"Receive," he said. The same word Mei had used on the heated rock, and from his lips it carried the weight of commandment.

I yielded. Stopped fighting the pace, stopped trying to accelerate what my body was screaming for, and simply let the pleasure arrive on his terms. The shift was immediate and total. With my resistance gone, every sensation doubled - the slide of his skin against mine, the press of his thighs behind mine, the stretch and fullness and the unbearable sweetness of being held at the brink without being allowed to fall.

He shifted, pulling me upright so my back pressed against his chest. One arm came around to cup my breast, thumb circling my nipple, while his hips maintained their relentless stroke from behind. His other hand turned the platinum bracelet on my wrist - a deliberate touch, his thumb pressing against the engraved crest, reminding both of us whose ambassador he was unwrapping. My head fell back against his shoulder and I was moaning in a continuous stream, my body no longer mine but something he was tuning with meticulous attention.

A quiet command in Japanese.

The door slid open and Yuki entered, barefoot, her peach yukata loosened at the collar. She moved to the bed with easy familiarity, unsurprised by what she found. Her dark eyes met mine, warm and unguarded, and she grinned - quick and conspiratorial, as if we were sharing a secret. Then she untied her obi and let the peach silk slide from her shoulders to the tatami, baring soft curves and full breasts that caught the lamplight. Her expression softened into focus.

Tanaka eased me forward again, settling me back onto all fours. His stroke never broke. Yuki climbed onto the bed and slid beneath me on her back, positioning herself so her face rested directly below where Tanaka's body joined mine. Her breath was warm against my inner thighs.

She tilted her head up and her tongue found me.

A sharp, broken noise tore out of me before I could swallow it. Yuki's mouth pressed against where Tanaka moved inside me, her tongue working my clit with fast, practiced strokes while he continued his deep, implacable thrusts. The dual sensation - his fullness and her focused, fluttering tongue - converged in my core like two brushstrokes meeting on the same silk. My arms buckled and I caught myself on my elbows, my face inches from the linen, everything outside their two points of contact ceasing to exist.

Yuki's hands gripped my thighs, holding me open, her tongue unwavering. She hummed against me - a small, pleased vibration that told me she was enjoying this, that bringing me apart was its own reward. Her fingers drummed a playful rhythm against my thigh, absurdly cheerful for the moment, pure Yuki. Tanaka's tempo increased by the smallest degree, and my body registered it like a crack spreading through porcelain. The combination was devastating: his unsparing depth, her pinpoint pressure, and between them my body suspended in a state of escalating pleasure that had nowhere to go but through me.

The first orgasm broke without warning - a silent, full-body seizure that locked every muscle and blanked my vision. Tanaka didn't pause. Yuki didn't stop. They held me in the heat of it, his thrusts carrying me through the aftershocks while her tongue gentled but never withdrew, and before the first crest had fully receded I felt the second one building, heavier, deeper.

Yuki shifted her angle, sucking my clit between her lips with firm, rhythmic pressure. Tanaka's grip on my hips tightened, his thrusts gaining just enough force to seat himself fully with each stroke. I was sobbing into the sheets, my fingers clawing the linen, the platinum bracelet scraping against the fabric.

The next one rolled through me heavier and wider - slow, inescapable, pulling sensation from every extremity toward my center and detonating there. I cried out, my voice raw, and felt Yuki moan against me, the vibration adding another layer to the overwhelming cascade.

"Good girl," Tanaka said behind me, his voice roughened for the first time. The praise pierced me deeper than any touch.

He withdrew slowly, and the emptiness was a physical ache. Yuki slid out from beneath me, her lips glistening, her cheeks flushed, and Tanaka repositioned - drawing Yuki onto her hands and knees beside me, her shoulder touching mine. He entered her with the same ceremonial patience, and Yuki's eyes fluttered shut, a soft moan escaping her parted lips.

I watched them, my body still trembling with aftershocks. Tanaka caught my eye and nodded toward Yuki. The instruction was clear. I shifted lower and slipped my hand between Yuki's thighs, finding her clit, circling it while Tanaka moved inside her. She grabbed my wrist and held on, her breath fracturing into sharp gasps, her body rocking between his thrusts and my fingers.

Then Tanaka withdrew from Yuki with a final slow stroke. He eased her forward and turned me back into position - onto my elbows, hips raised, knees wide on the low bed. Yuki slid down between my thighs without being told, settling face-up beneath me once more, her mouth finding me again with eager accuracy. Tanaka entered me once more, and the return of that fullness after the brief absence made me cry out so loudly that Yuki gripped my thighs harder, steadying me, her fingers kneading the muscle with a reassurance that was pure Yuki - warm, instinctive, unscripted.

This was what he'd been building toward. Once we settled there, he didn't let it break.

His stroke found its fullest depth - long, rolling drives that pressed me down onto Yuki's mouth with each thrust. She adapted, her tongue matching his timing, licking upward on each withdrawal to circle my clit as the head of his cock dragged against the spot inside me that made my vision white out. The synchronization was obliterating. I existed only at the junction of their attention, my body a conduit for sensation so intense it stopped being separate impulses and became one continuous thing - building, layering, tightening like silk drawn through a closing fist.

His breath roughened behind me. Yuki's fingers tightened on my thighs. The lamp hummed softly in the corner, and I couldn't tell if it had been seconds or an eternity. The room had narrowed to the triangle of our bodies - his controlled power, her devoted mouth, my body taking all of it. The last one arrived differently - not a break but a slow climb, a tightening that started in my toes and wound upward, clenching every muscle in sequence until it reached my core and detonated. I screamed into the sheets, my body convulsing, and Tanaka finally broke his own restraint, his thrusts accelerating, his breath harsh above me.

He pulled out at the last moment. Warmth streaked across the small of my back, tracing the curve of my spine - a deliberate placement, precise and aesthetic, as considered as everything else he did. His hand rested on my hip while his breathing steadied, and his thumb traced a slow arc across my skin - an unguarded gesture, almost tender, gone before I could be sure I hadn't imagined it.

Yuki slid from beneath me and appeared at my side with warm cloths. She cleaned my back with gentle, practiced hands, her touch so tender after the intensity of what we'd just shared that my eyes burned. She wiped my thighs, pressed the warm cloth against my still-throbbing center with a gentleness that made me shudder, then folded the cloths and set them aside. She pressed a quick kiss to my shoulder - bright, spontaneous - and squeezed my hand.

Tanaka had moved to his chair. The whisky was back in his hand, and when I raised my head from the sheets, my mind still swimming through a fog of sensation, his expression had changed. The austerity was still there, but layered beneath it - warmth. Not quite affection, but recognition. The look of a man who had found what he was testing for.

"Tell Marcus," he said, "that the terms of our partnership are acceptable."

I tried to push myself upright. My arms didn't cooperate right away - they shook, and I had to brace a palm against the linen before I could sit. My breathing was still uneven, my voice smaller than I meant it to be when I found it.

"The terms - "

"Were never in question." The tumbler turned once in his hand. "What I needed to know was whether Marcus understood the kind of trust our collaboration requires. Contracts are paper. You - " his gaze held mine, " - are proof that he's willing to offer something he values."

My throat tightened. So this was the proof - no paperwork, no pitch. Just me, taking his rules into my body and not flinching. The realization settled through me like something physical, warm and heavy in my chest.

"Thank you, Tanaka-san," I said, and meant it in every register the words could carry.

He nodded. "Mei will see you off in the morning. You've honored the estate's traditions." A pause, and something close to dry humor surfaced in his expression. "Marcus would be insufferable if he could see how well you adapted. I'll spare him the details and simply recommend he never send anyone else."

Yuki helped me into my yukata, retying the silver obi with quick fingers, smoothing the silk over my hips. At the door, she pressed a warm kiss to my cheek and squeezed my hand.

I walked back to my room through the darkened garden, the stone lanterns extinguished now, navigating by moonlight and the memory of the path. My body carried the weight of what had happened - a pleasant heaviness in my limbs, a lingering tenderness between my thighs, the phantom sensation of Tanaka's hands on my hips and Yuki's mouth against me.

The estate was silent. Even the onsen had stilled, its steam drifting into a sky thick with stars. I slid open my screen, stepped inside, and sank onto the low bed without undressing.

Marcus's bracelet pressed cool against my wrist. I turned it, reading the inscription by moonlight: Property of The Pinnacle - M. Cooper. But the body wearing it had been reshaped by a different hand tonight - molded by patience and ritual into something quieter, deeper than what I'd been when I arrived.

Tomorrow, Macau. Rodrigo Vega's world of spectacle and excess - the opposite of everything Hakone had taught me. But I would carry this discipline with me like an anchor, a secret stillness beneath whatever performance the Golden Lotus required.

I turned my face into the pillow and breathed in cedar and the fading trace of sandalwood.

For the first time since leaving Vegas, I slept without dreaming.


⚜




Chapter 4: Macau nights

⚜

The Golden Lotus announced itself from the airport road.

Our car traced the Cotai strip past a parade of casinos - each one louder, taller, more aggressively lit than the last - but Rodrigo Vega's resort occupied its own headland along the waterfront, cream-and-terracotta colonnades rising beneath pagoda rooflines edged with neon, a porte-cochere wide enough to swallow a fleet. After Hakone's whispered restraint, the sheer volume of the place hit like stepping from a library into a nightclub. Even through the car window I could feel the tropics pressing in - dense, salt-tinged, alive - and the light from the cascading fountain out front turned my skin gold.

Mei sat beside me in the back seat, her legs crossed at the ankle, a single loose strand fallen free from her updo. Tanaka had sent her as his liaison for the Macau leg - his observer, not my protector. Marcus's "alone" meant no Pinnacle safety net, no one to step in if I stumbled. Mei was Tanaka's eyes, not my shield. But I suspected he also wanted someone familiar to anchor me. She wore a fitted black dress with a mandarin collar, her hair pinned in the same elegant updo she'd worn at the estate. In Macau, Tanaka's people didn't wear obi - the silver pendant at Mei's throat served as his recognition token here, marking her as his representative to anyone who knew the language.

"Different from Hakone," I said.

"Different planet." She glanced at the golden fountain. "Vega runs on spectacle. Everything visible. Everything on display."

The car stopped. A valet opened my door and the humidity folded around me like a second skin. I'd changed at the airport VIP lounge before the car - swapping travel clothes for the emerald gown Eliza had packed - and now I smoothed the front of it and stepped out.

Eliza had chosen the dress before I'd left Vegas - and the instructions that went with it. Emerald silk, floor-length, a halter neck that left my back bare to the dip of my spine, the front cut high but clinging to every curve. A slit on the left climbed to mid-thigh. No underwear - Eliza had been specific: no lines, no barriers, nothing between you and whoever reaches for you. Marcus's diamond necklace and earrings sparked under the golden light, and the platinum bracelet sat snug against my wrist - the Pinnacle crest visible to anyone who cared to look. In Hakone, the bracelet had been a private symbol between systems. Here, it was a beacon.

The lobby was marble and crystal and controlled chaos - guests in tuxedos and gowns streaming toward an arched corridor hung with silk lanterns. The gala was already underway. Bass notes pulsed from somewhere deep in the building, and the air smelled of champagne, orchids, and something sharper beneath them - arousal, masked but unmistakable.

"Miss Matthews."

The voice was accented, rich, and arrived a fraction before the man. Rodrigo Vega emerged from the crowd the way a bass note cuts through treble - you felt him before you placed him. Broad-shouldered, olive-skinned, thick dark hair shot with premature gray at the temples. His tuxedo jacket was unbuttoned, his shirt open one button past convention, and his grin was the kind that had probably started bar fights and closed business deals in equal measure.

"Rodrigo." I extended my hand.

He bypassed it entirely, kissing both my cheeks and lingering on the second - his mouth hot against my skin, his fingers catching my elbow and drawing me closer. His palm settled on the bare curve of my lower back where the dress gave him nothing to negotiate, and my spine straightened involuntarily, heat flaring beneath the contact.

"Marcus Cooper's famous ambassador." He held me at arm's length, his gaze traveling the emerald silk with an appreciation so frank it bordered on inventory. His eyes snagged on the bracelet and his grin widened. "Welcome to the Golden Lotus. We've been expecting you."

"The casino is beautiful," I managed.

"The casino is a machine," he corrected, steering me through the lobby with his thumb tracing lazy circles between my shoulder blades. "The gala is where the beauty is. Come - let me show you."

Mei fell into step behind us. Staff clocked her pendant and stepped aside without question.

The ballroom was staggering. Vaulted ceilings painted with Chinese dragons tangled around Portuguese maritime scenes, crystal chandeliers the size of small cars, a marble dance floor bordered by velvet-draped alcoves. Hundreds of guests moved through the space in evening wear - drinking, talking, dancing. A string quartet competed with a DJ somewhere overhead.

But the details at the edges told the real story.

In an alcove to my left, a woman in a silver cocktail dress knelt on a cushioned bench while a man in a dinner jacket stood behind her, his hand wrapped in her hair, his hips moving with unhurried authority. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted around sounds I couldn't hear over the music, and a jeweled pin on her collar winked with each forward thrust. Other guests moved past them without a second glance.

Across the room, a tall redhead in a backless gown sat in a man's lap at a cocktail table, her skirt rucked up to her hips, rocking with subtle, rhythmic movements while the man continued his conversation with his tablemates. His free hand held a whisky glass. The other gripped her waist beneath the table.

A blonde in sapphire blue lay across a velvet chaise in another alcove, her dress pulled aside, a man's head between her thighs while she sipped champagne and chatted with a woman beside her. The ambassador's bracelet on her wrist - gold, not platinum - flashed each time she gestured.

The hedonism was woven into the gala the way the dragons were painted into the ceiling - integral, structural, not an afterthought but the point. I felt the recognition in my body before my mind caught up: a tightening low in my belly, a flush crawling up my chest, my nipples peaking against the thin emerald silk.

"Ambassadors," Rodrigo said close to my ear, his breath damp and spiced from port. "Every partner organization sends one. That pin, that bracelet, that anklet - each one says the same thing your Pinnacle crest says. Available. Willing. The VIP hosts know what to look for."

His hand shifted to the nape of my neck - a possessive grip that was lighter than Tanaka's had been, but somehow louder, broadcasting itself. I exhaled through my nose and felt the room rearrange around me. Not a party. A system - and my bracelet was the entry stamp, the same way Mei's silver obi had been at Hakone.

"And the host gets first access?" I asked.

His laugh was thick and unapologetic. "The host always gets first claim."

A waiter materialized with champagne. I took a glass and Rodrigo steered me through the crowd, introducing me to faces I wouldn't remember - investors, developers, casino executives who shook my hand and let their eyes wander across the emerald silk with frank assessment. I smiled and answered questions about The Pinnacle while Rodrigo kept two fingers at the base of my skull, guiding me between conversations the way you'd steer a ship by the rudder.

Mei caught my eye from across the room, standing beside a lean man in a charcoal suit who held himself with the economy of a man who never wasted a movement. Daniel Chua. I recognized him from the dossier - tall, sharp cheekbones, impeccably groomed - but the photograph hadn't captured the quality of his attention. He was watching me the way a chess player watches the board three moves ahead, his drink untouched in his hand.

