
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Obsession Addendum

A Dark Billionaire BDSM Erotic Romance

Rae Donovan


Copyright © 2026 by Rae Donovan

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


Also by Rae Donovan

The Obedience Protocol Series — The Bodyguard's Bargain

The Debt of Submission Series — Debt Taken

The Billionaire Obsession Series — Owned By The Billionaire

Want free bonus content + new release alerts? Get it HERE


Contents


1. UNDER CONTROL 
1. Elena


2. THE ARRANGEMENT 
2. Declan


3. INFILTRATION 
3. Natasha


4. THE LESSON 
4. Elena


5. EXPOSURE 
5. Declan


6. THE PLAN 
6. Natasha


7. TAKEN 
7. Declan


8. FOUND 
8. Elena


9. MOVING FORWARD 
9. Elena





UNDER CONTROL


Seven months after Paris

"Hands above your head."

Declan's voice cuts through the early morning quiet of his bedroom, and I respond instantly. Arms stretched overhead, fingers gripping the headboard, legs spread wide.

Waiting.

He's standing at the foot of the bed, still naked from last night, watching me with that predatory focus that makes everything inside me go still.

"You were touching yourself while I was in the shower."

It's not a question. Somehow he always knows.

"Yes, sir."

"Did I give you permission?"

"No, sir."He takes his time circling the bed, every movement intentional. I force myself to stay still even though every instinct screams to turn and watch him. I hear a drawer open. The sound of metal clinking. Adrenaline hits.

"What happens when you break rules?"

"I get punished, sir."

"That's right. And today's punishment needs to be memorable."

He appears beside me with leather cuffs and a spreader bar. "Wrists."

I extend my arms, and he secures each wrist with the ease of repetition before attaching them to the headboard. Then he moves to my ankles, fastening them to the spreader bar. The bar forces my legs impossibly wide, leaving me exposed and helpless.

"You're wet already," he observes, trailing one finger through my folds with agonizing slowness. "Such a needy little slut."

He disappears again. More sounds I can't quite place. When he returns, he's holding nipple clamps connected by a delicate chain. My breathing goes shallow just looking at them.

"These stay on until I decide otherwise."

He attaches the first clamp, adjusting it carefully, and I gasp at the sharp bite. Then the second. The chain hangs between my breasts, cold metal against overheated skin.

"Beautiful," he murmurs, almost to himself. "My perfect slut, all spread out and decorated for me."

He tugs the chain experimentally. Pleasure-pain explodes through me and I can't stop the whimper that escapes.

"That's just the beginning." He holds up a black leather flogger, letting the falls drag across my stomach, my ribs, my thighs. "Twenty strikes. Count them. If you lose count, we start over."

The first strike lands across my inner thighs. Not brutal, but enough to make me gasp.

"One, sir."

The second catches my hip. "Two, sir."

By strike ten, my skin is on fire, sensitized everywhere he's touched. By fifteen, I'm panting, struggling to focus on anything but the building heat. The chain between my nipples sways with each impact, sending sparks of sensation radiating through my breasts.

"Seventeen, sir."

"Eighteen, sir."

"Nineteen, sir."

The final strike lands directly on my pussy, and I cry out before I can stop myself. "Twenty, sir!"

He drops the flogger and reaches for something else. The wand vibrator. He presses it against my clit without warning, and the sensation is so sudden and intense I nearly scream.

"Don't you dare cum," he commands. "Not until I give you permission."

The vibrations pulse through me—relentless and maddening. My nerves are already screaming from the flogging, the clamps biting into my nipples with every breath, and now this. It's too much and not enough all at once. I pull against the restraints instinctively, but the spreader bar keeps my legs locked wide. Keeps me vulnerable and open and completely at his mercy.

"Please—"

He waits, silent.

"Please, sir. I need permission—" My voice is tight with desperation.

He removes the vibrator abruptly. "You don't get to need anything. You broke my rules. You touched what's mine without permission."

He tugs the chain—hard—and I can't stop the sound that escapes. The sharp pull sends lightning straight from my nipples to my core. Then he reaches for the nightstand and retrieves a thick glass dildo. When he presses it against my entrance, the cold shocks me—ice against my overheated flesh—and every muscle tenses.

"This is what you get instead of my cock. You'll take this and you'll thank me for it."

He pushes it inside slowly, making me feel every inch. Every ridge. Every curve as it stretches me open. The fullness is almost too much. Then he turns on the wand vibrator again, presses it firmly against my clit, and the combination nearly shatters me—filled completely and vibrating apart at the same time.

"Now. You may cum." He pauses, and his voice drops lower. "But understand this, Elena—every orgasm from now on belongs to me. You don't touch yourself. You don't cum without my permission. Your pleasure is mine to give or deny. Understood?"

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir."

The orgasm builds terrifyingly fast, then hits me so hard I can't breathe. My mind goes completely blank. I'm dimly aware of screaming his name, of my body convulsing violently against the restraints.

He doesn't stop. The vibrator stays pressed against my oversensitive clit, the dildo still buried inside me.

"Again," he commands. "Cum again and show me who you belong to."

"Yours, sir. I'm yours—"

The second one slams through me before I've recovered from the first. So intense it crosses into pain. I'm gasping for air, shaking uncontrollably, drowning in the overwhelming reality of being completely owned.

Finally—mercifully—he removes the vibrator and slides the dildo out carefully. Then he releases the nipple clamps.

The rush of blood back makes me gasp sharply. The pain is worse than when they went on—burning and sharp. He massages my nipples gently, working the blood back in, easing the worst of it.

"Good girl," he murmurs. "Perfect for me."

He releases my ankles from the spreader bar, then unfastens my wrists. My limbs are trembling, completely useless. He pulls me against his chest, and I feel how hard he is against my hip.

"Sir, please. I want—"

"I know what you want." He positions me on my hands and knees, one hand fisting in my hair. "And you'll get it. But you're going to earn it first."

He pushes inside me, and I'm so oversensitized that the stretch feels unbearable. My body doesn't know whether it wants more or needs him to stop. His other hand grips my hip—bruising, possessive—holding me exactly where he wants me as he fucks me with controlled, demanding precision.

"Every time you touched yourself, you were thinking about me."

"Yes, sir."

"My hands. My cock."

"Yes, sir."

"Remember that. You don't need your fingers when you have me."

He fucks me harder, deeper, his grip tightening in my hair until my scalp burns. I can feel another orgasm building—impossible after two already, but it's there, building fast.

"Cum," he commands, his voice rough now. "One more time. Show me you understand who owns this body."

I come completely undone, pulsing around him, and he follows with a guttural groan. His hand tightens on my hip hard enough to leave marks I'll feel tomorrow.

When he finally releases me, I collapse onto the bed, completely spent.

We collapse together, both breathing hard. After a moment, he pulls out carefully and heads to the bathroom. I hear water running, the sound distant and grounding. When he returns with a warm cloth, his touch is gentle as he cleans me, wiping away the evidence of what we've done before tossing the cloth aside.

"Better?" he asks.

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He pulls me back against him. "Next time you break a rule, the punishment will be worse."

"I understand, sir."

Seven months since Paris. Five months of rebuilding what I destroyed. And we're better. We are. But we're not the same. In the bathroom, I watch him in the mirror as he brushes his teeth. His eyes flick to my phone on the counter—the one he bought me after I threw away the burner I'd used to text Adrian.

"You can check it," I offer. Like I do every morning.

"I know." But he picks it up anyway. Scrolls through my messages, my calls, my emails.

I don't mind. This is my penance. My proof that I have nothing to hide.

He sets it down. "Breakfast?"

"I'll make coffee."

We move through his apartment in comfortable rhythm. Him in the shower while I start coffee. Me getting dressed while he handles emails. Normal. Comfortable. But I catch him watching me sometimes with this look. Like he's waiting for me to disappoint him again.

I'm determined never to give him a reason.

By the time I arrive at the office that morning, I've compartmentalized the bedroom version of us into the neat professional box where it belongs. I'm reviewing contracts at my desk when Natasha Volkov appears in my office doorway with her tablet and that warm smile that made me like her immediately when she joined six months ago.

"Morning. Shanghai contracts?"

"Among other things." She settles into the chair across from my desk, crossing her legs. "I have the revisions from their legal team. Want to review before the call at eleven?"

We spend the next thirty minutes going through documents. She's brilliant—sharp, efficient, catches details I miss. Declan made a good hire when he brought her on to replace Adrian. I push the thought of Adrian away before it can take root.

"This clause here," Natasha points to section seven. "We should push back. They're trying to limit our liability in a way that's not standard."

"Agreed. I'll flag it for Declan."

She leans back, studying me. "You and Declan work so well together. The dynamic is impressive."

I tense slightly. After everything that happened in the last year—the media frenzy, the board meetings, the whispers—I'm still sensitive about people commenting on our relationship. But Natasha's expression is genuinely curious. Respectful.

"We've learned to separate professional and personal," I say carefully.

"That must be difficult. Especially with..." She trails off, then shakes her head. "Sorry. That's intrusive."

"With what?"

"Well. I've been in the lifestyle myself. Back in Moscow. Before I got engaged." She touches her ring unconsciously. "I saw it right away. His presence. Your attention. The way you two move around each other."

I feel my face flush. "Is it that obvious?"

"Only to someone who knows what to look for." She smiles. "Don't worry. Your secret's safe with me. And for what it's worth, I think it's beautiful. Finding someone who truly understands your needs."

Something in my chest loosens. I've never talked to another woman about this—except my therapist. Sienna knows, but she doesn't understand it the way someone in the lifestyle would.

"You said you were in the lifestyle?" I ask. "Past tense?"

"Dmitri isn't... he's wonderful, but he's vanilla. Traditional." She shrugs. "I gave it up when we got serious. Some things matter more than others, you know?"

"That must be hard."

"Sometimes. But he makes me happy in other ways." She stands, gathering her tablet. "Anyway. I didn't mean to pry. Just wanted you to know you're not alone. And if you ever want to talk about navigating all this—the work dynamics, the public perception—I'm here."

After she leaves, I sit at my desk feeling oddly comforted. Natasha gets it. She understands. And she gave up the lifestyle for love. She's safe. I can trust her. She's not a threat.

My therapy session that afternoon is in Dr. Lang's Upper East Side office, decorated in calming neutrals that always make me feel like I can breathe. We've been doing this for six months—individual sessions to work through the guilt and self-destructive patterns that led me to cheat in the first place.

"How are things with Declan?" she asks, settling into her chair with her notepad.

"Good. Better than they've been."

"But?"

I should know by now I can't hide anything from her. "I still feel like I'm performing. Like I'm playing the role of the perfect submissive to make up for what I did."

"And is that sustainable?"