Our eyes met. He inclined his head - a minimal acknowledgment that carried more weight than Rodrigo's engulfing greeting. Something clicked into place behind my ribs, a latch I hadn't known was there.

Then Rodrigo's body blocked my sightline, his arm across my shoulders, pulling me through a curtained archway.

The alcove was small - a recessed space off the ballroom, separated by heavy velvet drapes that muffled the music without silencing it. A cushioned bench lined the wall. A single sconce threw amber light across the narrow space. Through the gap in the curtains, I could see the ballroom continuing its glittering rotation - guests laughing, dancing, the blonde in sapphire still sprawled across her chaise.

Rodrigo pressed me against the wall before I could orient myself. His body was broad and solid against mine, his hands gripping my upper arms, his mouth finding the curve of my neck with the decisiveness of a man who didn't negotiate preliminaries.

"I've been watching you since you walked in," he said against my throat. His accent thickened when he was close, Portuguese vowels rounding the English. "The way you move. Like someone wound a spring inside you and hasn't let it go."

He parted the slit of my gown and pushed it wide, palm scorching against my bare thigh. His fingers climbed and discovered what Hakone's discipline had left simmering - slick, swollen, the evidence of arousal I hadn't tried to hide.

"No underwear," he murmured, and his voice carried the satisfaction of a man finding exactly what he'd expected. "Good girl."

The praise hit me differently than Tanaka's had - rawer, less composed, carrying the weight of physical appetite rather than intellectual approval. My hips jerked against his hand and a moan escaped me before I could think about who might hear it through the curtains.

He spun me around. My palms found the wall, the cool stone grounding me while the heat of his body covered mine from behind. His hands gathered the emerald silk, dragging it up over my hips until the gown bunched at my waist, the night air hitting my bare skin. I heard his belt, the rustle of fabric, and then the blunt press of him against me - thick, insistent.

He pushed inside me in one rough stroke and I pushed back to meet it, wanting the fullness, wanting the shock of it.

The stretch was immediate and consuming - Rodrigo was broader than Tanaka, and he didn't share Tanaka's philosophy of measured patience. He gripped my hips and pulled me back against him, seating himself fully, and the sound that wrenched from my throat was animal, unfiltered, the kind of sound that would have shattered Hakone's silence.

He didn't ease in. His thrusts came hard and fast from the start, crowding me against the wall, each forward drive flattening my breasts against cool stone through the thin silk. The music from the ballroom pulsed through the wall, and I could hear voices just beyond the curtain - guests passing, laughing, their footsteps sharp on marble. A shadow darkened the gap in the drapes and paused. Someone stood just outside, close enough that I could hear the clink of a champagne flute. My breath caught - and then Rodrigo thrust deeper and the moan I couldn't contain bled through the velvet.

The shadow moved on. I didn't want it to.

My thighs tightened, heat pooling low and savage. The thought of being found - bent against the wall with my gown rucked to my waist, Rodrigo Vega's hips driving into me - didn't make me shrink. It made me arch my back and press my ass against him, choosing the exposure, wanting it.

"That's it," he growled, one hand fisting my hair at the crown, pressing my cheek against the stone. "Let them hear you."

I stopped trying to be quiet. The sounds came freely - gasps and moans and a high, broken cry when he shifted his angle and hit the spot that turned my vision molten. His other hand snaked around my hip, fingers landing on my clit, rough and direct, circling with the same aggressive rhythm as his thrusts. The dual sensation - his fullness driving into me, his calloused fingers working my clit - coiled the tension in my belly into something savage and urgent.

The orgasm crashed through me with no warning and no subtlety. I clenched around him, my whole body seizing, my cry barely muffled against the stone wall. Rodrigo grunted behind me, his thrusts stuttering, and then he pulled out and I felt the hot pulse of his release across my inner thighs - marking me, I realized, the way Tanaka had marked my back. Rougher technique, identical statement.

He leaned his forehead against my shoulder blade, breathing hard, and laughed - low and breathless, the vibration traveling through my spine.

"Pinnacle girls," he said, pressing a kiss to my bare back. "Marcus wasn't exaggerating."

He smoothed my gown down over my hips with surprising gentleness, his hands lingering on the silk where it clung to damp skin. My thighs were slick, the evidence cooling on my skin, and I should have felt exposed - should have wanted a moment to compose myself before walking back through a ballroom full of industry executives. Instead, I felt the aftershocks rippling through me and wanted more.

Rodrigo read it on my face. His grin sharpened, all appetite, no pretense.

"Later," he promised, two fingers pressing the Pinnacle crest on my bracelet. "Upstairs. Where I can take my time."

He guided me back through the curtain with his palm at my waist. In the shadow between the drapes I dragged a cocktail napkin across my inner thighs - more gesture than cleanup - and let it fall. Then the ballroom received me like evidence. The emerald silk clung differently now - to damp skin, to the residue of what had just happened. The fabric brushed my sensitized thighs with every step, a constant low hum of awareness. I could feel the slickness between my legs, the faint tackiness he'd left behind, and the bracelet glinted under the chandeliers as I raised my champagne glass, drawing a knowing glance from a silver-haired man at the nearest table. I held his gaze and drank. I felt claimed, conspicuous, freshly used and walking among people who understood exactly what that meant - and the pride in it surprised me more than any of the rest.

Mei intercepted me at the bar with a flute of champagne and a look that said she'd tracked everything.

"You're flushed," she observed.

"I'm adjusting to the climate," I said, and she almost smiled.

I caught my reflection in the mirrored surface behind the bar - cheeks pink, mouth soft, a strand of hair falling loose where Rodrigo's hand had gripped the back of my head. I didn't fix it.

"Daniel Chua asked about you." She tilted her glass toward the far side of the ballroom, where the man in the charcoal suit leaned against a pillar, still watching. "He wanted to know how you handled Hakone."

"What did you tell him?"

"That you exceeded expectations." Her eyes met mine. "He seemed pleased. He also seemed patient."

I thought of Daniel's measured gaze, the way he'd inclined his head - calculating, deliberate. Nothing like Rodrigo's engulfing heat. Something about the contrast made my stomach tighten.

"Singapore will be different," Mei said quietly. "Chua doesn't grab. He waits until you come to him."

Before I could respond, a hand caught my chin - tilting my face upward. Rodrigo had returned, his tuxedo refastened, a glass of port in his hand, carrying the satisfied ease of a man who'd had the first course and was already thinking about the second.

"Come upstairs," he said. Not a question.

The VIP suite Rodrigo had arranged for me occupied a corner of the Golden Lotus's top floor. Where the alcove had been narrow and urgent, this was expansive - floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Macau skyline, a massive bed with silk sheets in deep burgundy, a chaise longue upholstered in cream velvet, and everywhere the scent of dark wood and something spiced. The city sprawled below in a constellation of neon and headlights.

He poured two glasses of port and handed me one, then settled onto the chaise, legs spread, jacket discarded, collar open. The posture was an invitation and a command, and I felt the difference from the alcove immediately. Down there had been about the host's prerogative - urgent, fast, rough, semi-public. Up here, Rodrigo was settling in.

"I wanted to see you in that dress all night," he said, swirling his port. "But I think I'd rather see you out of it."

I set my glass down and reached behind my neck. The halter clasp released with a whisper, and the emerald silk fell, catching briefly on my breasts before gravity took it to the floor. I stepped out of it in my heels, bare except for Marcus's jewelry.

Rodrigo's expression shifted from playful to predatory. He was on me before the room had time to rearrange, lifting me with casual, effortless strength. He carried me to the bed and laid me on my back against the burgundy silk, his body following mine down. His mouth landed on my collarbone, my breast, dragging lower with a deliberateness I hadn't expected from the man who'd bent me against a wall earlier tonight.

"The alcove was for me," he murmured against my stomach. "This is for you."

He sank between my thighs and put his mouth on me.

Where Mei had been precise and coaching, Rodrigo was lavish - broad strokes of his tongue, full-lipped suction, his hands gripping the backs of my thighs and pushing my legs wider apart. He ate me like a man who enjoyed every taste, groaning against my flesh, and the vibration shuddered through my clit and up my spine. I arched off the silk, my hands finding his thick hair, and gave up any pretense of composure.

He brought me to the edge and held me there - pulling back each time I tipped, his mouth easing to soft, slow licks that kept me hovering without letting me fall. Twice I begged and twice he denied me, his laugh a damp gust against my swollen flesh, until the third time when he sealed his lips around my clit and sucked with firm, relentless pressure while two fingers drove inside me and curled.

I shattered. The orgasm tore through me in a long, ragged scream, my back bowing off the mattress, my heels digging into the silk sheets. He didn't stop - his fingers kept moving, coaxing the aftershocks, his tongue gentling but never leaving me.

When I could see straight, he was already climbing over me, his shirt gone, his chest broad and dark against my flushed skin. He lifted my legs to his shoulders and pushed into me, and the angle was deeper than the alcove, filling me until I felt him in my throat.

"Look at me," he said.

I did. His dark eyes held mine with an intensity that the charming grin had hidden all evening. He began to move - slow at first, savoring, each thrust deliberate and deep. Then building, his hips rolling with a rhythm that was instinctive, nothing like Tanaka's meditative precision. This was body heat and momentum, a man who understood pleasure the way a sommelier understood wine - every note, every layered sensation, and how long to let each one breathe.

"God, you feel incredible," he breathed, his jaw tight. "Every time I move you clench around me like you're trying to keep me inside."

I couldn't answer. The position let him stroke the deepest part of me, and the pressure was building again - a heavy, liquid ache that radiated from my core outward. My hands gripped his forearms, nails digging crescents into his olive skin.

He pulled out slowly, sat back against the headboard, and pulled me onto him.

"Ride me," he said, gripping my hips with both hands. "But I set the pace."

I sank down onto him and the fullness dragged a moan from somewhere animal and low. His hands locked on my waist, controlling every roll, every descent. I tried to speed up and his grip tightened - not painful, but absolute, his fingers denting the flesh of my hips.

"Slow," he instructed, his eyes fixed on where our bodies joined. "Let me feel every inch of you."

He dictated the rhythm from below - long, grinding rolls that kept him deep, his hips lifting to meet mine at the pace he chose. Each controlled descent pressed him against the spot that made my vision blur. I braced my hands on his chest, feeling the muscles bunch beneath my palms, and he watched me with a focus that was nothing like the grinning host from downstairs. This was Rodrigo stripped to appetite and attention, guiding my body the way a conductor draws a note - insistent, specific, refusing to let me rush what he wanted to savor.

"Hold my eyes," he said when my lids started to flutter. "I want to watch you come apart."

His thumb dragged across my clit and pressed - one steady circle that synced with the rhythm he'd imposed. The combination detonated. My orgasm broke while I was looking straight at him, my body clenching around his shaft, my mouth open on a cry I couldn't contain. His jaw went tight with the effort of not following me, and his hands eased, letting me ride the aftershocks at my own pace, my hips stuttering and jerking.

Before the tremors had fully faded, he lifted me off and turned me around, bending me over the padded arm of the chaise. My hips elevated, my breasts crushed into the cream velvet, my face turned to the side so I could see the Macau skyline burning through the window.

He drove back into me from behind and the change in angle drew a shout from somewhere I didn't know I had. His hands gripped the top of the chaise on either side of me - caging me, his chest hovering above my back, his mouth at my ear. The sound of his body against mine filled the suite, slick and percussive, punctuated by his ragged breathing and my own helpless responses.

Between rounds, he stilled - buried inside me, his mouth against my ear. His breathing was ragged, his heartbeat hammering through his chest into my back.

"I have a proposal for Marcus," he said, his voice rough. "A consortium. Golden Lotus, Tanaka Group, Pinnacle - shared luxury properties across Asia. Tanaka's already agreed. The terms are set."

Business, delivered with his cock twitching inside me. At the Golden Lotus, the two were the same currency.

"Tell me," I whispered, and he gave me the shape of it in fragments - three-way partnership, shared branding, Macau as the hub - his hips beginning to move again before he finished, slow rolls that dissolved the words into sensation. I absorbed the details the way my body absorbed his rhythm: on instinct, letting them settle. Marcus would be ecstatic.

"You'll relay the terms?" he asked, punctuating each word with a thrust that shortened my breath.

"Yes."

"Good." He pulled me upright, my back against his chest, one arm wrapped around my waist while his hand cupped my breast. "Now let me finish what I started."

He wasn't gentle about it. His hips drove upward while his fingers worked my clit, and the combined assault - his fullness stretching me, his rough thumb grinding exactly where I needed it, his teeth closing on the curve of my shoulder - sent me careening over the edge. The orgasm ripped through me in waves, and this time Rodrigo followed, burying himself deep and pulsing inside me with a groan that I felt in my own ribcage.

We stayed like that - his arms around me, both of us breathing hard, the skyline glittering beyond the glass - until his lips grazed the back of my neck and he eased out of me. The loss left me hollow, my body still clenching around nothing, aftershocks flickering. My legs gave and I sank onto the chaise, boneless, the velvet cool against flushed skin.

He poured fresh port and brought a glass to where I lay sprawled across it, still trembling. His laugh broke through the haze.

"Three cities," he said, raising his glass. "And Marcus sends a girl who makes me forget which one I'm in."

I managed a breathless laugh and clinked my glass against his. The port was sweet and I drank it lying naked across his chaise while Macau glittered below, feeling the drying tack of him between my thighs and the pleasant ache of a body that had been thoroughly, generously used.

Rodrigo left me with a kiss on the forehead, my own key card for the suite, and a word to Daniel Chua about where to find me - information shared as casually as a restaurant recommendation. He disappeared back to the gala with the easy stride of a man who hadn't just spent an hour dismantling me. I showered with Marcus's jewelry still on - the platinum bracelet biting cool against my wrist, the diamond swinging between my breasts under the spray, then pulled on a silk robe from the bathroom, and was considering sleep when a knock came at the door.

Daniel Chua stood in the corridor. The charcoal suit was slightly loosened now - collar open, sleeves pushed to his forearms - but the contained precision was unchanged. His lean frame filled the doorway with the quiet authority of a man who understood exactly how much space he was entitled to.

"I hope I'm not interrupting," he said.

"Rodrigo's gone."

"I know." A pause. "I wanted to speak with you. Briefly."

I stepped aside and he entered, his gaze sweeping the suite - the rumpled chaise, the two port glasses, the emerald gown pooled on the floor - with an expression that gave away nothing. He stopped at the window, hands in his pockets, and looked out at the city.

"You handled Tanaka well," he said. "Mei told me you learned the estate's protocols in a day. That's unusual."

"The protocols were clear. I followed them."

"You did more than follow them." He turned to face me. In the suite's low light, his cheekbones threw sharp shadows and his dark eyes held a depth I hadn't seen from across the ballroom. "You understood them. There's a difference."

He closed the distance between us without changing pace - no hurry, no hesitation, just quiet inevitability. I was acutely aware of the robe's thin silk against my bare skin, the residual tenderness between my legs, the way my body - still humming from Rodrigo's attention - responded to Daniel's proximity with something unfamiliar. Not the roaring heat of Rodrigo's hunger. Something cooler, more exact. A tension I couldn't yet name.

"Singapore will be different from this," he said, his voice dropping. His hand rose and his fingertips traced the line of my jaw - barely touching, the lightest possible contact that still sent a shiver cascading down my neck. "No spectacle. No crowds."

"What, then?"

"Just me." His thumb grazed the corner of my mouth. "And whether you can surrender to something that doesn't announce itself."

He kissed me.

One kiss. Slow, deliberate, his hand cupping my jaw with a precision that reminded me of Tanaka and a hunger that was entirely his own. His lips were firm and measured, his tongue sliding against mine with controlled intention, and the kiss lasted long enough to map every nerve ending in my mouth before he drew back.

My lips chased his. He didn't let them catch.

"I'll see you in Singapore," he said. His knuckles skimmed my jaw one final time, and then his hand dropped and he stepped back, all the heat carefully sealed behind that controlled facade. "Sleep well, Lexi."

He left. The door clicked shut and I braced my back against the wall, my mouth tingling, my body aching with a new and separate want that Rodrigo's thorough attention hadn't touched.

Rodrigo left me loose-limbed and obvious, like the whole city could read what had happened to me. Daniel left me tight in every other way - held back, wound up, waiting for a hand that hadn't finished what it started.

I touched my lips. Tasted port and cedar and an unfamiliar spice I couldn't name.

Through the window, Macau blazed and pulsed. I stood in a borrowed robe with one man's proof washed from my thighs and another man's kiss burning on my mouth, and understood for the first time what Eliza had meant when she'd said each destination would demand a different kind of surrender.

Hakone had asked me to be still, and I had learned.

Macau demanded I be exposed, and I had let it.

Singapore, behind Daniel Chua's measured gaze, was asking for something I hadn't given anyone yet.


⚜




Chapter 5: Macau morning

⚜

Sunlight hit the windows like a flashbulb.

I came awake all at once, blinking against the white glare flooding the VIP suite. Macau's waterfront filled the glass - cranes and container ships and a strip of teal ocean that looked absurdly clean compared to the neon chaos of the night before. The burgundy sheets were tangled around my legs, and the silk robe I'd fallen asleep in had worked open during the night, exposing one breast to the cool conditioned air.

Mei was curled into the corner of the chaise by the window, an oversized black t-shirt riding up her thighs, her hair loose and tangled, scrolling through her phone. That silver pendant meant VIP floor access, and Rodrigo had told reception to issue her a companion key card - she'd let herself in after Daniel left. I vaguely remembered the suite door clicking sometime after midnight, the quiet rustle of someone settling in, Mei's weight sinking into the cushions before I'd drifted off again. Her suitcase sat beside the chaise where she'd dropped it - oddly comforting. Without the updo and the precise composure, she looked like any twenty-six-year-old checking her messages before coffee - younger, softer, the attendant's armor stripped away by sleep.

"Breakfast with Rodrigo in forty minutes," she said without looking up. "He sent a car."

I groaned and sat up. My wrist still held the bracelet's bite where I'd slept on it, and my mouth still held Daniel - like he'd left a fingerprint on my lips that no amount of sleep could lift. The tenderness between my thighs was Rodrigo's signature, and the faint bite mark on my shoulder stung when I shifted the robe.

"How do I look?" I asked.

Mei glanced over. Her eyes swept me - the loose robe, the tangle of chestnut hair, the jewelry I'd slept in. "Like someone who had a productive evening."

I laughed and headed for the shower.

By the time I came out wrapped in steam, Mei had swapped the t-shirt for a black blouse and tailored trousers, her hair pinned back into its usual sleek updo. I dressed quickly after - a white blouse, tailored trousers, low heels, no bralette because the fabric was opaque enough and I was tired of clasps. No panties either. Eliza's instructions from Macau still held: nothing between me and whoever reached for me.

Rodrigo's breakfast was served in a private dining room on the Golden Lotus's top floor - marble table, floor-to-ceiling windows, platters of dim sum and congee and fruit arranged with the same excess that defined everything about his operation. But the man who stood to greet us was different from the one who'd pressed me against an alcove wall last night.

In the ballroom he'd been heat and laughter and hands. In daylight, there were no casual claiming touches - just looks, measurements, and numbers delivered like he'd never pressed me into stone. His dark hair was combed back, the premature gray at his temples more pronounced without the amber lighting to soften it. He wore a linen shirt rolled to his forearms, no jacket, and his broad frame carried a coiled energy that suggested boardrooms rather than bedrooms.

"Ladies," he said, pulling a chair out for me. "Sit. We have business."

Mei took the seat across from me in a simple black blouse and tailored trousers, the silver pendant at her throat the only concession to formality. She accepted tea from a waiter and watched Rodrigo with the patient attention of someone cataloguing every detail for a report.

Rodrigo poured coffee for himself and me, then spread three pages of handwritten notes across the table beside the dim sum.

"The consortium," he said. "Golden Lotus, Tanaka Group, Pinnacle. Shared luxury properties across three established markets - Macau, Tokyo, Las Vegas - with Singapore as the fourth if Chua comes aboard with his portfolio. Tanaka's team signed off on the framework two weeks ago - your visit sealed the understanding on his end. The terms for the core partnership are finalized."

He slid the papers toward me. I scanned them - partnership structure, revenue splits, branding guidelines, property acquisitions. The numbers were significant. The scope was staggering. And Singapore's inclusion, pencilled in as the contingent fourth market, explained why Marcus had called Daniel the final piece.

"You're not asking me to negotiate," I said.

"There's nothing to negotiate." He sipped his coffee, watching me over the rim. "The terms are decided. What I need is for you to tell Marcus, and for Marcus to hear it from you rather than from a lawyer."

I understood. Coming from me, the deal would arrive wrapped in everything my body had validated last night - proof that Rodrigo was someone Marcus could trust, not just with money, but with his most valued asset.

"I'll call him now," I said.

"Use my phone." Rodrigo pushed a heavy satellite phone across the table. "Private line. No records."

Marcus answered on the second ring. It was yesterday evening in Vegas - of course he was still working. His voice - velvet authority, an amused warmth beneath the control - cut through half a world of distance and landed in my chest like a physical thing.

"Lexi. Tell me about Macau."

I walked him through the consortium in the careful language Eliza had trained into me - the core three markets, the revenue splits, the Singapore piece hinging on Chua. The only time his tone shifted was when I said Rodrigo's name.

"Rodrigo treated you well," Marcus said. Not a question.

"Exceptionally well."

A pause. I imagined him in his charcoal suit, espresso in hand, the Strip glittering behind him. "Two for two, Lexi. Tanaka's confirmation reached me yesterday - flawless. And now Vega. Singapore is the one that matters. Daniel Chua is the final piece."

The praise washed through me and my thighs tightened under the table like they remembered his hand. I kept my voice level, nails pressing into my own palm so I wouldn't sound as needy as I felt. My eyes closed involuntarily, and across the table I caught Mei watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read. Recognition, maybe. The understanding of what it felt like to belong to someone's approval.

"Thank you, sir."

"Don't thank me. Finish the job."

The line went dead. I set the phone down and found Rodrigo studying me with a different kind of interest than he'd shown last night - strategic, impressed.

"He's going to say yes," Rodrigo said. "This was never about spreadsheets. He needed to hear you."

He stood, buttoned one cuff, and offered his hand. I shook it - a firm grip, no lingering - and he nodded to Mei.

"I'll send for you both tonight." His grin returned for a flash. "Until then, the suite is yours. The room service is exceptional."

He left, and the private dining room was suddenly very quiet.

We walked back to the suite in comfortable silence, the corridor's ambient lighting soft after the dining room's glare. Mei's shoulder brushed mine as we navigated around a housekeeping cart, and neither of us corrected the contact.

Inside the suite, I kicked off my heels and dropped onto the chaise where Rodrigo had bent me over last night. The velvet was cool through the thin fabric of my trousers, and the marble floor chilled my bare feet. Mei locked the door behind her, tossed her key card on the bureau beside mine, and turned to face me.

Mei didn't come closer right away. She just stood there, weight pitched forward, jaw set, her eyes darker than they'd been over breakfast. The quiet in the suite suddenly felt too tight for my lungs.

"You've been everyone else's since the moment I met you," she said. Her gaze dropped to my mouth. "Now - me."

She crossed the room in four strides and kissed me.

I opened for her instantly - no hesitation, no thought. When she shoved me backward I went willingly, because I wanted the roughness. Her mouth was hard against mine, her hands gripping the collar of my blouse and twisting the fabric, pulling me off the chaise and up against her body with a ferocity that knocked the air from my lungs. I grabbed her waist and she batted my hand away, her palm slamming flat against my sternum, pushing me backward until my shoulders hit the window.

"Not yet," she breathed against my mouth. "I'm not done taking."

Her fingers popped the buttons of my blouse - not carefully, not the way she'd untied my obi with reverent attention. She yanked it apart, and I heard a button skitter across the marble floor. I shrugged the ruined fabric off my arms and it dropped. Her hands closed over my bare breasts, squeezing with an urgency that had nothing tender in it. She bit my lower lip and tugged, and the spark of pain traveled straight to my core.

I grabbed her hips anyway. This time she let me - and the permission to push back, to match her force, released something Rodrigo had woken in me last night. I shoved her blouse up and over her head. The silver pendant caught in the fabric and I pulled it free, tossing the necklace onto the nightstand where it landed with a soft click. I dragged my nails down her back hard enough to leave white lines on her pale skin. Mei hissed and her eyes went bright, fierce, delighted.

"That's Cooper's training," she said. "Macau's finishing school."

She yanked my trousers down my thighs - rough, not waiting for me to help - and the constriction around my knees while the rest of me was bare made every nerve scream. Her fingers found me and I was already wet, embarrassingly so, the morning's tension and Rodrigo's proximity at breakfast and the electric pulse of Mei's aggression all pooling between my thighs.

"Soaked," she murmured against my ear. "Did you spend all of breakfast thinking about this?"

"I spent all of breakfast thinking about the consortium," I lied, and she laughed - a real laugh, bright and sharp, so unlike the controlled sounds of the estate that it made something clench in my chest.

"Liar." She slid two fingers inside me and I groaned into her shoulder, my hips pushing back against her hand. She curled her fingers and found the spot that was still sensitive from last night - almost sore - and the pressure was exquisite, right on the edge of too much.

Fast, aggressive strokes while her hips ground against my ass, the friction of her underwear against my bare skin adding another layer. When I was close enough to shatter, she pulled her fingers free, grabbed my shoulders, and hauled me away from the glass, driving me down onto the burgundy sheets.

"I want to see your face," she said, pinning my shoulders into the mattress.

She stripped my trousers the rest of the way off and tossed them. Then she stood, popped her fly, and shoved her own trousers down in one motion. Her underwear followed - black cotton, soaked through - kicked aside before she climbed back up my body and straddled my face. Her thighs bracketed my head and she lowered herself onto my mouth.

The taste of her hit me with a rush of sense memory from the onsen, but the context was unrecognizable. At the estate, she'd been the teacher receiving an unexpected gift. Here she was taking what she wanted, her hips grinding against my mouth with none of the restraint she'd kept locked down under Tanaka's roof. Her fingers twisted in my hair, angling my head where she needed it, and the sounds she made were raw and open and demanding.

I licked her with broad, flat strokes, then focused tight circles on her clit, then sucked it between my lips while my hands gripped her thighs and pulled her harder against me. She rode my face with a rhythm that kept accelerating, her back arching, her small breasts flushed pink, her thighs trembling and tightening around my ears.

"Fuck - right there, don't stop - "

I didn't stop. She came with a shout that bounced off the suite's marble walls, her thighs clamping, her fingers locked in my hair, her whole body shuddering above me. I held her through it, my tongue gentling to soft pressure while her breathing ragged and slowed.

She climbed off and kissed me - deep, tasting herself on my lips - then pressed me flat and settled between my legs.

Her mouth was devastating. None of the coaching patience of the onsen - just heat and hunger, her tongue lashing my clit while two fingers drove inside me, curling hard and fast. I was already close from working her and the orgasm built in under a minute, crashing through me with a force that arched my spine clear off the mattress.

She didn't let me recover. She grabbed my hips and pulled me toward her, fitting our bodies together - her leg over mine, our slick centers pressing flush. The contact made us both gasp. Mei rolled her hips and the drag of her swollen clit against mine was electric, raw friction without anything between us. I matched her rhythm, gripping her thigh, pulling her tighter, and we ground together in a messy, urgent tangle - no technique, no discipline, just two bodies chasing the same release. The slick sounds of our skin filled the room along with muffled voices from the corridor outside - heels clicking past, a cart's squeak - the Golden Lotus carrying on beyond the locked door.

"Harder," I breathed, and Mei bore down, her fingers digging into my hip, the angle shifting until every roll of her hips dragged across my clit with devastating precision. She came first this time - a sharp, bitten-off cry, her thigh trembling against mine - and the sight of her face fracturing pulled me over seconds later.

Before I'd finished shaking, Mei was off the bed. Her footsteps crossed the room and I heard the zip of her suitcase - the same organized efficiency she brought to everything, applied to an entirely different category.

She came back with black silicone in her fist, already humming. A vibrator. The sound alone made my stomach drop, because she'd decided what I could handle and she was about to prove it. In her other hand, a harness with a smooth toy.

"Not allowed under Tanaka's roof," she said, pressing the vibrator against my inner thigh. The concentrated buzz landed and I sucked air through my teeth. She dragged the toy higher, tracing the crease of my hip. "No one is grading my discipline in this city."

The vibrator pressed against my clit and the focused intensity pulled a sharp cry from my throat. My hips bucked but her free hand pressed down on my stomach, holding me flat while she worked the toy in tight circles. The sensation was relentless - more focused than any tongue, unwavering in a way no human mouth could sustain. Within seconds I was trembling, my fingers clawing the silk, my thighs clenching around her wrist.

When she slid the vibrator inside me, the buzz hit a different register - deeper, fuller, vibrating against spots her fingers had already sensitized. She fucked me with it in slow, deliberate strokes while her thumb pressed my clit, and the dual stimulation rolled me into an orgasm that snapped tight at the center and kept tightening until I couldn't hold it - a concentrated pulse that radiated outward through every limb.

"Give it to me," I gasped, reaching for the toy.

She handed it over with a grin that was all challenge. I pushed her onto her back, knelt between her legs, and pressed the vibrator against her. Mei's breath caught in a startled gasp - then her back arched, her mouth fell open, and a string of sounds escaped her that started as English and deteriorated into breathless Japanese. I worked her until she was writhing, her hands gripping the headboard, her hips chasing the vibration, and then I brought her with the toy pressed firmly inside her while my tongue worked her clit from above.

She lay gasping for a moment, her chest heaving. Then she sat up with the harness in her hand.

"I want to fuck you," she said simply.

She stepped into the harness and adjusted the straps with practiced hands. The woman who'd served tea at the estate, who'd knelt in silver silk with downcast eyes, was nowhere in this room. She knelt on the bed with the toy jutting from between her narrow hips, her expression focused and hungry, her loose hair falling around her face.