"I don't know. Maybe? I just—" I pause, trying to find the words. "Before Paris, before everything fell apart, I felt like I was disappearing. Like I was just an extension of him. His possession. His toy to control."

"And that's why you sought out Adrian."

"Yes. Because with Adrian, I was... myself. I had agency. I made choices, even if they were terrible ones."

Dr. Lang writes something down. "Have you talked to Declan about needing more autonomy within your dynamic?"

"How can I? After what I did? I don't exactly have the moral high ground to make demands."

"Elena, rebuilding trust doesn't mean erasing yourself. It means finding a way to be honest about your needs while respecting the relationship."

"I don't even know what my needs are anymore."

She sets down her pen. "Let me ask you something. What would it look like if you had more control? More say in your dynamic with Declan?"

I think about that. Really think about it. "I don't want to leave him. I don't want vanilla. I still want to submit. But maybe... maybe I want to choose when. Choose how. Not just be at his mercy constantly."

"That's perfectly valid. Many submissives negotiate for that kind of dynamic. Power exchange that's more balanced."

"But after Paris—"

"After Paris, you're still a person with needs and boundaries. The affair happened because you felt powerless. Silenced. If you don't address that, you'll end up in the same place eventually."

The words sink in, chilling. She's right. I've been so focused on proving I'm trustworthy that I haven't addressed the actual problem—the one that made me vulnerable to Adrian in the first place.

"So what do I do?"

"You talk to Declan. You tell him what you need. And you trust that if he truly loves you, he'll find a way to meet you halfway."

By the time I get home that evening, I'm still thinking about Dr. Lang's words. Sienna is in the kitchen making pasta, her hair tied up in a messy bun, wearing the NYU hoodie she's had since undergrad.

"You have that look," she says without turning around.

"What look?"

"The 'therapy was intense and now I'm processing' look."

I pour myself a glass of wine and lean against the counter. "Dr. Lang thinks I need to talk to Declan about having more control in our dynamic."

Sienna turns to face me. "And that scares you."

"Terrifies me. What if he says no? What if he thinks I'm just making excuses?"

"Then he's not the right Dom for you. Elena, you can't spend the rest of your life walking on eggshells. That's not sustainable."

"I know. But I also don't want to lose him."

"You won't lose him by being honest. You'll lose him by pretending to be someone you're not." She pauses. "What would you even ask for?"

I take a sip of wine, considering. "I don't know exactly. Maybe... maybe the ability to initiate sometimes. To have scenes where I'm not completely powerless. Where I get to make choices."

"That sounds reasonable."

"Does it? Or does it sound like I'm trying to have my cake and eat it too?"

"It sounds like you're trying to build a relationship that works for both of you. Which is what you should have done from the beginning."

She's right. But knowing that doesn't make the conversation with Declan any less terrifying.

***

Friday nights are ours. Always have been, even during the worst of the rebuilding. Dinner at Declan's place, just us, no work talk. Tonight he's made his grandmother's bolognese—the recipe he only makes for special occasions—and opened a bottle of Barolo.

"What's the occasion?" I ask, accepting the wine glass.

"No occasion."

But there's something in his expression. A tension I haven't seen in weeks. We eat in relative silence, the kind that comes from two people with too much on their minds. When he asks about my day, I tell him about the Shanghai contracts. About work. Safe topics.

"Dr. Lang says we're making good progress," I offer.

"We are."

"You don't sound convinced."

He sets down his fork. "I am convinced. We're better than we were. But Elena, I'd be lying if I said I don't still have moments where I wonder if you're just going through the motions. Playing the part you think I want."

The observation is so close to what I've been feeling that I almost laugh.

"What if I am?" I ask quietly.

He goes still. "What?"

"What if I am just playing a part? What if I've been so focused on proving I'm trustworthy that I haven't been honest about what I actually need?"

"And what do you need?"

This is it. The moment where I either speak up or spend the rest of my life pretending.

"I need more control," I say. "Not all the time. Not even most of the time. But sometimes. I need to feel like I have agency. Like I'm choosing to submit rather than just... existing as your possession."

The silence feels endless. His expression tells me nothing.

"That's why you cheated," he finally says. "Because you felt like a possession."

"Yes. And I know that doesn't excuse it. Nothing excuses it. But if we're going to move forward, I need to be honest about what led me there."

He stands, paces to the window. I watch the tension in his shoulders, the way his hand tightens around his glass.

"So what are you asking for?"

"I don't know exactly. Maybe... scenes where I have more say. Where I can initiate. Where the power exchange feels more balanced."

"You want to top from the bottom."

"No. I want to be a partner. Not just a submissive."

He turns to look at me. "And you think that will fix what broke between us?"

"I think it's a start. I think if I feel like I have a voice, I won't need to seek validation elsewhere."

The words are out, and I can't take them back. Raw honesty that leaves me feeling exposed.

"What would that look like?" he asks. "Practically."

I stand, crossing to him. "I don't know. Maybe we explore adding someone else to our dynamic. Someone who could participate in scenes where the power dynamics shift. Where I'm not always the one being dominated."

His eyes narrow. "You want a threesome."

"I want to explore what it feels like to have control. To dominate someone else while you watch. To see what that side of it feels like."

"Why?"

"Because maybe if I understand what you experience—the control, the power, the responsibility of it—I'll appreciate what we have more. And maybe you'll see that giving me that experience doesn't diminish your dominance. It enhances it."

He studies me for a long moment. "You've really thought about this."

"I have."

"And who did you have in mind?"

I take a breath. "Natasha."

His eyebrows raise. "Volkov?"

"She understands the lifestyle. She's experienced. She's engaged, so there's no risk of emotional complications. And she's someone we both trust professionally."

"You want to dominate my VP?"

"I want to explore a different dynamic. With someone safe. Someone who understands what this is and what it isn't."

Declan is quiet, processing. I can see him thinking through every angle.

"If we do this," he finally says, "it's not just about you exploring control. It's about us figuring out what our relationship actually looks like. What works for both of us."

"I know."

"And there will be rules. Boundaries."

"I'd expect nothing less."

He crosses back to me, close enough that I can smell his cologne—sandlewood and spice. "You realize this could destroy us."

"Or it could save us."

"You're willing to risk it?"

"I'm willing to risk it if you are."

He holds my face between his hands, studying me. "You should have told me you felt like a possession before it got to Paris."

"I know. I was weak. And scared. And I handled it in the worst possible way."

"Yes. You did." His thumb strokes my cheekbone. "But I wasn't listening either. I was so focused on maintaining control that I didn't notice you disappearing."

"So we fix it," I say. "As partners."
He releases my face and steps back. "I'll think about it. About Natasha. About what this would actually look like."

"That's all I ask."

The conversation has shifted something between us. Not fixed everything, but opened a door we've kept closed for months.

When he leads me to the bedroom that night, it's different. He strips me slowly, reverently, his hands gentler than they've been in weeks.

"Tonight," he says, "I want you to tell me what you need. Not what you think I want to hear. What you actually need."

I look up at him, vulnerable in a way I haven't been since Paris. "I need you to see me. Not just as your submissive. As Elena."

"I do see you."

"Then prove it. Give me this. Let me explore what it feels like to have power. And trust that it won't make me disappear again."

He's quiet for a long moment. Then he nods.

"We'll talk to Natasha. See if she's interested. Set boundaries. Do this right."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. This could be the best decision we ever make or the worst. We won't know until we try."

He lays me down on the bed, but tonight there are no restraints. No toys. Just his hands on my body and his eyes on mine.

"Tonight," he says, "I'm going to make love to you. Not dominate you. Not control you. Just love you. And you're going to let me. Understood?"

"Yes."

When he enters me, it's slow. Tender. His forehead pressed against mine, his breath mingling with mine. And for the first time in months, I feel like he's actually seeing me. Not the submissive I've been pretending to be. Not the woman who betrayed him. Just Elena.

After, we lie tangled together in the darkness.

"I'll call Natasha tomorrow," he says. "Feel her out. See if this is even something she'd consider."

"And if she says yes?"

"Then we figure out what this looks like. What you need from it. What I need from it. And we do it carefully."

"Okay."

"But Elena? This doesn't fix what happened in Paris. It doesn't erase the affair or rebuild trust overnight."

"I know."

"It's a starting point. A way forward. But you still have to do the work."

"I will. I am."

He pulls me closer, and I feel the tension in his body start to ease.

Tomorrow, everything changes. But tonight, for the first time in months, I feel like we might actually make it through this.


THE ARRANGEMENT


Saturday Morning - 6:45 AM

Elena is still asleep in my bed, dark hair fanned across the pillow, sheet twisted around her naked body.

I should be asleep too. Should be content after last night's conversation, after the sex that followed, after agreeing to something that could either strengthen us or destroy us completely.

Instead, I'm standing at my bedroom window watching the sun rise over Manhattan, wondering what the fuck I just agreed to.

A threesome. With my VP. With a woman I've been actively trying not to notice for six months.

Because I have noticed. I'm not dead.

Natasha Volkov is striking. Confident. The kind of woman who commands attention just by walking into a room. And knowing she's experienced in the lifestyle—that she understands dominance and submission—makes her even more appealing.

But this isn't about me wanting to fuck someone else. It's about Elena needing to explore control. Needing to understand what it feels like to have power in this lifestyle instead of always being on the receiving end.

And if I'm honest, part of me wants to see what she does with it.

Behind me, Elena stirs. "Come back to bed."

I turn. She's awake, propped up on one elbow, looking at me with those dark eyes that saw through my walls from day one.

"Can't sleep," I admit.

"Second thoughts?"

"I'm way past second."

She pats the bed beside me. I cross the room and sit, and she immediately curls against me, head on my chest.

"We don't have to do this," she says quietly. "If you're having doubts—"

"I'm not. Not exactly." I run my fingers through her hair. "I just want to make sure you understand what you're asking for."

"I do."

"Do you? Because once this starts, once you're dominating someone while I watch, once we both touch her—there's no unseen that. No going back."

"I know."

"And you're really ready for it? To have that kind of control?"

She's quiet for a moment. "Ask me again after we have dinner with Natasha and I see if I can actually do this. Then I'll know for sure."

Fair enough.

We lie there for another hour, tangled together, neither of us sleeping. Just existing in this moment before everything changes.

At eight, her phone buzzes. Text from Sienna.

"I need to go," Elena says reluctantly. "Sienna and I have brunch plans. Girls' day."

"Stay."

"I can't. I already cancelled on her twice this month." She kisses me. "Besides, you have work to do."

"What work?"

"Talking to Natasha. Setting this up." She climbs out of bed, starts gathering her clothes from last night. "Unless you've changed your mind?"

"No. I said I'd do it."

She pauses, half-dressed, studying my face. "Declan. If you don't want this—if you're only agreeing because you think it's what I need—"

"I want to see where this goes." The admission surprises us both. "Not just for you. For us. To see if giving you this control actually changes anything."