"Hands and knees," she told me.

I turned over and she was behind me in seconds, one hand gripping my hip, the other guiding the toy against me. She pushed inside and the stretch was smooth, slick - I was so wet from everything that had come before that the toy slid deep without resistance, filling me with a fullness that was different from flesh but no less overwhelming. The base of the harness pressed against my ass as she bottomed out, and the sound I made was beyond my control.

Mei found her rhythm and it was hers alone - assertive and precise, each thrust deliberate, her narrow hips snapping forward with a power that her slender frame shouldn't have possessed. She gripped both my hips and drove into me with an aggression that I answered by pushing back, meeting her on every stroke, the slap of our bodies filling the suite. Through the window, the city glittered indifferently below - Macau carrying on its bright, relentless business while Mei took me apart.

"Don't hold back," I heard myself say.

She didn't. Her fingers knotted at my scalp, pulling my head back, and the slight arc of my spine changed the angle until the toy hit me at a depth that made my vision stutter. She pounded into me with a ferocity born of years of enforced stillness, every stroke a refusal of the discipline that had shaped her, and I took every bit of it like reclaiming something of my own.

The orgasm built slowly - a deep, rolling pressure that gathered from every corner of my body and converged. When it broke, I buried my face in the sheets and screamed into the silk, my whole body convulsing, my walls clenching around the toy with rhythmic force. Mei held her position, panting, her grip locked on my hips, riding out the contractions.

She pulled out slowly and I collapsed onto my back, breathing hard. But I wasn't finished.

"My turn," I said, and held out my hand for the harness.

Mei's eyes widened - then darkened. She unbuckled the straps and passed it over. I stepped into the harness, pulled the straps tight against my hips, and felt the weight of it settle between my legs. Mei was already turning onto her stomach, but I caught her hip and flipped her onto her back.

"Eyes on me," I said.

She laughed - breathless, startled - and pulled me down. I settled between her thighs and guided the toy against her, watching her expression shift as I pushed inside. Her lips parted, her eyes fluttered, and the sound she made was low and stunned, her fingers gripping my shoulders.

I found a rhythm that was slower than hers had been - deliberate, watching her face for every signal, adjusting depth and angle the way she'd taught me to read a body at the estate. When I angled my hips and the toy hit deep, her back arched off the mattress and her nails raked down my arms.

"Yes - don't you dare stop - "

I stayed there. Rolling my hips with sustained, focused pressure while she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me deeper. The attendant had vanished entirely - she was moaning openly, her body rocking to meet each thrust, her hands everywhere. I braced myself on one arm and worked her clit with my free hand, the dual sensation making her voice fracture into broken sounds.

She came hard, her thighs locking around my waist, her whole body seizing. I held the position and kept moving through the aftershocks, gentler now, feeling her clench and release around the toy until she went limp beneath me.

I pulled out and dropped the harness off the side of the bed. Before I could settle, Mei was straddling me, her slick heat grinding directly against my hip bone. I gripped her waist and pulled her against me while she rode - urgent, chasing her own release, her eyes half-closed, her breasts flushed, her breath coming in sharp gasps.

"Come for me," I said, and she did - going rigid against me, a broken moan torn from her throat, her fingers lacing through mine and squeezing hard enough to grind the bracelet into my wrist.

She collapsed beside me and we lay tangled, breathing, our slick skin cooling in the conditioned air. The suite smelled of sex and jasmine and a mineral note that made me think of Hakone's sulfur air, even though it couldn't be - just my body linking the two women who'd undone me in the space of a week.

We lay there as the morning lengthened, our breathing settling, the city humming far below the glass. Mei's head rested on my shoulder, her fingers tracing the platinum chain at my throat - the same gesture she'd made in the onsen, but lighter now, more familiar.

"Under Tanaka's roof," she said quietly, "I'm never like that."

"I know."

"Every touch measured. Every sound controlled." She traced the diamond pendant between my breasts. "Sometimes I forget what it feels like to just take. To be loud. To want something and not turn it into ceremony."

I threaded my fingers through her loose hair. "You're allowed to want things, Mei."

She laughed softly, but there was an edge to it. "Tanaka's world is beautiful. It's also a cage with very elegant bars. Every attendant is perfectly groomed, perfectly still, perfectly lonely." She paused. "When I saw you at the estate - this girl who was allowed to moan and shake and be messy - I was jealous before I understood why."

My chest ached. I recognized the feeling from my first weeks in Marcus's villa, before Eliza's touches had become familiar, before Parker had kissed me like he was running out of air. The isolation of being a body that belonged to a system, surrounded by people who used it but never saw the person wearing it. But I'd also learned something since those early weeks - that being thoroughly taken, being wanted with that kind of appetite, was where I felt most like myself. Not less. More.

"It doesn't have to be a cage," I said. "Not if you build something outside of it."

She looked up at me, and something passed between us that was too complicated to name - gratitude, desire, the shared knowledge of what it meant to be valuable and visible and profoundly alone.

"Singapore," she said, shifting the subject with the same clean precision she brought to everything. "Daniel Chua."

"What about him?"

"Compared to Jade Circle, the Golden Lotus is gentle." She sat up, pulling the sheet around her waist, her expression shifting back toward the attendant's focused calm. "The guest privilege tradition isn't just a courtesy - it's a test. He won't touch you until he knows you've chosen it. But once you choose, he takes everything."

"Everything."

"Everything." She held my gaze. "Rodrigo is appetite. Tanaka is ritual. Daniel is patience with teeth. He won't rush you. He'll just keep taking small permissions until you realize you've given him all of you."

I thought of Daniel's kiss - the deliberate pressure of his mouth, the controlled withdrawal, the look in his eyes that had nothing to do with patience and everything to do with hunger held on a very tight leash.

"Good," I said.

Mei raised an eyebrow. "Good?"

"I'm tired of being put back together." I sat up, catching my reflection in the window - flushed, tousled, marked in places by Mei's nails and Rodrigo's teeth, Marcus's jewelry catching the light like points of ownership on a map. "I want to know what's left when someone takes everything."

Mei studied me for a long moment. Then she shook her head with something that might have been admiration, or concern, or both.

"So that's what Cooper does to you," she murmured, and the warmth in it made us both smile.

She glanced at the clock on the nightstand, beside the pendant I'd tossed there earlier. Hours before Rodrigo's evening event. She looked back at me, and the hunger I'd spent the morning learning was still there behind her eyes, banked but not gone.

"We have time," she said.

I pulled her back down onto the sheets.


⚜




Chapter 6: The consortium

⚜

The afternoon light had turned amber through the suite windows by the time Mei and I finally peeled apart. I'd dozed for an hour afterward, curled against her in the cool dark, while she scrolled her phone and let me sleep.

We showered together - quick, practical, Marcus's jewelry staying on under the spray as always, hands that had spent the morning claiming each other now briskly efficient with soap and shampoo. Mei pinned her hair back into the updo, transforming in the foggy mirror from the woman who'd screamed into my shoulder to the poised attendant who could navigate any room. I watched the shift with something between admiration and loss. After breakfast, Rodrigo's staff had opened the connecting door to the adjoining suite and moved Mei's things through - she had her own room now, though she kept wandering back to mine as if it were easier to breathe on this side of the wall.

"Rodrigo sent a message while you were sleeping," she said, fastening the silver pendant at her throat. She caught me watching it and turned her phone toward me - Tanaka's text on the screen, direct and unambiguous: For tonight's consortium event: Mei's pendant carries silver-obi authority. Full access, same as Hakone. My instruction. Mei's fingers paused on the clasp. "That's new," she said quietly. "He's never extended the full protocol outside the estate before."

She scrolled to Rodrigo's message. "His penthouse. Nine o'clock. 'Wear something that makes a statement.'"

"What kind of statement?"

"The kind that says you know what you're walking into."

I opened the garment bag Eliza had packed for evenings in Macau - a black dress, floor-length, with a neckline that plunged to my navel, thin straps at the shoulders, and a back cut so low it might as well not have existed. The fabric was matte silk, heavy enough to move like water, light enough to feel like nothing at all. No bra. No underwear. The dress did the work Eliza intended: it framed my breasts and hugged my waist and left everything it covered one touch away from exposure.

I centered Marcus's diamond necklace so the pendant fell into the deep V of the neckline, nestled between my breasts. The earrings caught light when I turned my head. The bracelet sat where it always sat - snug against my left wrist, the Pinnacle crest catching the overhead light.

Mei wore a fitted black sheath - seamless, no lines beneath it, the same nothing-between rule as mine, the pendant the only thing she'd need to remove. Her hair was flawless, her makeup minimal. Side by side in the elevator mirror, she looked weapon-sleek. I looked like an invitation that couldn't be misunderstood.

Night had settled fully over Macau by the time we stepped out of the elevator. Rodrigo's penthouse occupied a locked crown level above the main VIP floor - accessed by a key-coded elevator that only the hotel's owners used - a sprawling space of dark wood and glass, the waterfront glittering in every direction. The furniture was heavy and expensive, arranged in clusters that created intimate spaces within the open floor plan. A bar ran along one wall, fully stocked, tended by no one, with a sideboard nearby that hummed faintly - a spa-style towel warmer built into the cabinetry. Music played from hidden speakers - something low, Portuguese fado mixed with electronic bass, the collision of old and new that defined everything about Rodrigo's world. A privacy indicator glowed amber by the elevator - no staff would enter tonight.

He met us at the elevator in a linen shirt, unbuttoned to mid-chest, sleeves rolled over his forearms. No jacket, no pretense. His gaze swept me and his mouth curved into the grin I was beginning to understand - appetite, honestly declared.

"There she is." He kissed my cheek and his hand found the small of my bare back, fingers spreading across my skin. "You clean up even better than you come apart."

"Flattery," I said.

"Observation." He drew me into the room with his palm warm on my spine, nodding to Mei. "Mei. Tanaka chose well when he sent you."

"Tanaka doesn't choose impulsively," Mei replied, and Rodrigo laughed - a sound you could feel through the floor, thick and warm.

Two people were already seated on the wide sectional that commanded the room's center. Rodrigo led me toward them.

"Laurent Beaumont," he said, gesturing to the man on the left. "Europe. Hotels across the Riviera and the Alps. The man with the taste."

Laurent rose with easy grace. Tall, lean, mid-forties, with sandy hair swept back from a face that balanced aristocratic bone structure with laugh lines that suggested he didn't take the aristocracy seriously. His suit was pale gray linen, impeccably cut, and when he took my hand his grip was warm and lingering - he held my fingers a beat longer than necessary, his gray eyes traveling the length of the black dress with quiet focus.

"Marcus Cooper's ambassador." His accent turned the words into something musical. "I've heard extraordinary things."

"And Priya Tan," Rodrigo continued. "Southeast Asia. Half the Golden Lotus's interior came from her team, and she handles acquisitions across Malaysia and Indonesia."

Priya stood with a smile that was all confidence and very little warmth. Malaysian, mid-thirties, with cheekbones that could cut glass and dark eyes that assessed me the way Eliza might have - measuring what I was worth and already calculating how to use it. She was stunning - tall for the region, broad-shouldered, her curves sculpted into a burgundy dress that wrapped her body like a declaration of intent. Her handshake was firm, her gaze direct.

"So you're the one Rodrigo hasn't stopped talking about since last night," Priya said. Her voice was low, precise, accented with British finishing. She held my hand and her thumb swept across my knuckles - pointed, deliberate, nothing accidental about it. "I can see why."

"Drinks," Rodrigo announced, already pouring. "Then we talk."

He distributed glasses - port for himself and me, whisky for Laurent, gin and tonic for Priya, sake for Mei. The five of us spread across the seating - sofa and armchairs, the city burning below us through the glass. Rodrigo had sent Tanaka's authorization to Laurent and Priya before we arrived - no introductions necessary on that front.

Business came first, but the music's bass notes vibrated through the cushions beneath my thighs and heat was already pooling low in my stomach. Rodrigo sketched the consortium framework - Golden Lotus, Tanaka Group, Pinnacle, with Singapore as the potential fourth pillar. While he talked, his hand rested on my knee through the silk, and I felt Priya's attention tracking the contact like she was keeping score. Laurent's whisky sat barely touched, his body angled toward mine, one ankle crossed over his knee, his gray eyes returning to me between every point Rodrigo made.

"Tanaka signed off because he trusts Marcus's judgment," Rodrigo said, swirling his port. "Marcus is aligned - Lexi proved we're serious people." He lifted his glass toward me. "Tonight, the whole consortium operates on the same principle." He gestured to my bracelet, then to Mei's pendant. "Authorized. Both of them."

Priya set her glass down hard enough to make the ice jump. "We're done talking."

The directness cracked the room open. Rodrigo's laugh was low and delighted. Laurent conceded the point with an amused tilt of his head. Mei, beside me, shifted - a loosening of her shoulders, the attendant's discipline giving way to the woman I'd spent the morning with.

Priya rose from her seat and crossed to where Mei sat, moving like she already owned the room. She stopped in front of Mei and extended her hand.

"That composure," Priya said. "I've been wondering what it takes to crack it."

Mei looked up at her. For a moment the estate's training held - the careful evaluation, the measured response. Then something gave. Mei made a low sound - want, not surprise - and took Priya's hand, pulling her down by the wrist with a grip that erased any question about whether this was wanted.

Priya kissed her. Not gently - her hand cupped the back of Mei's neck, fingers threading into the careful updo, and Mei's composure dissolved the way I'd learned it could - sudden, total, her body arching into Priya's with a moan that went straight to my core.

"There it is," Priya murmured against Mei's mouth, and pulled the zipper of Mei's dress down in one smooth motion.

The black fabric pooled at Mei's feet and Mei stepped free of it - nothing underneath but the pendant. She stood bare, her slender frame pale and beautiful in the low light, her nipples already hard, her skin flushed from Priya's mouth. Priya traced a finger down Mei's sternum, between her small breasts, down to her navel, and Mei's stomach contracted visibly.

Priya pressed her back against the cushions and knelt between her thighs. Her burgundy dress rode up as she lowered her mouth to Mei's breast, teeth closing gently around one dark nipple while her hand slid between Mei's legs.

The sound Mei made was immediate and unguarded - a sharp intake of breath that broke into a moan when Priya's fingers found her. I watched from three feet away, arousal surging through me so hard the black dress did nothing to contain it. My thighs pressed together and I felt the slick evidence of my own response. Priya's gaze dropped to my wrist and didn't flick away. Laurent's focus sharpened. Rodrigo's hand tightened on my knee.

Rodrigo's arm stretched along the cushions behind my shoulders, his breath warm against my neck.

"She's good," he said, watching Priya work. "Watch how she reads a body."

Priya had moved lower, her mouth trailing down Mei's stomach, and when she settled between Mei's thighs and put her mouth on her, Mei's back arched clear off the cushions. Priya's hands pinned Mei's hips, holding her flat, and the sounds that filled the penthouse were raw and helpless - the music drowned beneath them, Mei stripped of every layer the estate had built around her. Neon from the waterfront caught the sweat on Mei's skin, painting her in shifting color.