She crosses back to the bed, straddles my lap, cups my face. "Then let's see what happens."

After she leaves, I shower and make coffee and try to focus on work emails. But my mind keeps drifting to Natasha.

To the way she moves through the office like she owns it. The slight accent that makes everything she says sound more interesting. The sharp intelligence that matches my own.

And now, knowing she was in the lifestyle. Knowing she understands what Elena and I have.

My phone buzzes. Marcus.

Poker tonight? My place. 8 PM.

I consider declining. Should probably spend the evening thinking through how to approach Natasha on Monday.

But I need normal. Need to pretend life isn't about to get complicated.

I'll be there.

***

Shaw Industries Monday morning feels different. I've been at my desk since seven, but I haven't accomplished anything. Just staring at emails, at contracts, at reports that usually command my full attention.

Through my glass wall, I can see Natasha at her desk. She's on a call, gesturing as she talks, that focused intensity she brings to everything.

I wonder if she brings that same intensity to submission.

Marcus appears in my doorway. "Morning. You look like shit."

"Thanks."

"Rough weekend?"

"Something like that."

He settles into the chair across from my desk, coffee in hand. "Want to talk about it?"

"Not particularly."

"Elena okay?"

"She's fine. We're fine."

"Then why do you look like you haven't slept in three days?"

Because I haven't. Because I'm about to do something either brilliant or catastrophically stupid and I can't tell which.

"Just work stress," I lie.

Marcus doesn't believe me—I can see it in his expression—but he drops it. We discuss the Shanghai deal, the Melbourne contracts, the quarterly projections. Normal business. Normal conversations. Except nothing feels normal anymore.

At ten, my calendar reminder pings. Weekly check-in with Natasha.

Usually, these meetings are efficient. Thirty minutes reviewing her department, discussing strategy, then done.

Today, I'm about to proposition my VP.

She appears at my door exactly on time. "Ready for me?"

"Come in. Close the door."

She does, settling into the chair Marcus just vacated. She's wearing a charcoal suit, hair pulled back, minimal makeup. Professional. Polished. Beautiful.

"Shanghai contracts are finalized," she starts, pulling up her tablet. "Legal approved our revisions. We're clear to proceed."

"Good. What about Melbourne?"

We spend ten minutes on legitimate business. The whole time, I'm aware of her in a way I shouldn't be. The way she crosses her legs. The slight furrow between her brows when she's thinking. The confidence in every word.

Finally, she sets down her tablet. "Was there something else? You seem distracted."

Now or never.

"There is something else. Something personal."

Her expression shifts. Interested. Cautious. "I'm listening."

"This is an unusual conversation. And if you're uncomfortable at any point, say so and we'll forget it happened."

"Declan, you're making me nervous."

"Elena and I are exploring something. An addition to our private life. Something temporary and controlled. She wants to explore what it feels like to have control—to dominate someone instead of always being the submissive."

I watch understanding dawn in her eyes.

"You're asking if I'd be interested in joining you."

"Elena suggested you. Because you understand the lifestyle. Because you're in a committed relationship, which makes this safer. Because we trust you."

She's quiet for a long moment, just looking at me. Then she stands, walks to my window, looking out at the city.

"I haven't submitted to anyone since I got engaged," she says finally. "Two years. I told myself I didn't need it anymore."

"But you miss it."

She turns to face me. "Every single day. Dmitri is wonderful. Stable. Everything I should want. But he doesn't understand this part of me. Can't give me what I need."

"Does he know? About your past?"

"He knows I was in the lifestyle. We've discussed it. He's... accepting. But he's not dominant. Can't be, even if he tried."

I lean back in my chair, studying her. "So is that a yes?"

"That depends. What exactly are you offering?"

"Dinner. This Friday. My place. The three of us. We discuss boundaries, rules, expectations. See if this is something all three of us can handle."

"And if we decide to move forward?"

"Then we explore. Carefully. With clear boundaries."

Natasha moves closer, rounding my desk. Not touching, but close enough that I can smell her perfume. Rich and intoxicating.

"What do you want, Declan? Not Elena. Not me. You."

Honest answer: "I want to see if giving Elena this control changes our relationship. Want to see what happens when she's not the one being dominated. And yes, I'm curious what it's like to share that experience with her."

"And you think I'm the right person for this experiment?"

"Elena thinks so. And I trust her judgement."

The air between us crackles with tension. Professional boundaries blurring into something else entirely.

"I need to talk to Dmitri," she says finally. "Get his permission."

"Of course."

"Can I call him now? From here?"

I'm surprised, but I nod. She pulls out her phone, puts it on speaker, sets it on my desk.

It rings three times before a man answers. "Tasha? Everything okay?"

His voice is warm. American. Genuine affection clear in those few words.

"I'm fine, darling. But I need to discuss something with you. Something important."

"I'm listening."

Natasha glances at me, then launches in. No sugarcoating. No manipulation. Just honest explanation.

"My boss and his girlfriend have asked if I'd be interested in joining them. Sexually. For a limited time. She wants to explore dominance, and they want someone experienced who understands the lifestyle. I wanted to ask your permission before I agreed."

The silence on the other end stretches. I can hear traffic in the background. He's outside somewhere.

Finally: "Is this what you want? Really want?"

"Yes."

"The lifestyle stuff? What you had before we met?"

"Yes."

Another pause. "Then you have my blessing. You know I want you to be happy, Tasha. Even if I can't give you everything you need."

"Thank you, Dmitri. I love you."

"Love you too. Be safe, okay?"

After she hangs up, I'm processing. "He's very understanding."

"He's incredible." Her expression softens when she talks about him. "Most men wouldn't be okay with this. But Dmitri knows who I am. What I need. He loves me enough to let me have it."

"That's rare."

"I know. I'm very lucky." She twists her engagement ring absently. "We met two years ago at a conference in London. He wasn't what I expected—didn't fit the type I usually go for. But he just... got me. Accepted every part of me, including the parts I thought I'd have to hide forever."

"And he's really okay with this? With you submitting to another man—and woman?"

"He says if it makes me happy, he's happy. That denying this part of me would be like denying who I am." She looks at me directly. "He's not dominant, Declan. He's tried, for my sake. But it's not natural for him. And I'd never ask him to be something he's not. This way, we both get what we need."

The way she talks about him—the genuine affection, the gratitude—it's clear this is real. She loves him. He loves her. They've found a way to make it work despite incompatibility in one area.

It actually makes me feel better. Less like we're taking advantage, more like we're all adults making informed decisions.

"When's the wedding?"

"Next spring. April, hopefully. If we can survive wedding planning." She laughs. "His mother has opinions about everything. The venue, the flowers, the guest list. It's exhausting."

"But worth it."

"Completely worth it." She picks up her tablet. "Friday, then. Eight PM."

"Friday. Eight PM. My address is in the company directory."

"I'll be there." She heads for the door, then pauses. "Declan? Thank you. For considering me. For trusting me with this."

After she leaves, I sit at my desk trying to process what just happened.

I just invited another woman into my relationship. Into my bed. Into the relationship Elena and I have spent six months rebuilding.

My phone buzzes. Text from Elena.

Did you talk to her?

Declan- Yes. Dinner Friday. 8 PM.

How do you feel?

Declan- Ask me Friday.

Friday night arrives faster than I expect. I've changed my shirt three times, finally settling on simple: black button-down, jeans, bare feet. This is my home. My space. My rules.

The apartment is clean, dinner is prepped, wine is breathing on the counter. Pasta—nothing too heavy, nothing that requires complicated attention.

Tonight is about conversation. About boundaries. About making sure we're all really ready for this.

At 7:52, my doorbell rings.

Elena. She's wearing a simple dress—blue, fitted—and her hair is down. She looks beautiful and nervous.

"Hey," she says, stepping inside.

"Hey yourself."

I pull her close, kiss her properly. Trying to ground us both.

"I'm nervous," she admits against my lips.

"Me too."

"What if I can't do this? What if I freeze up?"

"Then we stop. Before anything happens. Before we cross any lines."

She nods, but I can see the doubt in her eyes.

At exactly eight, the doorbell rings again.

Natasha.

She's dressed casually—black jeans, silk blouse, leather jacket. Hair down for once, makeup subtle but present.

She looks like she's going on a date.

Which, I suppose, she is.

"Come in," I say, stepping aside.

She enters, and I watch Elena's face as the two women size each other up.

"Elena." Natasha smiles warmly. "Thank you for including me in this."

"Of course. Wine?"

"Please."

We settle in the living room with wine, and for a few minutes, it's just... normal. Three colleagues having drinks. Discussing work, the city, nothing important.

Then Natasha sets down her glass.

"Should we discuss why we're really here?"

Elena takes a breath. "Yes. We should."

I lead the conversation, keeping it structured. "We're exploring adding you to our dynamic. Temporarily. Three months maximum. With rules and boundaries that all three of us agree to."

"What kind of rules?" Natasha asks.

"Everything happens with all three of us present initially. Either Elena or I can end this at any time. Complete discretion—no one else knows. And if anyone develops feelings beyond sexual, we stop immediately."

Natasha nods slowly. "What about physical boundaries? What's on the table? What's off limits?"

Elena speaks up, her voice steadier than I expected. "I want to explore dominance. To see what it feels like to have control over someone. To understand what Declan experiences."

"And you think I'm the right person for that?" Natasha looks at her directly.

"I think you understand what we're looking for. And I think you need this as much as I do."

"What about you, Declan?" Natasha turns to me. "Where do you fit in this?"

"I'm here to support Elena. To guide her if she needs it. And to participate when it makes sense."

"So you're not just looking to fuck someone new."

"No. This isn't about that."

Natasha studies both of us for a long moment. Then she stands, walks to the window. "I should be honest too. I miss this. The lifestyle. The submission. The feeling of giving up control to someone who can handle it. Dmitri can't give me that. May never be able to. And I've been starving for it."

The vulnerability in her voice is real and raw.

She turns back to us. "So yes. I want this. Want to explore this with both of you. But I need to know you're serious. That this isn't just an experiment you'll abandon when it gets complicated."

"We're serious," Elena says. "And if it gets complicated, we communicate. Honestly. All three of us."

"Agreed."

We spend the next hour discussing specifics. Safe words. Hard limits. What each of us needs. What we're curious about. What scares us.

By ten, we've covered everything.

"So," I say finally. "Are we doing this?"

Elena and Natasha look at each other. Some unspoken communication passing between them.

Then Elena nods. "Yes."

Natasha smiles. "When do we start?"

"Next Friday," I decide. "One week. Gives us all time to think, to make sure. If anyone changes their mind, no judgement. We walk away clean."

"And if no one changes their mind?" Natasha asks.

"Then we see what happens."

After Natasha leaves—after more wine, more conversation, more nervous laughter—Elena and I are alone.