Laurent had moved to the far armchair, shedding his jacket along the way. He worked the buttons of his shirt open, unhurried, and shrugged it off - lean, tanned chest bare now, a faint scent of linen and cedar reaching me from where he sat. His trousers remained on, unbuttoned at the waist but otherwise intact.

Mei came with a cry that bounced off the glass walls, her thighs clamping around Priya's head, her fingers twisted in the cushion fabric. Priya didn't stop - she kept her mouth working through the aftershocks, coaxing a second climax from Mei that was quieter but longer, Mei's whole body trembling in sustained release.

My breathing had gone shallow. Priya rose from between Mei's thighs, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, and crossed to the nearer armchair with the self-satisfied ease of a woman who'd finished what she'd set out to do. Rodrigo's palm landed on my thigh through the silk, heavy and possessive, his thumb tracing circles.

"Your turn," he said.

He pulled me to my feet. His fingers hooked the thin straps at my shoulders. I kicked off my heels first while he tugged the hidden side zip, and the black silk dropped away in one clean fall. Cool air hit every inch of me at once - bare except for Marcus's jewelry, the diamond warm against my sternum, the earrings swinging when I breathed, the platinum pressing its familiar bite against my pulse.

Laurent's body went still. "Even better than I imagined," he said quietly.

Rodrigo placed me on my hands and knees on the thick carpet. The penthouse was warm but the air prickled against my bare skin, and the position - exposed, centered in the room, with four sets of eyes on me - sent a rush of heat through my belly that made my arms tremble. Bass pulsed up through the carpet into my palms.

Laurent stood and came toward me. He crouched in front of me, his hand finding my chin, tilting my face up. His gray eyes held mine with an intimacy that felt nothing like Rodrigo's heat or Tanaka's assessment. Pure, focused attention, as if nothing existed outside the space between his face and mine. The scent of warm skin and linen was stronger now.

"Beautiful," he murmured, his thumb grazing my lower lip.

Behind me, Rodrigo's hands gripped my hips. I heard the rustle of his belt, felt the blunt press of him against me, and then he pushed inside with a single deep stroke. The fullness tore a cry from my throat and Laurent caught it, his hand cradling my jaw while my mouth fell open.

"That's it," Rodrigo said behind me, his voice rough. "Let him see what you look like when you're full."

Laurent freed himself from his open trousers, and then he was there - his length in his hand, the head brushing my lips. I opened my mouth and took him in, the stretch of my lips around his shaft simultaneous with Rodrigo's thrusts driving into me from behind. The dual sensation - Rodrigo's raw power filling me while Laurent slid across my tongue with careful control - converged in my core and wiped out everything except the rhythm.

Where Rodrigo thrust with force and hunger, Laurent moved with the patience of a man savoring a meal. He guided himself deeper in measured increments, his fingers light in my hair, his breath catching only when my tongue worked the underside of his shaft. The contrast sharpened both - the rough pounding behind me, the elegant restraint in my mouth.

Mei slid off the couch and onto the carpet, still flushed from Priya's attention. I widened my knees to make room as she positioned herself on her back beneath me, her shoulders fitting between my thighs, her face directly below where Rodrigo drove into me. Her tongue dragged up through my folds and sealed around my clit, and the first stroke ripped a moan from my throat that vibrated around Laurent.

I lost track of where my body ended and theirs began. Every thrust from Rodrigo drove me forward to take Laurent deeper, and every withdrawal dragged me back across Mei's tongue. Sensation looped and amplified until I couldn't separate one touch from the next - just pressure and heat and the wet sounds of Mei's mouth, the ragged edge of Laurent's breathing, the slap of Rodrigo's hips against mine. City light streamed through the glass and turned our tangled bodies into something half-gilded, half-shadow.

Rodrigo's pace intensified. His thrusts shortened, driving deeper, his hips meeting my ass with sharp, percussive force. Mei responded, her tongue working faster, her hands gripping my thighs. Laurent pushed deeper into my mouth, the head of his cock hitting the back of my throat, and I relaxed and took him, tears blurring my vision but my mouth never faltering.

It hit me without warning. My thighs went weak, my stomach locked tight, and then everything let go in raw, unstoppable pulses I couldn't soften for anyone watching. My body clenched around Rodrigo, my cry choked around Laurent, and Mei's tongue stayed pressed to me through every convulsive wave. I gripped the carpet, fingers clawing the fibers, shaking from everywhere they held me - mouth, hips, and the relentless pressure between my legs all fusing into one obliterating thing.

Rodrigo groaned and pulled out. I felt the hot pulse of his release across my lower back - warm, public, unmistakable. Laurent eased from my mouth, his thumb tracing my swollen lips.

"Magnificent," he said softly.

Mei slid out from beneath me, grabbed a towel from the heated drawer in the sideboard, and wiped my lower back with quick, familiar hands before pressing a kiss to the corner of my mouth, her lips still wet from me. I was trembling, my arms barely holding, but the hunger hadn't dimmed - it had transformed, sharpened by the release into something more expansive.

Rodrigo eased me upright and I sank back against the cushions, legs folded beneath me, still shaking. Priya crossed to the bar, poured port, and pressed the glass into my hand. I drank, grateful for the sweetness and the pause, then set the glass on the low table. Laurent poured himself a fresh whisky. Rodrigo stretched across the armchair, his shirt open, his breathing still settling. For a few minutes the penthouse existed in the lull between waves - skin cooling, pulses slowing, the fado singer's low lament filling the space the way steam fills a room. Through the glass, the waterfront lights pulsed gold and blue against the ceiling.

Then Laurent rose and stripped the rest of the way - trousers, briefs, everything shed in three economical movements. He stretched along the long sofa, his back against the leather, legs extended, and reached for me. I went to him, feeling his hands settle on my waist. Rodrigo moved behind me, his broad arms circling my ribcage, lifting my weight like it was nothing and settling me astride Laurent's lap. The transfer was seamless - Rodrigo's grip keeping me steady while Laurent's hands found my thighs. By then Rodrigo was hard again - I'd felt him stiffening against my back during the lift, his breath roughening against my shoulder - and he rounded the sofa and positioned himself in front of me.

I sank onto Laurent and he filled me by degrees - smooth and deep - until my breath caught on the stretch. His hands bracketed my waist, guiding me into a rolling, languid rhythm, his hips lifting to meet mine with an exactness that felt like being tuned.

"I want to feel every part of you," he murmured, his lips grazing my jaw, his accent thicker now.

I took Rodrigo in my mouth, tasting myself on him, and the combination - Laurent's deliberate thrusts lifting me from below, Rodrigo's thickness between my lips - sent me spiraling into a rhythm that felt both decadent and earned. My hips rolled against Laurent, chasing the angle that made everything tighten, while my mouth worked Rodrigo with the hunger the last orgasm had sharpened rather than sated.

Priya rose from the armchair without a sound. Then her hands - strong, sure, warm - closed around my ribcage from behind, and I rocked back into her touch instinctively, letting her steer the depth of my descent onto Laurent. She pressed her body against my back, her breasts warm through the burgundy fabric she still wore, her chin resting on my shoulder.

"Deeper," she instructed, pressing my hips down, and the angle changed so that Laurent hit the spot that made my voice fracture around Rodrigo's shaft.

Laurent reclined fully, his shoulders flat against the armrest, his body stretched beneath me. Mei climbed up from the far end and positioned herself above his head, her knees on either side of his face. She looked at me as she lowered herself, and the expression on her face - open, hungry, wanting - mirrored something I recognized from the onsen. Laurent's hands rose to grip Mei's thighs, and the sound she made when his mouth found her told me his talents extended well beyond measured hands and eye contact.

Priya took over completely - her palms flat against my lower back, deciding when I rose and when I sank. The certainty in her touch was enough. I followed her hands the way I'd follow a current.

The five of us moved together. Laurent's hips drove up into me while his mouth worked Mei above him. Rodrigo's hand fisted in my hair, setting the pace of my mouth. Priya directed from behind, her grip tightening on my spine when I tried to rush. Mei's moans tangled with mine, both of us riding Laurent's attention from opposite ends. The glass walls caught our reflections and doubled us, bodies layered against the city's neon.

Mei's cry shattered whatever restraint was left - sharp, staccato, her thighs locking around Laurent's head - and the sound of her snapped something loose in me. My body clenched around Laurent and the wave that broke through was deeper than the first, pulling from somewhere I hadn't known existed. Laurent's hips stuttered beneath me, a groan vibrating through his chest, and then Rodrigo's hand tightened in my hair as he finished into my mouth. I swallowed without thinking - the instinct wired into me by months of service, the consuming need to take everything they offered, all of it arriving at once like a held breath finally released.

Priya's hand stayed firm on my hip through all of it, anchoring me while the room spun.

We drifted into the aftermath like survivors of something magnificent.

Rodrigo opened fresh bottles. Laurent dressed without rushing - shirt, trousers, each button finding its home on the first try, then found Golden Lotus robes in a closet and handed me the softest one in the stack. Mei vanished into the bathroom and came back already composed - hair pinned, posture buttoned shut, though her fingers trembled when she reached for a robe. She cinched it tight and curled against my side, her pendant resting against my collarbone where she'd laid her head. Priya smoothed her burgundy dress, re-set the neckline, and sat cross-legged in the armchair with a fresh gin and tonic, nursing it as though the last hour had been a particularly engaging board meeting.

The consortium talk resumed - though the room it returned to was different from the one it had left. Rodrigo cleared his throat around a sip of port, his voice carrying a rasp that hadn't been there before.

"The core three are locked - Golden Lotus, Tanaka, Pinnacle," he said. "Laurent and Priya aren't signatories - they're the ones who make it real. Laurent's chain gives us twelve European properties to fold into the network. Priya's team handles acquisitions across Southeast Asia. Their portfolios feed the consortium without muddying who owns the crown."

"And Singapore, if Chua signs," Laurent added. He sat beside me, his arm draped behind my shoulders, his fingers idly tracing my collarbone through the robe - a casual touch that would've been a boundary an hour ago, and now felt like the room expected it.

"Singapore is Lexi's to close," Rodrigo said, raising his glass toward me. "The last signature we need."

"Daniel isn't you," Mei said quietly from my shoulder. "He won't be won by spectacle."

"No," Priya agreed. She paused, swirling her gin, and something flickered behind her eyes that might have been respect. "Daniel wants surrender. Real surrender. He'll know the difference."

I thought of Daniel's single kiss in my doorway - how his mouth had measured mine without rushing, how his hand had cupped my jaw like he was memorizing the shape. The memory surfaced through the residual heat of the evening like a cold current in warm water. Rodrigo scattered me - loud, visible, unmistakable. Daniel would gather me up and keep me there until I broke.

"I'll be ready," I said.

Rodrigo grinned. "I have no doubt." He drained his glass, wincing slightly as he shifted in his chair. "Tanaka's locked, Laurent and Priya are on board. Marcus is aligned - Singapore is the piece that closes it, and you're the one delivering it."

He extended his hand across the space between us. I shook it, and his grip held mine for a beat - not the casual grab of a host claiming his prerogative, but the firm clasp of a business partner recognizing an equal.

"You're not just an ambassador anymore, Lexi," he said. "You're part of the structure."

Laurent raised his whisky. "To the consortium."

"To the consortium," we echoed, and the glasses clinked in the warm lamplight.

Mei and I cinched the Golden Lotus robes tight, tucked our dresses over our arms, and carried our heels in our free hands. Rodrigo keyed the service elevator - the one that bypassed the casino levels entirely - and Mei walked me back to my suite well after midnight, the VIP corridors quiet and humming with nothing but climate control.

At my door, she paused. The silver pendant caught the corridor light.

"Tanaka may send me for the final stage," she said. "Singapore."

Relief moved through me, warm and immediate. Whatever Singapore demanded, I wouldn't walk into it entirely alone.

"Get some sleep," she said, and kissed me - soft, lingering, tasting of sake and the complicated sweetness of a woman I'd known for less than a week who had somehow become essential. "You'll need it."

She squeezed my hand once, then slipped through the connecting door to her own suite, rebuilding herself with every step - shoulders squaring, chin lifting, every trace of the bedroom tucked neatly out of sight. The door clicked shut between us, but I heard her moving on the other side of the wall for a long time before the sounds stilled.

I locked the suite door and stood at the window. Macau blazed below, relentless, the neon reflections fracturing across the dark water. My body hummed with the residual pleasure of the evening - the phantom weight of hands and mouths, Rodrigo's force and Laurent's precision, Priya's grip that didn't wait and Mei's mouth that already knew the answer.

The engraving bit into my pulse when I flexed my wrist - Marcus's name pressed into my skin like a brand that had stopped hurting months ago. Whatever I'd been when I landed in this city, I wasn't that anymore. They'd looped me into something bigger - and my body had said yes before my head caught up.

I rested my temple against the window and let the cold bleed into my skin.

In Macau, I'd learned to let every eye in the room land on me. In Singapore, I'd have to let one man keep me there.

I smiled against the window.


⚜




Chapter 7: Singapore surrender

⚜

Singapore announced itself through geometry.

After Macau's neon excess and Hakone's organic curves, the city was all right angles and intention - glass towers rising from reclaimed land, each surface polished to reflect the one beside it, multiplying the skyline into something that seemed to extend forever. The car from Changi traced the Marina Bay waterfront in the late afternoon heat, and I watched the buildings repeat themselves in the dark water like a city rehearsing its own perfection.

Daniel Chua's penthouse occupied the crown of a tower that rose above the others the way he'd risen above the crowd at Rodrigo's gala - quietly, without spectacle, until you realized the distance. The elevator required a fingerprint and a key card, both provided by a concierge who'd met me in the lobby with the polished deference of someone who'd been briefed on exactly what I was.

The doors opened onto a space that made the Golden Lotus look overwrought.

Floor-to-ceiling glass on three sides, the city dropping away beneath me in clean, vertiginous lines. The furniture was minimal - low-slung, pale, chosen for texture rather than statement. No crystal chandeliers, no velvet, no Portuguese fado. Just clean surfaces and the hum of perfectly conditioned air. Beyond the living space, an infinity pool cantilevered over the edge of the building, its water flush with the glass railing, creating the illusion that you could swim straight into the sky.

Daniel stood at the kitchen island, pouring something clear over ice. He'd traded the charcoal suit from Macau for a white linen shirt, sleeves rolled to his forearms, dark trousers, bare feet on the pale stone floor. The informality should have softened him. It didn't. It just stripped away the formality and exposed what had been underneath all along - lean, coiled energy, the kind of stillness that had nothing to do with peace and everything to do with patience.

"You found me," he said without turning. His voice carried in the open space the way sound carries across water - clean, unhurried, arriving intact.

"Your concierge was thorough."

He turned and handed me a glass. Gin and tonic, a single lime wheel, the ice already sweating in the humidity that seeped through even this level of climate control. His fingers brushed mine during the transfer, and the contact was so brief it might have been accidental if I hadn't spent two weeks learning to read intention in a touch.

"How was Macau?" he asked, leading me toward the pool terrace. The glass door slid open on silent tracks and the city's heat pressed in - wet, dense, carrying the smell of rain and tropical vegetation.