She's curled on my couch, looking drained but also... energized.

"That was intense," she says.

"Are you okay?"

"I don't know. Ask me next Friday."

I pull her close. "We can still back out."

"I don't want to back out. Do you?"

"No."

We sit in silence for a while. Then she looks up at me.

"Take me to bed. I need you."

In my bedroom, I strip her slowly. Taking my time. Memorizing every inch of skin, every curve, every place I know makes her gasp.

"You're mine," I murmur against her throat. "Before Natasha. During. After. Always mine."

"Always yours," she echoes.

I lay her on the bed, but I don't restrain her. Don't command her. Tonight isn't about dominance.

It's about us.

I kiss down her body, taking my time. Tasting her. Worshipping her. Reminding both of us why we're doing this.

When I push inside her, she wraps her legs around me, pulling me deeper.

We move together slowly. Intimately. No games. No roles. Just us.

When she cums, it's with my name on her lips and her nails digging into my back.

After, lying tangled together, I ask: "What are you thinking?"

"That next Friday, everything changes."

"Are you scared?"

"Terrified. But also... excited."

"Me too."

She traces patterns on my chest. "Declan? Promise me something."

"Anything."

"Promise that no matter what happens with Natasha, this doesn't change. Us. What we have."

"I promise."

The next morning I wake up alone. Elena left early—text on my phone says she went back to her place, needed to talk to Sienna.

I don't blame her.

I'm making coffee when my phone buzzes. Unknown number.

I almost delete it, but curiosity wins.

You're making a mistake. All three of you. Stop before someone gets hurt.

I stare at the message. Then I call Elena.

"Did you just text me from a burner?"

"What? No. Why?"

"I got a weird message. Warning about us and Natasha."

She goes quiet. "That's creepy."

"Did you tell anyone besides Sienna?"

"No. Did you tell Marcus?"

"No."

"Then who—"

"I don't know. Probably just spam. Wrong number."

But I don't believe that. And neither does she.

"Declan. Maybe this is a sign. Maybe we should—"

"No. We're not backing out because of an anonymous text."

"Okay. If you're sure."

After we hang up, I stare at the message for a long time.

Then I delete it.

Whoever sent it—whoever's watching—doesn't matter.

This is between Elena, Natasha, and me.

And next Friday, we find out if we're strong enough to handle it.


INFILTRATION


Friday Night - 10:47 PM

The cab drops me off in front of my building in Chelsea, and I'm vibrating with adrenaline.

I did it. I'm in.

Hook, line, and fucking sinker.

The doorman nods as I pass through the lobby. "Evening, Ms. Volkov. Mr. Petrov said to tell you he's upstairs."

"Thank you, James."

In the elevator, I catch my reflection in the mirrored walls. Hair slightly mussed from the wind, cheeks flushed, eyes bright with excitement.

I look like a woman who just got exactly what she wanted.

Because I did.

I replay the evening in my mind. The way Declan relaxed when I talked about Dmitri. The way Elena's shoulders dropped when I described our "perfect" relationship. How they both leaned in when I got vulnerable about missing the lifestyle.

The performance was flawless.

And when Dmitri played his part over the phone—the supportive fiancé, so understanding, so accepting—they bought it completely.

They actually think I'm safe. Engaged. In love. No threat at all.

God, this is going to be easy.

The elevator opens on the eighth floor. Our apartment is at the end of the hall—two bedroom, ridiculous rent, split exactly down the middle.

I unlock the door and step inside.

Dmitri is on the couch with another man. They're sitting close, the man's hand on Dmitri's thigh, both of them laughing at something on TV.

Maxwell. Dmitri's actual boyfriend.

They spring apart when I enter.

"Shit, Tasha." Maxwell stands quickly, grabbing his jacket. "I didn't realize you'd be back so soon."

"It's fine, Maxwell. Stay." I drop my purse on the entry table. "I'm going to bed anyway."

He looks at Dmitri, who nods. Maxwell settles back on the couch, but the easy intimacy from thirty seconds ago is gone.

This is our arrangement. Maxwell stays invisible. I pretend not to notice. We all maintain the fiction that Dmitri and I are madly in love.

"So?" Dmitri asks, muting the TV. "How did it go?"

I pour myself vodka from the bottle in the freezer—the good stuff I have shipped from Moscow—and join them in the living room. Not on the couch. In the chair across from them.

"Perfectly. They bought everything. The engagement, the love story, April wedding plans, your mother's opinions on flowers."

Dmitri's jaw tightens. "You told them my mother has opinions?"

"I told them YOUR FAKE mother has opinions. Relax."

Maxwell touches Dmitri's arm gently. "Babe, maybe we should—"

"No." Dmitri pulls away, standing up. "Tasha, this feels different than the others. You're already obsessed. I can see it in your eyes."

I take a long sip of vodka. "I'm not obsessed. I'm focused."

"That's what you said in Moscow." His voice rises slightly. "Right before you destroyed that man's life."

Heat flashes through me. Anger and defensiveness mixing together. "This is different. Declan isn't married. Elena suggested this herself. I'm not manipulating anything."

"You're always manipulating." Dmitri runs his hand through his hair. "That's what you do. That's who you are."

Maxwell stands, clearly uncomfortable. "I should go."

"No." I wave him back down. "Stay. Dmitri's just worried because he's a worrier. But there's nothing to worry about. This is a consensual arrangement between three adults. No one's getting hurt."

Dmitri looks at me for a long moment. "You really believe that, don't you? That this time will be different."

"It will be."

"Why? Because Declan isn't married? Because Elena invited you? Tasha, you found ways to justify it in Moscow too. You always find ways to justify it."

I finish my vodka, feel the burn, welcome it. "We have an agreement, Dmitri. I provide cover for you until the election. You provide cover for me. That's the deal. So unless you want to explain to your conservative constituents why you're sleeping with Maxwell instead of planning a wedding, I suggest you trust me to keep my shit together for seven more months."

It's a low blow. I know it as soon as the words leave my mouth.

Dmitri's face goes carefully blank. "Right. Seven months."

Maxwell looks between us, then stands. "I'm going to head out. Dmitri, I'll text you tomorrow."

After he leaves, the apartment is quiet except for the muted TV.

Finally, Dmitri sits back down. "I like them."

"Who?"

"Declan and Elena. They seem... genuine. Like they're really trying to make their relationship work after what happened with that other guy."

"Adrian," I supply. "She cheated with the previous VP. For six weeks."

"Right. Adrian." He looks at me directly. "They're rebuilding trust. Trying to prove they're stronger than what almost broke them. And you're about to walk into the middle of that and destroy it."

"I'm not destroying anything. They invited me."

"You manipulated them into inviting you. Don't pretend this wasn't your plan all along."

He's not wrong. But I'm not giving him the satisfaction of admitting it.

"What do you want me to say, Dmitri? That I'll back out? Find some other way to spend my Friday nights while you're with Maxwell?"

"I want you to be honest. With yourself, at least. You don't want to explore a dynamic with them. You don't want to help their relationship. You want Declan. You want to take him from Elena. You want to win."

The accuracy of it stings.

"And after you win?" he continues. "After you get Declan? What then? You get bored and move on? Find the next obsession?"

I don't answer because I don't have an answer.

He's right. It's always about the chase. The conquest. The moment when they choose me over whoever they're supposed to be with.

After that... I don't know. I've never thought that far ahead.

Dmitri stands. "I'm going to bed. Maxwell's coming back over after you're asleep, if that's okay."

"It's fine."

At his bedroom door, he pauses. "Just... try not to destroy too many lives this time. Please."

"I'll try."

But we both know I won't.

In my bedroom later, I'm lying in bed still dressed, scrolling through photos on my phone. Photos of Declan.

I've been collecting them for months. Company events. Board meetings. That charity gala three weeks ago where I watched him dance with Elena and wanted to scream with want.

In every photo, he radiates command and control. Pure power.

Exactly what I need.

My hand slides between my legs, over my jeans, as I zoom in on a photo from last month. He's at his desk, shirt sleeves rolled up, focused on something off-camera.

I imagine those hands on me. That focus directed at me. That control dominating me.

I'm just starting to work myself up when my phone buzzes.

Unknown number.

I consider ignoring it, but I know who it is. He's nothing if not persistent.

I know the engagement is fake. I know Dmitri is gay. I know everything, Natasha. And if you don't stop, I'll tell Declan the truth.

Alexei.

Always fucking Alexei.

I sit up, arousal replaced by anger, and type back.

You won't tell him anything. Because if you do, I'll send your ex-wife those emails. The ones where you begged me not to tell her the truth about that night. About how you WANTED it.

It's a lie. He didn't want it. I drugged him, manipulated him, destroyed his marriage for sport.

But he doesn't know I kept records that prove that. So the threat works.

I block the number—must be the twentieth time—and throw my phone on the nightstand.

Alexei Volkov. Former dominant. Former obsession. Former victim of my particular brand of destruction.

He's been tracking me since Moscow. Following my patterns. Trying to prevent me from doing to someone else what I did to him.

Too bad I don't care.

Two years ago in Moscow, I worked at a tech company—long hours, brilliant people, cutthroat competition. I loved it. And I loved Alexei Volkov the moment I saw him. He was VP of Operations. Married. Two kids. Fifteen years in the lifestyle. The kind of dominant who could make a room go silent just by entering it.

I wanted him immediately.

It started slow. Casual conversations in the break room. Questions about projects that brought me to his office. Lingering looks that he carefully ignored.

"I'm married, Natasha," he said after I made my interest clear. "Happily married. And I'm not interested in anything outside my marriage."

"Not even something discreet? Something your wife doesn't have to know about?"

"Especially not that." He was firm. Professional. "I suggest you focus on your work and find someone available to pursue."

But I didn't want someone available. I wanted him.

So I engineered a situation. Company party. Open bar. I slipped something in his drink—not much, just enough to lower inhibitions, make him pliable. Got him alone in a hotel room the company had booked for out-of-town guests.

He was confused, disoriented. Kept saying he needed to go home to his wife.

I kissed him. Touched him. Reminded him of every conversation we'd had about the lifestyle.

"You want this," I whispered. "You've wanted this for months. Let me submit to you. Just once."

And in his impaired state, he did.

We fucked. It was good—better than good. He was everything I imagined.

After, when the drugs wore off and he realized what happened, he was devastated.

"What did you do? Natasha, what did you give me?"

"Nothing. You wanted it. You chose this."

"I would never—I love my wife—"

"Then why are you here?"

I took photos while he was passed out after. Sent them to his wife anonymously.

The marriage imploded. She left, took the kids, divorce was brutal. He lost custody, lost his job when the scandal broke, lost everything.

And me?

I watched it all unfold with detached curiosity. Then got bored and started looking for the next conquest.

Alexei figured out what I'd done eventually. Started tracking my patterns. Following me. When I left Moscow for New York, he followed—not physically here, but monitoring. Watching. Waiting for me to destroy someone else.

He thinks he's protecting people.

I think he's a nuisance.

Saturday morning I wake up at seven, which is late for me. Dmitri is already gone—probably at Maxwell's place, where he spends most weekends.

Coffee. Shower. The ritual of starting the day.

My phone has three more texts from different numbers. All Alexei.

Natasha, please. I'm begging you. Walk away before you hurt them.

You think you can control this but you can't. You never can.

Elena doesn't deserve this. She's trying to save her relationship.

I delete them without responding. But the last one bothers me. Not because I feel guilty—I don't, really—but because he's right about Elena. She is trying. I can see it. The way she looks at Declan like he's oxygen. The careful way she phrases things, always checking if he's okay. The guilt she still carries six months after cheating.

She's a good person who made a mistake and is working to fix it.

And I'm about to systematically destroy everything she's rebuilt.

The thought should make me feel bad.

Instead, it makes me pour another cup of coffee and start planning my week.

Monday I call in sick. Can't face Declan yet. Not after Friday. Not while I'm still processing how easy it was to manipulate them both. Instead, I spend the day at a spa in SoHo. Full service—massage, facial, nails, hair. I need to look perfect Friday.

My aesthetician is a tiny Russian woman named Katya who's been waxing me for six months.

"You have date?" she asks while spreading hot wax on my legs.

"Something like that."

"Important man?"

"Very important."

"Then we make you perfect."

While she works, I scroll through Elena's social media. It's mostly private, but there are some old public photos from before she met Declan. College parties. Girls' nights. Study groups. She looks... innocent. Sweet. Uncomplicated. The kind of woman men want to protect.

I'm not that. Never have been. Never will be. I'm the kind of woman men want to fuck and then feel guilty about.

Usually, I'm fine with that.

But watching Declan with Elena at dinner—the way he looked at her, touched her, protected her even while discussing sharing her—something twisted in my chest. Not jealousy, exactly. More like... recognition.

He loves her. Really loves her. The kind of love I've never experienced and probably never will.

And I'm about to use that love against both of them.

Katya rips off a strip of wax, and I welcome the pain.

Tuesday I go shopping. Agent Provocateur in SoHo. The saleswoman recognizes me—I'm a regular.

"Special occasion?" she asks.

"Very special."

I spend an hour trying on lingerie. Nothing cute. Nothing innocent. Everything aggressive, European, expensive. Black lace with strategic cutouts. Red silk that looks like sin. Deep purple that makes my skin glow.

I buy three sets. One for Friday. Two for future encounters. Because there will be future encounters. Multiple. I'll make sure of it.

The saleswoman boxes everything up in tissue paper. "Lucky man."

"Lucky me," I correct.

At home, I try everything on again. Stand in front of my full-length mirror and imagine Declan's face when he sees me in this. Imagine Elena's face. Imagine the moment when they both realize I'm not here to help their relationship. I'm here to end it.

My phone buzzes. Text from Dmitri.

Maxwell wants to know if he can stay over Wednesday night. Will you be home?

No. Going to a late work dinner. Stay over.

Dmitri- Thank you.

You don't have to thank me. It's your apartment too.

Dmitri- I know. But still. Thank you.

I stare at that message for a long time. Dmitri is a good person. Kind. Thoughtful. Trapped by circumstances and his own fear of being publicly out. We're using each other, but there's genuine affection there. If I destroy this arrangement—if my obsession with Declan becomes public and ruins Dmitri's campaign—I'll feel bad about that.

Not bad enough to stop.

But bad.

Wednesday I'm at work for the first time since Friday. Declan is in meetings all day, so I don't see him except in passing. But I feel his presence. Always aware of where he is, what he's doing, who he's with.

Elena stops by my office at three.

"Hey! Feeling better? Declan said you were sick."

"Much better. Just a migraine."

"Those are the worst." She settles into my visitor chair. "I wanted to check in. About Friday. Make sure you're still okay with everything."

"Completely okay. Are you?"

She's quiet for a moment. "I'm nervous. But yes. I think this is what we need."

"Declan is lucky to have you. Someone willing to push boundaries like this."

"Or I'm crazy." She laughs, but it's strained. "Sometimes I can't tell which."

"You're not crazy. You're brave."

The lie rolls off my tongue without effort.

After she leaves, I sit at my desk thinking about how easy it would be to walk away. To tell them I've changed my mind. To let them rebuild their relationship without me as a grenade in the middle.

I could do that.

I won't.

But I could.

My phone buzzes. Unknown number.

I'm in New York. I'm watching. Stop before I tell them who you really are.

Alexei. He's escalating.

I type back quickly, before I can reconsider.

Tell them and I'll destroy you. Again. Is that what you want? Another ruined life on your conscience?

His response comes immediately.

My life is already ruined. You made sure of that. But I won't let you ruin theirs. I'll tell them everything. The fake engagement. Moscow. All of it.

Then do it. See what happens.

Alexei- I will. Unless you walk away.

Never.

I block the number and turn off my phone. Let him try. Let him tell them. They won't believe him anyway. A scorned ex-Dom with an axe to grind versus their trusted VP who's been nothing but professional for six months? They'll choose to believe me.

They always do.

Thursday I come home at nine to find Dmitri and Maxwell cooking dinner together. Pasta, wine, laughter. They look happy. Natural. Like a real couple instead of a secret hidden behind a fake engagement.

"Tasha!" Dmitri calls from the kitchen. "Join us. We made plenty."

I almost decline. But something about the warmth in the apartment, the smell of garlic and wine, the easy affection between them—I want that. Just for a moment.

We eat together. They tell me about Maxwell's gallery opening next month. About Dmitri's campaign and his chances in November. About normal things that normal people care about.

For an hour, I pretend I'm normal too.

After Maxwell leaves, Dmitri pours us both more wine.

"Can I ask you something?" he says.

"Sure."

"What do you actually want from Declan? Long-term?"

I consider lying. But Dmitri knows me too well.

"I don't know. I never think that far ahead."

"That's the problem, Tasha. You never think past the chase. Past the conquest. What happens when you win?"

"I guess I'll find out Friday."

"No. Friday is just the beginning. What happens after? When the three months are up? When Declan chooses Elena and you have to walk away?"

"He won't choose her."

"How do you know?"

"Because I'm better. Better at submission. Better at understanding what he needs. Better at being what he wants."

Dmitri looks at me with something like pity. "You really believe that."

"I do."

"Then you're going to get your heart broken. Because he loves her. The way he talks about her? That man would burn the world down for Elena."

"Then I'll make him want to burn it down for me instead."

Dmitri stands, takes his wine glass to the kitchen. At the doorway, he pauses.

"I'm leaving the day after the election. Win or lose. Maxwell and I are moving to California. Starting over somewhere I can be myself."

I wasn't prepared for how much those words would affect me. "What about our arrangement?"

"Seven months, Tasha. That's all I've got left in me. After that, you're on your own."

"Does Maxwell know?"

"I'm telling him this weekend. He's been patient, but he deserves more than stolen moments in my apartment."

"You love him."

"I do. The real kind. The kind that makes you want to be better." He looks at me. "Have you ever felt that? For anyone?"

I think about Alexei. About the others before him. About Declan.

"No."

"Then I feel sorry for you."

After he goes to bed, I sit in the dark living room finishing the wine. Seven months. Then Dmitri leaves and I lose my cover. Lose the legitimacy that being "engaged" provides. Which means I have seven months to make Declan mine.

Should be plenty of time.

Friday morning—the day of—I wake up at six, too wired to sleep. Dmitri is already gone, spending the day with Maxwell before the campaign takes over his weekends.

I make coffee and sit by the window watching the city wake up.

Tonight, everything changes.

Tonight, I touch Declan for the first time. Submit to him. Show Elena what real submission looks like.

Tonight, I start winning.

My phone buzzes. I turned it back on an hour ago, and there are fifteen missed texts. All from Alexei.

Last chance, Natasha. Walk away.

I'm serious. I'll tell them everything.

Please. Don't make me do this.

I respond to just one.

Do whatever you think you need to do. I'm not stopping.

I spend the day preparing. Shower. Shave. Moisturize. Hair. Makeup. Nails. The black Agent Provocateur set goes on first.

At seven, Dmitri comes home.

"You look like you're going to war," he says.

"I am. But I'm going to win."

"Tasha... what happens when you win? When you get Declan? What then?"

I don't answer because I still don't know.

He steps closer, touches my shoulder gently. "Just... try not to destroy too many lives this time. Please."

I kiss his cheek—the only physical affection we ever share. "I'll try."

But we both know I won't.

At 7:45, my Uber arrives. Dmitri watches from the window as I leave. I wonder if he'll be relieved or disappointed when this inevitably falls apart.

Standing in the elevator at Declan's building, I watch the numbers climb. 5... 6... 7... 8... My heart is racing with adrenaline and anticipation.

I check my reflection in the mirrored walls. Perfect.

The elevator opens on the fourty-fifth floor.

I walk slowly, savoring the moment. The last few seconds before everything changes.

At his door, I take a breath. Put on my best smile.

Ring the bell at exactly eight o'clock.

Footsteps. The lock turning.

Then Declan opens the door.

God, he's beautiful. Casual in black button-down and jeans, barefoot, that controlled power in every movement.

Behind him, I see Elena. Nervous. Vulnerable. In a green dress, ready for whatever comes.

I step inside.

"Thank you for including me in this."

And I mean it. They have no idea what they've just invited into their lives.

But they will.

Soon.


THE LESSON


Wednesday Morning

I can't focus on anything. The reports on my screen blur together. Numbers that should make sense don't. My coffee goes cold while I stare at the same email for twenty minutes.

Friday. It's happening Friday.

Four more days until I watch Declan fuck another woman. Four more days to prove I can do this. That I can take what I need from this arrangement—understanding what it means to have control in this dynamic instead of always being the one controlled.

"Elena?"

I jump. Natasha is standing in my doorway with two cups of coffee.

"Sorry, didn't mean to startle you." She comes in, sets one cup on my desk. "You looked like you needed this."

"Thanks." I take it, grateful for something to do with my hands.

She settles in the chair across from me. "So. Friday."

My stomach flips. "Yeah."

"Are you okay? Really?"

"I think so. Nervous."

"Me too." She smiles, and it seems genuine. Warm. "I want you to know, Elena, I'm here to help you explore this. To understand what dominance feels like."

"I know."

"And if at any point you're not okay, we stop. No questions."

I nod, not trusting my voice. After she leaves, I sit staring at my coffee. She's so nice. So professional. So perfect for this. That just makes everything more intense.