"Loud," I said.

His mouth curved. "Rodrigo's default setting." He settled into one of two low chairs beside the pool, gesturing me into the other. The water was still and glassy, reflecting the amber sky. "He called me after the consortium evening. Said you were exceptional."

"Rodrigo is generous."

"Rodrigo is honest about what impresses him." Daniel sipped his drink and set it down with the exactness of a man who placed everything exactly where he intended. "But you're not here because of Rodrigo."

"No."

"Tell me why you're here."

The question wasn't casual. He wanted to hear me say it - not the business language Eliza had trained into me, not the diplomatic shorthand of ambassadors and partnerships. The real answer.

"Because Marcus sent me to offer you something," I said. "And because I want to know what you'll do with it."

His gaze held mine for a long moment. The pool's reflection threw shifting light across his face, illuminating the sharp cheekbones, the dark eyes that had watched me across Rodrigo's ballroom with a patience I was only now beginning to understand.

"The Jade Circle operates on a principle," he said. "Guest privilege. When a negotiator visits, they make themselves available to the host. Not because they're forced - because the availability itself is the message. It says: I trust you enough to be vulnerable."

"Eliza briefed me."

"Eliza told you the rules. I'm telling you the reason." He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and the space between us contracted. "Every partner who's come through this apartment has understood what that means - businesspeople, diplomats, people who understood the tradition. I've had them all. But I've always known what I was getting before they arrived." His thumb moved idly along the rim of his glass. "Tanaka needed to see your discipline. Rodrigo wanted your body in motion. I want something different."

"What?"

"I want the moment you stop performing."

The words settled into me the way a stone dropped into still water settles - concentric ripples spreading outward through my chest, my stomach, the familiar heat gathering between my thighs. Because he was right. Every destination had asked something of me, and I'd given it brilliantly - stillness in Hakone, spectacle in Macau. But both had been calibrated responses, shaped for the audience. Daniel was asking for something unvarnished - the instinctive self that existed before any system got hold of her. The version of me that responded before she could decide to.

He rose and offered his hand.

"Come inside," he said.

The bedroom occupied the penthouse's northeast corner - two walls of glass, the city's lights just beginning to sharpen against the darkening sky. The bed was wide and low, dressed in white linen, and the room held nothing else - no art, no books, no personal effects. Just space and glass and the fading light turning everything the color of warm skin.

Daniel stood behind me, close enough that I felt the warmth radiating from his chest, his breath against the crown of my head. His fingers found the zipper at the back of my dress - a simple black sheath Eliza had packed for Singapore, clean lines, nothing beneath it - and drew it down with a slowness that turned the sound of the metal teeth parting into something obscene.

The fabric loosened and I let it fall. It pooled at my feet and I stood in the glass-walled room wearing nothing but Marcus's jewelry - the necklace, the earrings, the bracelet that had carried me across three countries.

He didn't touch me. Not yet. He circled the way Tanaka had circled - but where Tanaka's gaze had been evaluative, Daniel's was acquisitive. He was deciding what to do with me, and the difference between assessment and intent made my skin prickle.

"You're extraordinary," he said, stopping in front of me. His hand rose to my collarbone, fingertips following the platinum chain, following it down to where the diamond nestled between my breasts. "Every man who's had you this trip has told me so. And every one of them was right."

His thumb grazed my nipple - a single, unhurried stroke that sent a bolt straight to my core. My breath caught and he watched the catch with dark, focused eyes.

"But I'm not interested in what they found," he said. "I'm interested in what they missed."

He kissed me then - the same deliberate pressure from Macau, his hand cupping my jaw, but this time he didn't withdraw. His mouth moved against mine with an intention that dismantled every defense I'd built, his tongue sliding against mine while his free hand settled at the base of my spine, drawing me against him. I felt the heat of his body through his linen shirt, the lean muscles beneath, and the growing hardness pressing against my bare stomach.

The kiss lasted until my lungs burned and my pulse hammered a new rhythm against his palm. When he finally pulled back, I swayed into the space he'd left.

"Sit on the bed," he said.

I sat. The linen was cool against my bare thighs.

Daniel knelt.

The image of this man - controlled, precise, the kind of power that moved markets - kneeling between my legs with his sleeves rolled and his dark eyes fixed on mine broke something open in my understanding of what was happening. This wasn't a test. This was the beginning of the slow unspooling he'd promised in Macau.

He pressed my knees apart with his palms and lowered his mouth to my inner thigh. His lips moved upward with a slowness that was its own torment - kissing, grazing with his teeth, pausing to let his breath ghost across sensitized skin before continuing. My fingers twisted in the linen and I heard myself whimper, my hips shifting toward his mouth, seeking contact he hadn't yet offered.

When he finally settled between my thighs, his first touch was barely there - his tongue tracing the outer edges of my folds, avoiding the center, mapping the territory with the same deliberate care he brought to everything. My back arched and I braced myself on my arms, watching him work, watching the city lights multiply through the glass behind his dark head.

"Please," I breathed.

"Not yet."

He licked closer, his tongue parting me, tasting but not committing, circling the edges of my clit without making contact. The denial was surgical - he knew exactly what I needed and he was withholding it with a methodical cruelty that matched the single measured kiss he'd given me in Macau. My thighs trembled against his shoulders and sounds were leaving my mouth that I couldn't control - broken, pleading things that bore no resemblance to the composed ambassador who'd walked in an hour ago.

He brought me to the edge three times. Three separate ascents where the pleasure coiled tight enough to shatter - and three times he eased back, his tongue gentling to featherlight strokes that kept me hovering without letting me fall. By the third denial my whole body was shaking, sweat dampening the sheets beneath my palms, my hips jerking against his mouth in desperate, involuntary pulses.

"Daniel - please, I need - "

His tongue sealed around my clit and pressed. The flat of it, firm and unrelenting, with a steady, rhythmic suction that obliterated every sensation except the one he was giving me. The orgasm crashed through me and arched my spine clear off the mattress, a sound ripped from my throat that echoed off the glass walls and rang through the room. He held me through it - his hands gripping my thighs, his mouth never leaving me, drawing out each aftershock until I was sobbing and pushing at his shoulders.

He rose from his knees, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, and the controlled expression had shifted. His pupils were blown wide, his breathing uneven, and when I pulled him forward by his shirt collar and kissed him, he groaned into my mouth - a raw, unguarded sound that cracked the facade.

I unbuttoned his shirt. My fingers weren't steady but they were determined, working each button while his hands cradled my face, his thumbs sweeping my cheekbones with a tenderness I hadn't expected from the man Mei had described as patience with teeth. The linen fell from his shoulders, revealing a lean, defined torso - every line deliberate, nothing wasted. My hands dropped to his belt, tugging the buckle free, shoving his trousers down his hips until he stepped out of them.

I lowered my mouth to him. He stood beside the bed while I sat on its edge, taking him deep, working him with the layered attention three cities had taught me - fused into something that was becoming my own. His fingers threaded through my hair but didn't guide me. He let me set the pace, and the surrender of that - Daniel Chua giving up control - was its own kind of power.

"Stop," he said, his voice rough. "I want to be inside you."

He pressed me back against the sheets and settled over me, his weight braced on his forearms, his face inches from mine. Missionary - the most elemental position, stripped of every choreographic flourish, and the intimacy of it was devastating. He pushed into me slowly and my breath left in a long, shuddering exhale, my hands gripping his shoulders, my legs wrapping around his waist.

"Eyes open," he said.

I held his gaze while he moved inside me. Long, deep strokes that pressed him against every sensitized inch, his hips rolling with a control that bordered on meditation. But unlike Tanaka's exacting detachment, Daniel's control was barely leashed - I could see it fraying in the tightness of his jaw, the flex of his forearms, the way his breath hitched when I clenched around him.

"You feel - " He broke off. Swallowed. Started again. "I can't think when you look at me like that."

"Good," I whispered. "Stop thinking."

Something shifted in his expression - the composed facade collapsing, replaced by something naked and startled. He kissed me, hard, and his hips quickened, the careful pacing abandoned for something urgent and genuine.

He pulled out and turned me to face the glass.

The city spread below us in a lattice of light - Marina Bay, the financial district, ships dotting the dark water of the strait. Daniel pressed me against the cool glass, my breasts flattening against the surface, my palms braced wide against the pane. He entered me from behind and the angle was deeper, rawer, his hips driving me into the glass with each thrust. My breath fogged the window and I watched the city blur and sharpen with every movement, my reflection ghosting against fifty stories of empty air.

"Everyone down there," he said against my ear, his voice ragged, "and you're up here. Mine."

The possessiveness in his voice was quiet and absolute, and it undid something in my chest. I pressed back against him, taking him deeper, and the sound that left me was beyond performance. Just need, honest and unfiltered.

He carried me to the bed. I straddled him, sinking down, taking control of the rhythm for the first time. His hands found my hips but didn't steer - they rested there, feeling me move, his eyes traveling my body with an expression that had dropped every pretense. I rolled my hips and watched his jaw go slack, watched the composed architect of everything surrender to sensation.

"Lexi." My name in his mouth, stripped of everything except the vowels. "God - "

I rode him until his breathing broke apart, until his fingers dug into my hips hard enough to leave marks, until I felt myself building again. Then he pulled me forward, chest to chest, and rolled me beneath him - prone, my face turned to the side, his body covering mine completely. The weight of him pressed me into the mattress, his mouth against the back of my neck, his hips working in short, grinding strokes that kept him deep and constant.

His hand slid between my body and the sheets, finding my clit, and the pressure - combined with the fullness, the weight, the intimacy of being completely covered - sent me hurtling toward another edge.

His other hand traced lower, fingers trailing along the curve of my ass, and I felt the deliberate question in the touch. Then he eased out of me - slowly, the withdrawal leaving me hollow where he'd been, the sudden emptiness as vivid as the fullness had been. My breath stuttered at the loss.

"Trust me," he whispered against my ear.

"Yes."

One slicked finger pressed against me there - gentle, patient, circling the tight ring of muscle before easing inside. The stretch was new and intense, the sensation of being filled in two places at once lighting up nerves I hadn't known existed. I gasped into the pillow, my body tensing instinctively, and Daniel stilled.

"Breathe," he said. "I have you."

I breathed. My body yielded around him, the unfamiliar pressure transforming from shock into something dense and overwhelming. He began to move again - slow, shallow thrusts that let me feel everything, his finger matching the rhythm, and the combined sensation was unlike anything I'd experienced on this trip or before it. Every nerve was engaged, every inch of me occupied, and the pleasure that built from it was deeper and more total than anything I'd known.

A second finger joined the first and I cried out, my hands fisting in the sheets, my hips rocking between his thrusts and his hand. The pressure in my ass was extraordinary - not painful, but all-consuming, that taut fullness that erased every thought except the overwhelming fact of being completely occupied.

"Tell me what you feel," he ground out, his voice unsteady.

"Everything," I gasped. "I feel everything."

He replaced his fingers slowly, the broad head of his cock pressing against me there with excruciating patience. The fullness bloomed wide - broader than his fingers, deeper, more insistent - the tight ring of my ass yielding around him as he eased inside. I bit down on the pillow, a cry breaking from my throat at the slick friction of his cock moving through that impossible tightness. He pushed deeper with agonizing patience, pausing when my breath caught to give me time to adapt, his hand reaching beneath me to work my clit in steady circles.

When he was fully seated inside me, we both held still. The completeness of it overwhelmed me - his body covering mine, buried in the deepest part of me, his breath ragged against my shoulder blade. This was what he'd been waiting for. Not just my body, but my undone self: no architecture left, nothing rehearsed, just sensation and the total fact of surrender.

He moved. Slow, careful strokes that gradually lengthened as my body opened to him, each withdrawal sending sparks up my spine, each return filling me so completely I forgot to breathe. His fingers on my clit were relentless, circling in time with his thrusts, and the sensation built from everywhere at once - deep, diffuse, inescapable.

The orgasm didn't break - it expanded. A slow-motion detonation that started in my core and radiated outward through every limb, locking my muscles in a sustained contraction that went on and on, my voice breaking into sounds I didn't recognize. Daniel groaned behind me, his rhythm stuttering, his ironclad restraint finally, completely shattered. He came with his forehead pressed against my shoulder blade, his body shaking, a raw, broken sound escaping him that obliterated every trace of the measured man who'd poured my drink.

We lay tangled in the white sheets while the skyline blazed beyond the glass. His arm was draped across my waist, his thumb drawing absent patterns on my hip, and neither of us spoke. The silence wasn't empty - it was full, the way silence is after music, holding the shape of what had filled it.

"I didn't expect that," he said finally.

"Which part?"

"The part where I stopped being able to pretend this was business." He turned me to face him, and what I found in his expression had cracked open in a way that made my throat tighten. Not the measured tactician. Not the patient predator. Just a man who'd seen something he hadn't anticipated. "Marcus sent you to close a deal. You did that the moment you walked in. This - " he touched my face, " - this wasn't the deal."

I kissed his palm. The bracelet pressed between our skin.

We slept.

Morning light filled the glass room with merciless clarity. Singapore's skyline stood sharp-edged against a sky scrubbed clean by overnight rain, the infinity pool throwing reflected light across the ceiling in restless patterns.

I woke to the smell of coffee and found Daniel at the kitchen island, dressed in fresh trousers and a dark shirt, his phone on the counter beside two cups. He looked like a man who'd already accomplished something.

"Marcus has the signed contract," he said, pouring coffee and sliding a cup toward me. "I sent it at three AM."

I blinked. "You - "

"The terms were finalized before you arrived." The ghost of a smile. "What I needed to know was whether Marcus understood what this partnership required. You answered that comprehensively."

The echo of Tanaka's words - contracts are paper; you are proof - resonated through me. Every destination, the same truth expressed in a different language. My body was the handshake, the signature, the seal.

"Three for three," I said, and the pride that moved through me was physical - warmth spreading through my chest, settling into a satisfaction deeper than the ache still humming between my thighs.

Daniel's phone buzzed. He glanced at it. "Mei's downstairs. She flew in from Macau this morning - Tanaka sent her ahead."

Relief washed through me, warm and immediate. "Send her up."

Mei stepped out of the elevator in white linen trousers and a loose silk blouse, her hair down around her shoulders, a canvas bag slung over one arm. She looked younger out of the estate's formality, lighter, like a woman arriving for a weekend rather than a diplomatic operation.

She took one look at me in Daniel's shirt, my hair tangled, my skin still carrying the marks of the night, and smiled.

"So," she said. "Singapore."

"Singapore," I confirmed.

Daniel poured her coffee and the three of us stood in the sun-flooded kitchen, the ease between us startling - no posturing, no protocols, just three people who understood something about each other that polite conversation couldn't reach.

"Tanaka sends his regards," Mei said. "And his signature on the consortium agreement - his Singapore team transmitted it overnight. All four markets are confirmed."

"Then this is a celebration," Daniel said. His gaze moved between us, and something playful surfaced in his expression - a warmth the controlled man had kept carefully hidden. "And I think celebrations should be thorough."

Mei set her coffee down and looked at me. The question was in her eyes, and my answer was in everything - the way my body leaned toward her, the flush already climbing my neck, the fact that I'd spent a week learning what her mouth could do and still wanted more.