That afternoon, there's a board meeting. I sit in my usual seat, tablet ready, prepared to present the Q4 projections. Declan is at the head of the table. Natasha sits three seats down. I watch them interact during the meeting. Professional. Appropriate. Nothing unusual. Except now I notice things I didn't before. The way Natasha leans forward when he speaks. How her eyes track him when he moves. The slight smile when he compliments her work.

And Declan—does he look at her differently? Hold her gaze a second longer? Or am I imagining it?

After the meeting, Declan catches my arm. "My office. Now."

I follow him, and he closes the door behind us. Then he's on me. Pushing me against the wall, kissing me hard.

"I can see you thinking," he murmurs against my lips. "Overthinking."

"I'm fine."

"Liar." His hand slides under my skirt, between my legs. "You're already wet. Just from sitting in that meeting thinking about Friday."

He's right. I'm practically dripping.

"Tell me what you were thinking about."

"You. With her. And then me with her."

"Say it properly."

"I was thinking about watching you fuck Natasha. And then thinking about what it will feel like to dominate her myself."

His fingers slide inside me. "And?"

"And I got turned on."

"Good girl." He fucks me with his fingers right there against his office door. "Friday, you're going to watch me first. Learn how I dominate her. How I break her. And then you're going to try it yourself. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"Cum on my fingers."

I do, biting my lip to stay quiet, shaking against him. After, he straightens my skirt, fixes my hair. "Two more days."

Thursday night I'm at my apartment with Sienna. She's making dinner while I pretend to work on my laptop.

"You're doing that thing," she says without looking up from the stove.

"What thing?"

"That thing where you're freaking out internally but trying to act normal."

I close my laptop. "Is it that obvious?"

"To me? Always." She brings over two glasses of wine. "Friday is the night."

"Yes."

"And you're sure about this?"

"I'm sure I need to do it. Whether I'm sure I can handle it? Ask me Saturday."

She's quiet for a moment. "Just promise me something."

"What?"

"If it's too much, you'll stop it. You'll say something. You won't just sit there torturing yourself to prove a point."

"I won't."

But I'm not sure that's true.

That night, alone in my bed, I can't stop thinking about it. I imagine Declan touching Natasha. Kissing her. His hands on her body the way they're usually on mine. My hand drifts between my legs. I imagine him pushing inside her. Fucking her. Making her cum. And then I imagine myself doing the same thing. My hands on her. My commands. Her submission to me.

The arousal is different than anything I've felt before. Not just sexual. Something deeper. More complex. I cum harder than I have in weeks. After, lying in the dark, I wonder what that means about me.

***

Friday—the day—work is impossible. I stare at my computer. Answer emails on autopilot. Avoid everyone. At three, I leave. Can't stay anymore.

Back at Declan's penthouse, I shower for the second time today. Shave everywhere. Moisturize. Make myself perfect even though tonight isn't really about me being perfect for him. Tonight is about me learning to take control.

I choose a simple green dress. Nothing too sexy. Nothing that screams for attention. Tonight I'm the student first. The dominant second.

Declan comes home at six-thirty.

"Hey." He kisses me. "How are you?"

"Terrified."

"Me too."

"Really?"

"Really." He loosens his tie. "This is... unprecedented for us."

We order Indian food. Eat mostly in silence. The conversation feels impossible—what do you say before something like this? At seven-thirty, I go to the bedroom to check myself in the mirror one more time. The chair is positioned by the window. Perfect view of the bed. My chair. Where I'll sit. Where I'll watch and learn. My hands are shaking.

At seven-fifty, Declan appears behind me in the mirror.

"She'll be here in ten minutes."

I just nod.

"Elena. Look at me."

I turn, and he tilts my face up with both hands.

"We don't have to do this."

"Yes, we do."

"Why?"

"Because I need to know if I can. Need to understand what you experience. Need to find the part of me that disappeared."

The doorbell rings. Eight o'clock exactly. We look at each other for one more moment. Then Declan goes to answer it. I hear voices. Natasha's laugh. Footsteps. They appear in the bedroom doorway.

Natasha looks incredible. Red dress that hugs every curve. Hair down and slightly wild. Makeup perfect. Heels that make her legs look endless. She dressed for this. Dressed to be fucked. The idea makes me uneasy.

"Elena." She smiles. "Hi."

"Hi."

Awkward silence. None of us quite know how to start this. Then Declan steps forward. Takes control the way he always does.

"Natasha. Strip. Slowly. Show us what we're getting."

The shift is immediate. His voice drops into that commanding tone that makes my knees weak. Natasha's eyes darken. "Yes, sir."

She reaches behind her back. Unzips the dress. Lets it slide down her body. Underneath: black lingerie. Agent Provocateur, expensive, beautiful. Strappy bra that pushes her breasts up. Matching panties that are barely there. Garter belt and stockings. Nothing like what I wear. Nothing innocent or sweet about it. This is aggressive. Sexual. Designed to make a man lose his mind.

I watch Declan's face—the appreciation written all over it, the unmistakable want. My chest constricts.

Declan walks around her slowly, drinking her in. "Beautiful. But you already know that."

"Thank you, sir."

He stops behind her. Runs one finger down her spine. She shivers.

"You're going to make me earn your submission?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He leans in, lips near her ear. "I like a challenge."

Then he's kissing her. I'm watching my boyfriend kiss another woman, and I can't look away. His hands slide into her hair. Her body curves into his. The intimacy of it makes something twist painfully in my chest. Part arousal, part jealousy, part fear. This is really happening.

When they break apart, Declan gestures to the bed. "On your back. Arms above your head."

Natasha obeys, and I watch her settle onto Declan's bed. The bed where I sleep most nights. Where he fucks me, holds me, loves me. He retrieves restraints from the nightstand—the same ones he uses on me—and secures her wrists to the headboard. She tests them. They hold.

"Comfortable?" he asks.

"Yes, sir."

He looks at me. "Elena. Sit. Watch. This is your lesson."

I move to the chair on shaking legs. Sit. My hands grip the armrests. Declan returns his attention to Natasha. Reaches behind her, unclasps her bra. Removes it slowly. Her breasts are fuller than mine. Nipples already hard. He touches them. Circles one nipple with his thumb, then pinches. Natasha gasps.

"Beautiful response," he murmurs.

His hands map her body. Stomach, hips, thighs. Learning her. Learning what makes her respond. I watch, unable to look away. This is what he does to me. But watching from outside, I see things differently. The calculation in his movements. The way he reads her responses. The control in every touch.

He hooks his fingers in her panties and pulls them down her legs. The garter belt and stockings disappear next. Now she's naked except for the leather restraints, spread out and waiting on his bed. Vulnerable. Breathtaking.

Declan stands at the foot of the bed, just looking at her.

"Elena," he says, still focused on Natasha. "Watch how this works. How she falls apart. How I put her back together. Remember this."

He repositions on the bed, and I hear the clink of his belt buckle before I see him open his pants. He frees his cock—already rock hard, straining—and moves to straddle her chest. His knees press into the mattress on either side of her bound body, caging her in.

"Open. I want to use your mouth."

Her lips part and he feeds his cock into her mouth slowly. I watch his expression—the control it takes to go slow when he clearly wants to just take. Then he pushes deeper. Braces one hand against the headboard and starts fucking her mouth, using her completely.

My hand is under my dress before I consciously decide to touch myself. I'm wet—embarrassingly wet—just from watching this.

"Deeper. Take all of me."

He pushes in until she gags hard, her throat convulsing around him. Tears spill from her eyes immediately. He holds her there, watching her struggle, before finally pulling back enough for her to breathe.

"Again."

This time he's rougher. Drives in deeper, holds longer. Her body arches beneath him, the restraints keeping her exactly where he wants her. The sounds are obscene—wet and desperate and raw.

"Good girl. You're being such a good slut for me."

When he finally pulls out, she's gasping, face wet with tears and spit. He slides down her body and settles between her thighs. His mouth on her inner thigh, kissing slowly upward. When his tongue reaches her pussy, the sound Natasha makes is devastating.

I'm transfixed. Watching his head move between her legs. Watching her hips buck uselessly. Watching her fight against the restraints. My fingers work between my own legs, keeping pace with what I'm seeing.

Declan glances up, locks eyes with me. Sees my hand moving under my dress. "That's it. Keep going. Watch what I do to her while you touch yourself."

He buries his face between her thighs again. Tongue and fingers working in tandem, ruthlessly efficient. Natasha's getting louder, more desperate.

"Please, sir—please—"

"Tell me what you want."

"Permission—I need permission to cum—please—"

"No. Not yet."

He tortures her. Brings her right to the edge, backs off. Again. Again. I'm watching him break her down systematically. Reduce her to nothing but need and desperation. I know what this feels like—he's done it to me countless times—but watching it happen to someone else is different. Powerful.

Finally, when she's sobbing with frustration: "Cum. Right now."

She breaks. Screaming, body going rigid then shaking, completely overwhelmed. I watch her orgasm on my boyfriend's tongue, and something clicks into place inside me. This isn't jealousy. This is arousal. This is power.

Declan gets off the bed and strips—shirt, pants, everything. His cock stands hard and ready. He moves back between Natasha's legs, settling his weight.

He pushes inside and I feel it somewhere deep even though I'm just watching. Natasha moans immediately. "God, yes—"

He starts slow. Each thrust measured and controlled. Then he picks up speed, drives harder. I can't tear my eyes away even though watching him fuck someone else is rewriting everything I thought I knew about us. He uses that same focused intensity on her that he uses on me—that dominance that makes me feel owned—but from this angle I see something different. The power. The complete control he has.

He grips her hips hard enough to leave marks and fucks her faster. "Count every thrust. If you lose track, I stop."

"One—" She gasps. "Two. Three—"

Her voice breaks with each number. I'm touching myself, fingers circling in time with his hips.

"Ten. Eleven. Twelve—"

This is what I've been missing. Not submission. Power. Control. Watching someone else break apart.

"Twenty. Twenty-one—oh god—"

"Keep counting."

"Twenty-two—twenty-three—"

I can see she's close. Her face is flushed, mouth open, body tensing.

"Thirty—please, sir, please let me—"

"Cum."

She does. The sound she makes is primal, raw. She pulls against the restraints hard enough that the headboard creaks. Declan doesn't stop—just keeps fucking her through the orgasm—then pulls out suddenly. A few strokes and he's cumming on her, painting her stomach and breasts.

Marking her like property.

For a moment, nobody moves. Everyone breathing hard. Then Declan turns to me. "Your turn."

My heart pounds. "What?"

"She's warmed up. Broken down. Ready. Now you dominate her. Show me what you've learned."

I stand on shaking legs. Approach the bed. Natasha is still restrained, still flushed and satisfied, looking up at me with curious eyes.

"I don't know what to do," I admit.

"Yes, you do. You've been on the receiving end for months. You know exactly what to do." Declan steps back. "I'm here if you need guidance. But Elena, this is your moment. Take it."

I look down at Natasha. Bound. Vulnerable. Waiting for whatever comes next.

And something clicks into place. Something I've been searching for without knowing it.

Choice. Control. Power.

"Close your eyes," I command. My voice isn't as steady as Declan's, but it's firm enough.

Natasha's eyes flutter shut immediately.

I reach out—my hand shaking slightly—and touch her breast. She gasps at the contact. I pinch her nipple experimentally, harder than I meant to, and she moans.

"You like that."

"Yes."

"Yes, what?" I hear myself say, channeling Declan without thinking.

A beat. Then: "Yes, mistress."

The title hits me like electricity. Mistress. I'm someone's mistress.

I slide my hand down her stomach slowly. Over her ribs. Her navel. Between her legs. She's still wet—from Declan, from her own arousal, from everything—and touching her there feels strange and intoxicating all at once. I push two fingers inside her carefully. She's hot. Impossibly tight. Her body clenches around my fingers immediately.

I start moving them, watching her face closely. Learning what makes her breath catch. What makes her hips lift. What makes her moan.

"This is what you came for," I say quietly.

"Yes, mistress."

I add a third finger—feel the stretch—and fuck her harder. My other hand finds her nipple again, pinching and rolling. She writhes on the bed, pulling uselessly at the restraints.

This is what control feels like.

This is what I've been missing. Not the submission—I have that with Declan. The choice. The power to give pleasure or deny it. To make someone desperate for what only I can provide.

I lean down on impulse and kiss her. She responds immediately, lips parting, and our tongues meet. It's different than kissing Declan. Softer. Less demanding. But no less intense.

When I pull back, I glance at Declan. He's watching with dark, hungry eyes. Already hardening again.

"Release her hands," I say.

The command in my voice surprises me. Surprises him too, judging by the slight raise of his eyebrow. But he moves forward and unbuckles the cuffs without question.

Natasha lowers her arms slowly, rubbing her wrists where the leather left marks.

"I want to try something," I tell them both. My voice is steadier now. More confident. "Natasha, lie flat. Arms at your sides."

She obeys without hesitation.

I climb onto the bed, heart pounding. Straddle her face. Lift my dress and hook my panties to the side with trembling fingers.

"Make me cum," I command, looking down at her. "Use your tongue. And don't stop until I tell you to."

Natasha's mouth finds me immediately—warm and wet and eager. Her tongue works over my clit and I gasp at how different this feels. Softer than Declan. More intuitive somehow. Like she knows instinctively what a woman needs.

I look up at Declan. "Come here."

He approaches and I reach for him, wrapping my hand around his half-hard cock. Stroking him. He hardens quickly under my touch, and there's something powerful about that—about making him respond while another woman services me.

"Watch me," I tell him, holding his gaze. "Watch me cum on her tongue."

I reach down with my free hand and slide two fingers back inside Natasha while her mouth continues working. She moans against me, the vibration sending pleasure rippling through my body.

"Faster," I command her breathlessly. "Make me cum faster."

She obeys, tongue moving quicker, more insistently. I fuck her with my fingers in rhythm, pulling them out to circle her clit before plunging back in. Feeling her tighten around me each time.

"That's it," I murmur, experimenting with the words. "Good girl. Taking my fingers while you eat my pussy."

The words feel foreign in my mouth. Declan's vocabulary. But I'm claiming them. Making them mine.

I add a third finger and Natasha gasps against me but her tongue never stops. Never even slows.

"You're going to cum when I cum," I tell her, voice shaking with arousal and power. "Not before. Not after. Together. Understand?"

She moans her agreement, and I feel myself approaching the edge. My fingers move faster inside her, working her clit until I can feel she's right there with me. Her tongue matches the pace, desperate and skilled.

"Declan," I gasp, stroking him harder. "Tell her. Tell her to cum with me."

He leans down, his voice rough. "You heard her. When she cums, you cum. Not a second before."

I feel it building—the orgasm climbing. Natasha's body is tensing beneath me, her moans getting higher, more desperate. We're both on the edge. Both ready to fall.

"Now," I gasp. "Cum now—"

We shatter together. I cry out, grinding against her face shamelessly. She clenches hard around my fingers, her body arching off the bed as much as it can. The simultaneous release is overwhelming—intoxicating—watching someone fall apart because I commanded it.

This is power.

This is what I've been missing.

I collapse beside her, breathing hard. Natasha lies there, face glistening with my arousal, chest heaving.

"That was..." She trails off. "Incredible, mistress."

I look at Declan. He's fully hard again, stroking his cock while watching us with barely controlled desire.

"I need you," I tell him.

He's on me before I can catch my breath. Stripping my dress off, then everything else. Bra, panties—all of it gone until I'm as naked as Natasha.

He positions me on my hands and knees, and my heart starts racing.

"I'm going to fuck your ass," he says, matter-of-fact. "While you watch her. While you think about what you just did to her."

We've done anal before. But never with someone watching. Never with a witness to how I look when he takes me this way.

He grabs the lube from the nightstand. I feel the cold liquid, then his finger working me open. Slow and careful despite the hardness I can see when I glance back. One finger. Two. Preparing me thoroughly.

When he pushes inside finally, the fullness makes me gasp. He goes slow—so slow it's almost torture—letting me accommodate him inch by inch.

Then he starts moving faster. Driving deeper with each thrust.

"Look at her," he orders, grabbing my hair and pulling my head up. "Look at Natasha. Remember that you had the power over her. That you made her cum."

I open my eyes with effort. Natasha is staring at us—at me—with unmistakable desire. Watching me take what she just took. Seeing my submission after witnessing my dominance.

Declan pounds into me harder now. One hand brutal on my hip. The other finding my clit, rubbing mercilessly.

"Cum," he demands. "Right now. Show her what you look like when you belong to me."

Everything hits at once—the fullness in my ass, his fingers expertly working my clit, Natasha watching me fall apart. The orgasm crashes through me. I'm screaming his name, shaking so hard he has to hold me up.

He cums seconds later—deep inside me, groaning against my back. Filling me. Marking me as his in a way he didn't mark her.

We fall onto the bed together—three bodies tangled and gasping. Exhausted. Wrung out. Satisfied beyond words.

For a long moment, nobody speaks. Then Natasha sits up slowly.

"That was..." She trails off. "Thank you. Both of you."

Declan releases me gently. Helps me to lie down. Then hands Natasha her clothes.

"Take your time," he says. "Use the bathroom if you need."

After Natasha leaves the bedroom, Declan pulls me close.

"How do you feel?"

"Different. Changed. Like I found something I didn't know was missing."

"Good." He kisses me. "That's what tonight was about."

When Natasha emerges, dressed, she kisses us both on the cheek. "See you at work."

After she leaves, I collapse back on the bed. Declan lies beside me.

"Are you okay?" he asks.

"I'm better than okay. I feel... powerful. Like I just discovered a part of myself I'd forgotten existed."

"That's what I wanted you to feel."

We shower together. Stand under the hot water while he washes me. Gentle. Thorough. Taking care of me.

Back in bed—sheets changed, everything fresh—he makes love to me one more time. Slowly. Gently. Looking into my eyes the whole time. This is different than everything that came before. This is us. Connection. Love. But now I understand both sides of it. The dominance and the submission. The giving and the taking.

"I love you," he whispers.

"I love you too."

After, we lie tangled together.

"Was it what you expected?" he asks.

"No. It was better. Harder to watch you with her than I thought. But dominating her myself... Declan, I finally understand what you experience. Why you need it."

"And?"

"And I think I might need it too. Not all the time. But sometimes."

"We can work with that."

I fall asleep feeling more whole than I have in months.

Saturday morning I wake up to Declan making coffee. Shirtless, hair messy, looking at his phone.

We spend the rest of the day together. Movies, takeout, sex that's gentle and reconnecting. By Sunday night, when I go back to my apartment, I feel fundamentally changed. I survived Friday. But more than that, I discovered something about myself. Something important.

Monday morning walking into Shaw Industries feels different. Everyone looks the same. The building looks the same. My office looks the same. But I'm different. Changed. Marked by what happened Friday night.

I see Natasha in the hallway. She waves. Smiles. Like nothing happened. Like we're just colleagues. Can she really compartmentalize that easily?

At ten, Declan emails: My office. Now.

I go. He closes the door behind me. Doesn't touch me. Just looks at me.

"How are you?"

"Good. Really good."

"So next time..."

"Next time you lead. I'll watch you dominate her. Guide you if you need it. But Elena, this becomes about you exploring that side of yourself."

The thought excites me more than it should.

"When?"

"Whenever you're ready."

I think about that. About Friday. About watching Declan with Natasha. About dominating her myself. About the power and the choice and the control.

"This Friday," I say. "I want to do it again this Friday."

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure."

He pulls me close. Kisses me. "Then we do it again Friday."


EXPOSURE


Monday Morning

I've been staring at the same contract for twenty minutes, and I haven't processed a single word. My mind keeps drifting back to Friday night. To Elena's face as she watched me fuck Natasha. The way her eyes went dark with want despite the tension. How she looked when she dominated Natasha herself—confident, powerful, completely transformed.

The way Natasha felt. Different than Elena. The challenge of breaking someone new.

I shouldn't be thinking about that last part. But I am.

My phone buzzes. Elena.

Can you come to my office?

I'm there in two minutes. She locks the door behind me, and before I can ask what's wrong, she's pulling me close, kissing me hard.

"I need you," she whispers against my mouth. "Right now."

I spin her around, press her against the door. Slide her skirt up, panties aside.

"Here? Now?"

"Here. Now. Please."

I push inside her, and she gasps. I fuck her hard against her office door, one hand over her mouth to keep her quiet. This is primal. Necessary. Reconnecting after what we did Friday.

When we finish, both of us breathing hard, she turns in my arms.

"I needed that. Needed to feel like you're mine."

"I am yours. Friday doesn't change that."

"I've been thinking about it all week. The whole thing. And I want to do it again."

My stomach tightens. "You're sure?"

"Yes. I want to explore more. Push further."

After I leave her office, I stand in the hallway processing. We're doing this again. Soon. The thought excites me more than it should.

Tuesday evening Marcus and I meet at our usual spot—a quiet bar in Midtown where we meet every Tuesday. Have for years.

"You look terrible," Marcus says, sliding a scotch across the table.

"Thanks."

"Seriously. What's going on?"

"Nothing. Just work stress."

He doesn't believe me. I can see it in his expression. "After what happened with Adrian, you need to be careful. Elena's been through enough."

"I know."

"Do you? Because you've got that look. The one you get when you're about to do something you'll regret."

"I'm handling it."

"That's what worries me."

After he leaves, I sit alone with my scotch, thinking about that. Is what we're doing dangerous? Am I risking what we rebuilt for a sexual experiment? I don't know anymore.