"Come here," I said.

She crossed the kitchen and I kissed her - soft at first, then deeper, my hand cupping the back of her neck the way she'd taught me in the onsen. She tasted like airplane coffee and something sweeter, and when she pressed against me I felt the familiar current pass between us, amplified by everything that had happened since Hakone.

Daniel watched us with his drink in his hand, his expression sharpening with quiet hunger. When I pulled Mei toward the bedroom, he followed.

In the doorway, Mei shrugged off her blouse and unzipped her linen trousers, stepping free of them while I pulled Daniel's borrowed shirt over my head. Daniel set his coffee on the dresser, shed his dark shirt in a few efficient movements, unbuckled his belt and stepped out of his trousers - and then his hands found my waist from behind and we moved toward the bed in a tangle of limbs and laughter - a joyful departure from the careful choreography of the consortium evening.

The morning light was different from last night's intensity - bright, warm, generous, and the mood shifted with it.

Mei lay back against the white sheets and I settled over her, my mouth finding her breast, then lower, trailing down her stomach while she threaded her fingers through my hair and sighed. Daniel knelt behind me, his hands warm on my hips, and when he entered me the fullness was familiar from the night before - the sound I made against Mei's skin drew a breathless laugh from both of them.

I focused on Mei, my tongue finding her folds and working in long, slow strokes while Daniel moved inside me from behind. This was different from every configuration before it - his thrusts were unhurried, exploratory, without the previous night's wire-taut intensity, each push of his hips driving me forward against Mei's body and deepening my contact with her. Mei's thighs closed around my shoulders, her fingers tightening in my hair, her breath going ragged. I worked my tongue in circles around her clit, lapping at the slick heat of her, and the sounds she made - open, unfiltered, carrying none of Hakone's careful quiet - filled the sunlit room and moved through me like a current.

We shifted. Daniel withdrew for a moment, his hands guiding me onto my back, and I pushed up as Mei swung herself over me, her knees bracketing my ears, lowering herself so I could lick upward into her. Daniel gripped my thigh from the side, pressing back inside me, and drove into me in longer strokes. The weight of her thighs on either side of my head, the taste of her flooding my mouth, the percussion of Daniel's body against mine - every sensation arrived simultaneously, overlapping and amplifying. When Mei came, it was with her hips grinding down hard against my face, her voice fracturing above me, her thighs trembling against my jaw.

She lifted off, flushed and breathing hard, and immediately repositioned - sliding down between my legs, her mouth replacing Daniel's cock while he knelt beside me and I took him in, swirling my tongue against him to match Mei's rhythm below. Mei's tongue was deft and certain, knowing exactly where and how, and when she crooked two fingers inside me and worked that sweet interior spot I could not keep quiet. Daniel's hand found my hair and for the first time let himself hold me there, his composure unraveling further by the minute.

We moved between angles with a fluid ease - Daniel murmuring suggestions, a hand guiding a hip or tilting a chin, directing with a light touch that kept us flowing. When I finally came - on my hands and knees with Daniel driving into me from behind while Mei lay beneath us, her tongue sealed against my clit - the orgasm was bright and clean and almost laughing, deep for its lightness, a release without edges. Daniel followed moments later, his hands tightening on my hips, his head falling back against the pillow.

Mei curled against my side, her fingers tracing the bracelet at my wrist, and Daniel's hand rested on my thigh. Sunlight moved slowly across the white sheets.

My phone rang. Marcus.

"Lexi." His voice - dark and commanding, three words from turning my entire body liquid. "Daniel's signature arrived this morning. I'm told you were persuasive."

"Singapore is different from the others," I said. Mei's fingers stilled on my wrist. Daniel's thumb pressed a slow circle into my thigh.

"Everything is different now," Marcus said, and the quiet pride in his voice moved through me the way his hand once had - direct, proprietorial, reaching every part of me at once. "Come home. We have work to do."

The line went dead. I set the phone down and looked at the two people beside me - Mei, who'd taught me stillness and then showed me what happened when you let it go. Daniel, who'd asked for the only piece of me I'd never rehearsed giving, and gotten it.

The bracelet pressed against my wrist. Marcus's name engraved against my pulse. In Singapore, I'd given one man everything - and what surprised me most wasn't the surrender itself, but what remained after it.

I sat up, my muscles pleasantly sore, tasting coffee and Mei and Daniel on my tongue. Not hollowed out. Dense. Heavy with it. Three cities, three different languages of surrender, all still humming under my skin - Tokyo's ritual patience, Macau's sensory abandon, Singapore's slow and total unmaking. A version of myself I'd only glimpsed at the edges, until someone patient enough found her.

I was ready to go home.


⚜




Chapter 8: Homecoming

⚜

The Strip looked different from this altitude.

Not the view itself - I'd watched this same sprawl of neon and asphalt a hundred times from Marcus's Sky Villa, the casinos stacked along the boulevard like glittering dominoes, the desert pressing in at every edge. But the woman watching it had changed. The glass reflected someone I was still learning to recognize - chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, a pale silk camisole and tailored trousers from the last outfit Eliza had packed, Marcus's diamond necklace catching the late-afternoon sun that poured through the villa's windows. The platinum bracelet sat against my wrist, warmer than it had been when Marcus first clicked it into place. The long flight from Changi had left me stiff and raw, but three countries of body heat had soaked into the metal until it felt less like a manacle and more like a second skin.

The elevator had opened directly into the Sky Villa's foyer twenty minutes ago. Marcus and Eliza had been waiting - not in the briefing room where this had all started, but in the main salon, champagne already poured, standing side by side like parents at an airport gate. Marcus in his charcoal suit, dark hair silver-streaked, the same theatrical energy he carried into every significant moment. Eliza in a cream silk dress that bared her tanned shoulders, her blonde bob immaculately sleek, her smile carrying a warmth I hadn't seen before I left.

"Three for three," Marcus had said, kissing my forehead the way he'd done the morning of my departure - ceremonial, possessive, the kiss of a man confirming something he'd trusted would still be his. His hand had cupped the back of my neck and held, his thumb pressing into the hollow at the base of my skull, and the contact had sent a shiver through me that wasn't just jet lag. His touch hadn't changed. But the body receiving it had been tuned by unfamiliar hands in three different time zones, and every nerve responded with a depth that made him pause.

"You feel different," he'd murmured, pulling back to study my face.

"I am different."

"Good." His dark eyes had glinted with something between pride and hunger. "That was the point."

Eliza had embraced me next - one of her rare full-contact moments, her arms around my shoulders, her mouth close to my ear. "Flawless reports from every destination," she'd whispered. "Tanaka called you extraordinary. Rodrigo used a word I won't repeat. And Daniel - " She'd pulled back, her blue eyes searching mine. "Daniel said you were authentic. For Daniel, that's everything."

She'd stepped aside, and Marcus had led me through the villa to the east wing - past his study, past the briefing room where Eliza had first oiled my skin and wrapped me in ivory silk, to a door I'd never opened.

"Your new quarters," he'd said. "Director of International Relations."

The suite was twice the size of my previous room. A sitting area with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Strip, a walk-in closet already stocked with garments I recognized as Eliza's selections, a marble bathroom with a rain shower and a soaking tub that could hold three people comfortably. The bed was king-sized, dressed in white linen that reminded me painfully of Singapore.

On the desk sat a platinum nameplate: Lexi Matthews - Director of International Relations, The Pinnacle.

"You've earned this," Marcus said behind me. His hand settled on my hip, fingers curving over the bone, pulling me back against his chest. The gesture was identical to a hundred others - his body declaring that no title changed the fundamental arrangement between us. I was more valued now, more visible, elevated within his world. But the world was still his.

"Thank you, Marcus."

His grip tightened. "The title is a gift. The suite is a reward." His lips grazed my ear. "Your body is still mine to share. Don't let three successful trips make you forget that."

The words moved through me the way they always had - not as threat but as anchor, the gravitational pull at the center of every orbit I'd traveled. Tokyo, Macau, Singapore - all of it conducted on his authority, every man who'd touched me doing so because Marcus Cooper had decided they could.

"I haven't forgotten," I said. "I carry your name on my wrist."

"Yes, you do." He kissed the curve of my neck - brief, claiming - then released me. "Get settled. Eliza will bring champagne."

He left, and I stood alone in my new suite, watching the Strip begin its nightly transformation from sun-bleached concrete to electric fantasy.

Eliza arrived with champagne and the expression of a woman who had something planned.

She poured two glasses, handed me one, and clinked. "To the Director."

"To the woman who packed my suitcase," I countered.

She laughed - genuine, warm, the sound she made when her guard was fully down. We drank standing at the window, and Eliza asked about each city the way a conductor reviews a performance - not the business outcomes, which she already knew, but the physical details. How Tanaka's hands had felt. Whether Rodrigo's reputation was deserved. What Daniel had done that made me look the way I looked right now.

I told her. Not everything - some things belonged to Mei, to the onsen, to conversations whispered on heated stone. But enough that Eliza's breathing changed and her gaze dropped to my mouth twice before she caught herself.

"Marcus has something else planned for tonight," she said, setting her empty glass on the desk beside my new nameplate. "But first - " Her phone buzzed. She read the screen and smiled. "Your reunion."

The elevator chimed in the foyer.

Eliza touched my cheek - a gesture so quick it might have been accidental, except nothing Eliza did was accidental - and slipped out through the connecting door to the main villa.

I heard footsteps. Long strides, moving fast, crossing the salon without stopping. Tom Parker appeared in my doorway, and my pulse slammed to a halt.

He'd come straight from somewhere - his dark suit jacket was gone, his white shirt open at the collar, his sleeves shoved to his forearms. His dark hair was disheveled in the way that meant he'd been running his hands through it, and his pale blue eyes found me with a heat that compressed nine days of distance into a single, searing look.

"You're back," he said.

"I'm back."

He was across the room before I finished breathing. His body collided with mine and we went backward, my shoulders hitting the wall beside the window with a force that drove the air from my lungs. His mouth crashed into mine - no finesse, no measured approach, just raw, desperate collision - he kissed me like he was trying to overwrite the last nine days, his mouth punishing and hungry, chasing the taste of strangers off my skin.

I grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer, rising onto my toes, and the taste of him - bourbon and something clean, soap or skin - flooded my senses with a recognition so fierce it burned. His hand shoved into my hair, fisting at the back of my head, angling my mouth where he wanted it. The other hand seized my hip, yanking me flush against him, and through the fabric I felt him already hard, pressing against my stomach with the urgency that had marked our last encounter in the briefing room.

But this time, he wasn't going to walk away.

"Nine days," he said against my throat, his teeth scraping the same spot below my ear where he'd bitten me before I left - the mark that had faded somewhere in Macau. "Nine days of knowing that every man Marcus sent you to was - "

"Don't." I pulled his face back to mine. "Don't think about them. I'm here."

He made a sound against my mouth that was half groan, half something broken, and his hands moved with aggressive purpose - yanking the camisole over my head, then dragging my trousers down my thighs. I kicked them free and he pinned me against the wall, wearing nothing but platinum and diamonds, the bracelet biting into my wrist between our bodies.

He didn't undress. Just freed his belt, shoved fabric aside, and lifted me with his hands gripping my ass, my legs wrapping around his waist as he pressed into me against the wall.

The first stroke punched a cry from somewhere deep in my chest. He was thick and urgent and the angle was perfect - the cool wall at my back, his heat consuming me from the front, the slick drag of his length with every thrust driving me upward until only his hands and the friction between our bodies held me in place. My nails dug into his shoulders through his shirt, the cotton bunching in my fists, and the sounds I made were unguarded and loud and entirely for him.

"Christ," he breathed, his forehead dropping against my shoulder. "You feel - Christ, Lexi."

I tightened around him, deliberately, and his hips stuttered. Hakone had taught me what a single internal clench could do to a man's rhythm - how stillness at exactly the right moment could dismantle even the most determined pace. Parker gasped and his hold on my thighs tightened, faltering before he recovered and drove deeper, harder, punishing me for the trick and rewarding me at the same time.

"Bed," I managed.

He carried me there, still inside me, the motion shifting his angle with every step so that by the time my back hit the mattress I was already trembling. He pulled out and I whimpered at the loss - then he was over me, his shirt finally gone, his trousers kicked to the floor, and the weight of his body pressing mine into the sheets finally snapped the tension I'd been carrying since the briefing room - anchoring me exactly where I'd been aching to be.

He sank back into me and the fullness made me arch off the covers, my hands gripping his forearms, my legs wrapping tight. Missionary - but unlike Daniel's version, which had been slow dissolution, Parker was relentless and hungry, his hips driving with a force that rocked the headboard against the wall. Each thrust pressed him deep, the friction hitting an angle that dissolved the room around me, and I held his gaze - those pale eyes, fierce and possessive and stripped of every casual defense.

"I thought about this," he said, his jaw clenched with the effort of speaking. "Every night you were gone. This exact thing."

"Show me," I whispered.

He pulled my legs higher, hooking my ankles over his shoulders, and the new depth made me cry out. His pace shortened and intensified, grinding deep, and my body responded with the sensitivity three cities had built into me - every nerve amplified, every stroke registering with a clarity that was almost unbearable. The orgasm gathered like a storm, tightening low and savage, and when it broke I screamed into the quiet suite, my back bowing, my walls clenching around him in rhythmic pulses that made his whole body shudder.

He slowed but didn't stop, easing me through the aftershocks with long, measured strokes that kept the pleasure rippling. Then he sat back against the headboard and pulled me onto him.

I straddled his lap and sank down, taking him deep, and the shift in power settled through me like something I'd been training for without knowing it. His hands found my hips, but I took control - rolling with a confidence born of everything I'd absorbed abroad, an assurance that hadn't existed before I left. I set the pace, rising and falling with deliberate, grinding rolls that kept him deep, my hands braced on his chest, my hair falling around my face. Parker's head fell back against the headboard and his expression shattered entirely, raw and stunned, watching me move above him with the focus of a man witnessing something new in a body he thought he knew.

"You're different," he said.

"Better?"

His hands tightened on my waist. "More."

I leaned down and kissed him - deep, unhurried, tasting bourbon - and his hips lifted to meet mine with a groan that vibrated against my lips. Then he gripped my waist and rolled us, pressing me forward onto my hands and knees. He slid back inside from behind and the angle was different, deeper, every thrust rocking me forward. The familiar drive of his body against mine, his chest warming my back, his hand flat against the mattress beside my wrist - it felt like reclaiming something I hadn't known I'd missed.

The bedroom door opened.

Marcus entered first, Eliza half a step behind. He wore his suit, collar open now, his dark eyes taking in the scene with the predatory satisfaction of an owner surveying what belonged to him. Eliza had changed into a black silk robe, her blonde hair slightly loose, her lithe frame backlit by the salon's ambient glow.

They'd planned this. Of course they had - Marcus choreographed everything, and my homecoming was no exception. Parker's jaw tightened, but his hips didn't stop, and when Marcus circled the bed with the measured stride of a director surveying his stage, Parker gripped my hips harder and drove deeper, as if claiming territory before the others could redraw the map.

"Don't stop on my account," Marcus said. His voice carried the velvet authority that had first made my legs weak in this building. He loosened his tie with one hand, draping it over the desk chair, and unbuttoned his shirt without hurry, each button a statement of patience.

Eliza circled to the far side of the bed. Her robe slipped from her shoulders in a single motion - bare beneath it, her lithe frame toned and elegant, small breasts with dusky nipples, the body of a woman who maintained herself as meticulously as she maintained everything in Marcus's world. She climbed onto the mattress, settling alongside us, her hand trailing down my spine.

"There she is," Eliza murmured, her lips brushing my shoulder blade. "Our girl, back where she belongs."

Marcus was undressed now - broad-chested, silver hair scattered across his pectorals, his body carrying the commanding presence of a man at ease with his own authority. He positioned himself in front of me at the edge of the mattress, one hand gripping my chin, tilting my face up to him.

"Show me what you learned," he said.

I took him in my mouth without breaking my rhythm on Parker's cock. The weight of him on my tongue was unmistakably his - the familiar thickness, the taste of someone who'd owned that position from the beginning. But I worked him with a steadiness I hadn't had before Tokyo, an unhurried, receptive attention that let every ridge register fully, matching his rhythm instead of chasing my own.

Marcus's breath caught. "That's new," he murmured, and the approval in his voice traveled through me like a current.

Parker surged harder from behind, forcing my hips to answer, and the moan he wrenched from me hummed warm against Marcus's shaft. His pace grew punishing, demanding, while Marcus's heavy palm rested on the crown of my head at his own exacting rhythm. I was the bridge between their competing hungers, taking both with a capacity that felt limitless.

Then Eliza moved.

Eliza's knees settled onto the mattress beside my ears, the familiar clean scent of her flooding my lungs as Marcus stepped back just enough for her to lower herself above me. Her thighs framed my face, her hands found the headboard, and Parker's relentless thrusts rocked me forward as she sank against my mouth. All four of us locked into a single current - Parker filling me from behind, Eliza above me, Marcus's hands warm on my shoulders, all of us breathing the same close air.

I pulled Eliza down and put my mouth on her.

The taste of Eliza was familiar from encounters in this villa - clean, faintly floral, the understated elegance she carried into every aspect of her life. My tongue found her clit and circled with steady precision, and her composure broke faster than it used to. My mouth knew things it hadn't known before I left - how certain women needed patience before pressure, the trick of alternating broad strokes with focused suction until the rhythm synced with their breathing rather than mine. I used everything I'd learned, and her control didn't stand a chance.

Eliza gasped and her fingers tangled in my hair. "God - what did they teach you over there?"

Parker anchored my thighs and rolled his hips, grinding deep while I tended Eliza above. Marcus moved around to my side, his hand stroking along my flank, my ribcage, cupping my breast and rolling the nipple between his fingers, keeping himself woven into what we were doing. Parker's rhythm intensified. His pace shortened, his breathing ragged, his fingers locked on my hips like iron. I clenched around him - a deliberate, controlled squeeze that made him groan and buck - and Eliza ground down against my mouth in response to the sounds, chasing her own pleasure with an urgency that had abandoned all sophistication. My tongue sealed around her clit and pulsed.

Marcus's fingers threaded into my hair, pulling my face briefly from Eliza. He pushed into my mouth - two strokes, three, deep enough to make my eyes water - then guided Eliza back into position above me. They shifted around me with practiced ease, sliding into the gaps they'd carved out. My mouth returned to Eliza while Marcus stroked himself beside my face, his free hand cupping the back of my skull, his dark eyes burning down at me with a possessiveness that said mine, always mine, no matter how far I send you.

Parker found my clit with his thumb and pressed, circling with rough precision while his cock drove into me, and the dual assault - his fullness from behind, his calloused thumb on my most sensitive nerve - built the pressure to something unbearable. I moaned against Eliza and the vibration pushed her over - her orgasm breaking above me with a sharp, fractured cry, her thighs shaking, her hands white-knuckled on the headboard. She rode my mouth through the aftershocks, each pulse of her body grinding against my tongue.

Eliza lifted off, trembling, and sank against the pillows beside us. Marcus stepped back to my face.

"Open," he said, and I took him back in my mouth while Parker's hips picked up speed. This was the configuration the evening had been building toward - Parker buried inside me, Marcus in my mouth, my body the junction point of everything they wanted. I surrendered to the rhythm of it, Parker's thrusts rocking me forward onto Marcus, my body moving between them without effort now, nine days of learning how to hold myself open running in my blood.

Parker's hands dug into my hips. "Lexi - I'm - "

"Give it to her," Marcus said above me, his voice rough. "She can take it."

Parker buried himself one final time and held, his body going rigid. He hauled me upright against his chest, one arm locked around my waist, and the groan that tore from him vibrated through my spine as he pulsed inside me. The heat of it - the reality of being filled by a man who'd waited nine days to reclaim me - sent a shock through my core that clenched every muscle.

Marcus pulled back from my mouth and tilted my chin up with two fingers, his other hand moving in rough, quick strokes. He stepped closer and finished across my breasts - hot and deliberate, striping my skin in a claim that predated everything I'd experienced abroad. His cum landed warm and emphatic on my chest, and the sensation of being marked by one man while still full of another collapsed every distinction between them into a single, overwhelming fact: I was theirs. All of theirs. And I had never felt more completely myself.

Eliza returned. She slid between my legs as Parker eased out, her mouth finding me with the precision of a woman who knew my body as well as her own. Her tongue traced where Parker had just been, then sealed around my clit with firm, relentless suction. Her fingers pushed inside me - two, then three - and the stretch on top of everything I'd already taken that night was extraordinary, every nerve singing, my body so sensitized that each stroke of her tongue registered like a detonation.

She curled her fingers and pressed, and the orgasm that broke through me was the deepest of the night - a slow, total collapse that gathered from every limb and converged, seizing my body in a sustained contraction that turned the room to static, pulling a sound from somewhere beyond language. Eliza held me through it, her mouth never leaving me, her fingers working until the last tremor faded and I lay gasping on the covers, tears tracking silently down my temples.

The frantic energy bled from the room, leaving us heavy and quiet.

We lay tangled - Parker's arm across my waist, his face pressed against my shoulder; Marcus seated against the headboard, his hand resting warm on my thigh; Eliza curled at the foot of the bed, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my ankle. The suite smelled of sex and champagne and the faint jasmine I'd carried home in my skin from Tokyo.

Marcus was the first to speak.

His thumb pressed into the soft skin of my inner thigh as he said it - unhurried, proprietary, the touch as deliberate as the words. "Three partnerships secured. Four markets opened. A consortium that will redefine luxury hospitality across Asia." He pressed gently. "And you did it with nothing but your body and your instincts."

"That's not nothing," Parker said quietly.

Marcus met his eyes. Something passed between them that I'd never seen before - not rivalry, not the careful territorial circling that had defined their dynamic since the original deal. Acknowledgment. The recognition that whatever they each wanted from me, I wasn't just the girl following their rules anymore.

"No," Marcus agreed. "It isn't."

Eliza pressed a kiss to my ankle and rose. She found her robe, cinched it at the waist, and paused at the door.

"Director of International Relations," she said, and the title carried a gravity it hadn't held before tonight. "Welcome home, Lexi."

She left. Marcus retrieved his shirt from the desk chair where he'd left it, shrugging it on and buttoning with unhurried fingers. His hand briefly squeezed my shoulder as he passed. Parker stayed.

He lay beside me in the fading light, his fingertips tracing the bracelet on my wrist - the same inscription he'd read with barely controlled anger before I left. Property of The Pinnacle - M. Cooper.

"Are you?" he asked.

"Am I what?"

"His property."

I turned the question over the way I'd turned the bracelet on every flight, in every unfamiliar bed, against every man's skin. The engraving hadn't changed. But the wrist it circled had been reshaped by more hands than Marcus's, and the woman wearing it had discovered that belonging to a system didn't mean being limited by it.

"I'm his ambassador," I said. "His Director. His investment." I turned to face Parker, finding those eyes in the dimming light. "But what I am when I'm underneath you - that's mine."

He kissed me. Soft this time, no desperation, no claiming. Just the warmth of a mouth that had learned something in my absence, too.

"Welcome home," he said against my lips, and left.
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Ethan arrives at college expecting the typical freshman experience—awkward icebreakers, communal bathrooms, and late-night study sessions. Instead, he finds himself on a co-ed floor where three girls seem unusually interested in the shy pre-med student. Maya initiates during a late-night study session in his room. Sienna teases him in the communal shower. Harper surprises him with quiet intensity. They're not competing—they're collaborating. Over two weeks, Ethan goes from overwhelmed virgin to the center of a dorm room harem where his hallmates have decided he's theirs to share.


The Flatshare Harem
Available on Amazon
Three months post-breakup and desperate for housing, Jake signs a lease for a room he can actually afford. His new roommates seem normal enough—until Lexi drops to her knees in the kitchen at 2 a.m., Brooke pulls back the shower curtain, and Riley closes his bedroom door with a look that says she's been waiting. They're not competing for him—they're sharing him. From breakfast interruptions to evening group sessions, Jake discovers what it means to be the center of a harem where three beautiful women have decided he's theirs and pleasure is the shared currency.
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Available on Amazon
Burned out from corporate life, Alex takes a summer farmhand job in rural Vermont. The farm is run by two best friends in their twenties and their experienced mentor, all starved for male attention after years of isolation. Within days, the youngest visits his barn apartment. By week's end, her business partner makes her own proposition. Their mentor shows the younger women how it's really done. Alex discovers what it means to be shared by three women with insatiable appetites and no jealousy.
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Available on Amazon
Tyler books a private island off Belize to recover from a messy breakup. When he arrives, three women are already there—a yoga instructor and two students who've sworn off sex for their discipline retreat. Both parties are stranded together for ten days with no way to contact the outside world. In the tropical heat, vows dissolve one by one. The corporate lawyer cracks first. The playful social media manager rationalizes every boundary. Even the composed instructor can't resist forever. By the end of the retreat, Tyler discovers what happens when three women who swore off men decide he's worth breaking their promises.
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Available on Amazon
Desperate for a fresh start after her divorce, Grace finds the perfect nursing job in Pine Creek—with a salary too good to be true. The reason? The female staff serve the doctors in ways that transcend medicine. As Grace surrenders to commanding Dr. Blackwood's "free use policy," she discovers pleasures she never knew existed. But when their arrangement faces exposure, how far will she go to protect the life she never knew she needed?
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Available on Amazon
Four top executives. One willing wife. When Josie's husband offers her to his executives to save their failing company, she discovers an unexpected truth—she craves being shared. What begins as sacrifice becomes addiction as she's passed between powerful men, but success comes at a price. Caught between marriage vows and darkening desires, Josie must decide how far she'll go to satisfy her newfound hunger for being freely used.


Free Use Town
Available on Amazon
After losing her job in Seattle, twenty-two-year-old Daisy accepts a mail carrier position in the remote mountain town of Haven Valley, Montana, where her revealing uniform and the community's Federal Free Use Act mean her duties extend far beyond delivering packages. As she transforms from shy outsider to the town's most sought-after service provider, each delivery becomes an opportunity to discover desires she never knew existed—until innocent newcomer Harper joins her route and Daisy must guide another woman through the same awakening that changed her life forever. Note that this novella has a very high heat rating and is lighter on plot than my other works!


Free Use Office
Available on Amazon
Desperate for work, 26-year-old Olivia Bennett accepts a marketing role at Apex Dynamics with an extraordinary salary and vague terms about "team support" and "availability." In this glass San Francisco high-rise, she quickly discovers her duties extend far beyond campaigns—she becomes an amenity, freely available to the driven men who keep the company winning. From focus rooms to boardroom deals, Olivia surrenders to her new role until her ex Daniel arrives as a senior developer and witnesses her transformation. When a hostile takeover threatens everything, Olivia must prove that pleasure drives performance and decide whether the life that set her free includes her past.


Free Use Wedding
Available on Amazon
One tropical island wedding, endless possibilities for pleasure. Bridesmaid Cora discovers Azure Resort’s free use policy, where guests are always available for pleasure. As she surrenders to the island’s sensual freedom, her boundaries dissolve and her desires awaken—especially when her ex-boyfriend witnesses her transformation. By the end of the celebration, Cora must decide whether to return home changed or stay and help others embrace the same liberation.


Free Use Flatshare
Available on Amazon
In the heart of Brooklyn, Emma Knox finds a housing solution with a single condition: be available to her flatmates on demand. Three professional men—dominant and irresistible—transform her from career-focused to willing participant with just the signal of her bracelet. As urgent desires and jealousy collide, Emma discovers her primal nature while balancing between being shared and being claimed.


Free Use Island
Available on Amazon
When anthropology student Maya is abandoned on a remote island for six weeks, she discovers the tribe's sacred tradition of women freely surrendering to men's desires—a primal custom that awakens an intensity within her she never knew existed, leaving her torn between returning to civilization or embracing a new life of uninhibited pleasure that feels more like home than anything she's ever known.


Free Use Ski Season
Available on Amazon
I came for the snow, but stayed for the heat. When a blizzard traps me at Evergreen Lodge, I discover the staff's secret tradition - "sharing the warmth" means women are available to all men. Despite my shock, my body responds with undeniable desire. Soon I'm wearing the red consent armband, learning the lodge's rules in every shadowy corner. Each encounter strips away my inhibitions until I crave being shared. Snowed in and marked, can I handle the heat that now consumes me?


First Time at the Swingers Resort
Available on Amazon
One weekend can shatter inhibitions and ignite desires you never knew existed. Riley and David thought they were escaping their routine life for a simple getaway, but an invitation from adventurous friends leads them to Elysium—an exclusive resort where clothing is optional, and every sexual fantasy is on the menu.


Free Use Swingers Spa
Available on Amazon
Frustrated with dating, Alice craves deeper connections. When her friend suggests "The Free Use Swingers Spa," Alice discovers a world where inhibitions vanish and desire rules. Plunged into intense sensuality, will she embrace this uninhibited pleasure? Follow Alice's journey of self-discovery in a place where conventional boundaries no longer exist.


Free Use Hotel
Available on Amazon
I needed a job, and the Seraphina Hotel offered good money and a unique "atmosphere" - but I soon discover this Mediterranean island resort operates on a different kind of service where staff are expected to be... available. Can I handle the constant attention and free use culture, or will I tap out before my initiation is complete?



About the Author
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I'm Evelyn Wild. I recently crashed out of a soul-crushing office job and I'm trying my hand at writing. I've always been an avid reader, and I wanted to see if I could write about some of the things that really get my imagination going.
My stories explore themes of power dynamics, freedom, and the thrill of letting go. I'm fascinated by situations where the usual rules don't apply, and deeper instincts take over. I'm interested in exploring the intense, and sometimes challenging aspects of relationships, because that's what interests me.
This is new territory for me. I'm exploring my own interests, pushing my creative boundaries, and sharing it all with you. It's a journey of self-discovery, fuelled by a desire to break free from expectations. Maybe my stories will help you break free, too.
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