That night I show up unannounced at Elena's apartment. Sienna lets me in with a raised eyebrow.

"She's in her room. Fair warning: she's been weird all week."

I find Elena curled on her bed with her laptop, working.

"Hey," I say from the doorway.

She looks up, smiles. "Hey yourself. What are you doing here?"

"Wanted to see you."

She closes the laptop, pats the bed beside her. I sit, and she immediately curls against me.

"I've been thinking," she says. "About doing it again. I want to push further this time. Really explore what it means to dominate."

"What did you have in mind?"

"I want more control. More intensity. I want to see what I'm capable of."

We make love in her small bed. After, lying tangled together, I text Natasha.

Are you free two weeks from Friday? Same arrangement.

Her response is immediate.

Yes. Absolutely yes.

The eagerness bothers me slightly. But I push the feeling away.

Two weeks later on Thursday, the anticipation has been building. At work, I'm hyperaware of both women. Elena in her office, focused and professional. Natasha in hers, equally professional but with this edge of awareness whenever we're in the same room.

Today, she stops by my office at four.

"Tomorrow," she says, closing the door. "Are we still on?"

"Yes. Eight PM."

She steps closer. Too close. "I've been thinking about it. About you. About what you're going to do to me."

The intimacy in her voice crosses a line. I stand, putting the desk between us. "Natasha. This is a controlled arrangement. Nothing more."

"I know. I just meant—"

"I know what you meant. This is physical exploration. For Elena and me. Not about you and me."

Her expression flickers—hurt, then anger, then carefully neutral. "Of course. I understand. See you tomorrow."

After she leaves, I sit at my desk trying to process. That felt wrong. Too familiar. Too possessive. Is she developing feelings? Or am I reading into it?

At lunch with Elena, I explain the conversation. Elena listens, her expression growing more concerned.

"Do you think she's developing feelings?" she asks.

"I don't know. Maybe. Or maybe I'm overreacting."

"We need to be careful. Watch for signs."

Friday evening Elena arrives at my penthouse early. We're both nervous. More nervous than the first time, somehow. At 7:45, the doorbell rings.

Natasha is standing there in a black dress, designer heels, hair perfect. But it's her eyes that catch me. There's something different. Hunger. Intensity. Possession.

Red flag. Immediate red flag.

"Come in," I say.

She enters, kisses Elena on the cheek, then me. The kiss lingers a second too long.

"I've been looking forward to this all week," she says.

Minimal small talk this time. We all know why we're here. Within fifteen minutes, we're moving to the bedroom. Elena takes her position in the chair. Natasha stands by the bed, waiting.

I decide to change the dynamic. Test something.

"Tonight is different," I announce. "More intense. I'm going to push both of you."

Elena's eyes widen slightly. Natasha's light up.

"Strip. Both of you."

Elena hesitates, then removes her dress. Reveals simple black lingerie underneath.

Natasha strips too. Red lingerie this time. Elaborate. Expensive. Designed to tempt.

The contrast between them is stark. Elena: understated, elegant, familiar. Natasha: aggressive, sexual, challenging.

"On the bed. Both of you."

They move immediately. I've thought about this obsessively for the past week. Planned every step. What I want to see. How to push boundaries without losing control of the situation.

"Natasha, on your back. Wrists above your head."

She complies, stretching out on my bed, and I secure the leather cuffs around her wrists—the same restraints I use on Elena regularly. My hands are steady even though adrenaline is flooding my system.

I turn to Elena. "Kneel beside her."

Elena moves slowly, almost uncertainly, settling on her knees next to Natasha. I can see her pulse jumping in her throat.

"Touch her. I want you to learn her body. Explore."

Elena's hand trembles when she first makes contact. Her fingertips brush Natasha's collarbone—testing, tentative. Then trace down between her breasts. Across her stomach. Natasha's breathing speeds up, chest rising and falling visibly.

"More. Don't be shy. Touch her everywhere."

Elena's confidence grows. Her hands move over Natasha's body more boldly—breasts, hips, the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. Mapping another woman. I'm watching intently, aroused but also studying. Noting the differences. The way Natasha responds versus how Elena does.

"Remove her bra."

Elena's fingers find the clasp, work it open. The bra comes away, exposing Natasha's breasts—larger than Elena's, rounder, nipples a darker shade of pink and already peaked.

"Touch them. Show me what you'd want done to yours."

Elena cups them, testing their weight. Her thumbs circle the nipples and Natasha makes a sound—breathy and desperate—that goes straight to my cock.

"Use your mouth on them."

Elena bends down, takes one nipple between her lips. Natasha's back arches dramatically, pulling against the restraints, and I can barely contain myself.

"Perfect. Now I want to see you go down on her. Make her cum with your tongue."

Elena moves down slowly—placing kisses along Natasha's ribs, her belly. She removes Natasha's panties carefully and tosses them aside. Then positions herself between Natasha's legs.

I'm watching my girlfriend—my submissive—eat another woman's pussy, and the sheer wrongness of it mixed with how fucking hot it is nearly undoes me.

Natasha is moaning constantly now, hips rocking, completely lost. Chasing the pleasure Elena's giving her.

"That's it. Don't stop. Make her cum for me."

Elena works Natasha's clit with focused intensity—learning what works, what makes Natasha's sounds get higher. Within a few minutes, Natasha is screaming, body locking up, cumming violently.

"Stop. Pull away."

Elena pulls back, her face flushed deep red, lips glistening. She looks stunned by what she just did.

"Switch. Natasha, return the favor."

I release Natasha from the restraints and secure Elena instead. Natasha moves between Elena's thighs with clear expertise—none of Elena's earlier hesitation. She knows exactly where to lick, how much pressure to apply, when to add fingers.

Elena cums fast—almost embarrassingly so—overwhelmed and crying out my name desperately.

"Perfect. Now watch what I do."

I free Elena and position her in the chair beside the bed. Then I secure Natasha's wrists to the headboard again and position myself between her legs. I thrust inside her hard—no buildup—and she gasps at the fullness. Elena watches from the chair as I fuck Natasha. Watches every movement of my body. Every response from Natasha beneath me.

I don't hold back. I fuck her demanding and rough, testing how much she can handle.

"Please," Natasha gasps. "Please, sir—"

"Please what?"

"Please—sir—make me yours—I want to be yours—"

Alarm bells go off immediately. Wrong. That's not what this is. But I'm too close, too far gone to stop. I keep driving into her, chasing release even as warning bells scream in my head.

When I cum, I pull out fast. Finish on her stomach. Marking her but keeping some distance.

I stand there breathing hard, trying to process what just happened. Then I force myself to focus on Elena.

"Your turn."

Elena looks confused. "What do you mean?"

I open the nightstand and pull out what I bought last week. A strap-on harness. Black silicone dildo—thick, realistic, substantial.

"I want to watch you fuck her."

Elena stares at it like I've handed her a weapon. "I've never—I wouldn't even know—"

"Exactly. That's why you're doing it." I hold it out. "Put it on."

She stands unsteadily. Takes it with shaking hands. I help her step into the harness, adjust all the straps, make sure everything's secure. The dildo extends from her body—obscene and empowering at once.

She looks down at it, then at me. "I really don't think I can—"

"You can. You said you wanted to understand dominance. This is it. Taking complete control."

I grab the leather flogger from the drawer. Hand it to her.

"First, make her earn it."

Elena holds the flogger uncertainly, feeling its weight. She looks at Natasha—still bound, watching with wide eyes.

"Ten strikes," I tell her. "Make them mean something. Make her beg you."

Elena walks to the bed slowly. Raises the flogger. Pauses, second-guessing herself.

"She can take it," I say firmly. "Can't you, Natasha?"

"Yes, sir," Natasha breathes.

The first strike is too tentative. Barely leaves a mark.

"Harder. She needs to feel it."

The second is better. Natasha gasps. The third catches her stomach. Fourth across her breasts. By five, Natasha is writhing, skin marked and flushed.

"Make her count," Elena says suddenly, voice stronger.

"Six—" Natasha gasps as the flogger strikes her inner thigh.

"Seven—" Her hip.

"Eight—" The other thigh.

"Nine—" Her stomach again.

"Ten—" Right between her legs, making her cry out.

Elena drops the flogger. She's breathing hard, staring at Natasha with something new in her eyes. Hunger. Power.

"Beg," Elena says roughly. "Beg me to fuck you."

"Please, mistress. Please—I need you—please fuck me—"

Elena climbs on the bed. Settles between Natasha's legs. The dildo presses against Natasha's entrance and I see Elena's expression shift as she realizes what she's about to do.

"Eyes on me," Elena commands.

Natasha obeys instantly.

Elena pushes in—slowly at first, learning how this works. Then deeper. Natasha moans, arching, straining against the cuffs.

I watch Elena discover this. Watch her find the rhythm. Watch her face as dominance settles into her bones like it was always meant to be there.

This is what she needed. Not just submission. The choice between them. The power to take as well as give.

"Harder," Natasha begs. "Please, mistress, harder—"

Elena drives in harder. Deeper. One hand gripping Natasha's hip. The other finding her clit.

"You don't cum without permission," Elena says firmly. "Clear?"

"Yes, mistress—"

Elena fucks her with growing confidence. Building her higher. Keeping her right on the edge. Learning what makes her shake. What makes her beg.

"Please—" Natasha is shaking now. "Please let me cum—I can't hold it—"

"Yes, you can. Hold it."

Elena doesn't relent. Just keeps fucking her. Dominating her. Controlling her completely.

Finally, when Natasha is sobbing and begging and completely wrecked, Elena says: "Cum. Now."

Natasha comes apart violently. Screaming. Body convulsing so hard the restraints strain. The orgasm seems endless.

Elena pulls out. Stands. The dildo glistening with Natasha's arousal. She looks at me with wild, satisfied eyes.

"How was that?"

"Perfect."

Elena removes the harness. Drops it on the floor. Then she climbs onto the bed beside Natasha's exhausted form.

"Thank you," Elena whispers, kissing Natasha's forehead. "For helping me find this."

For a moment, the three of us just lie there. Processing. Then I release Natasha's restraints. She sits up slowly, rubbing her wrists, looking between us with something like awe.

"That was..." She trails off. "Incredible. When do we do it again?"

Elena and I exchange looks. Now. We have to tell her now.

"Actually," I say carefully. "We've been thinking. This needs to end."

Natasha freezes. "What?"

"This was exploration," Elena says softly. "And it really was amazing. But we think it's time to focus back on our relationship."

"But the three months—"

"We're calling it early," I say gently but firmly. "Tonight felt like the right ending point.

Natasha's face changes. The mask slips completely. I see anger, hurt, desperation, rage.

"No. No, you can't just end this. We're good together. All three of us. This is making you stronger."

"It was making us stronger," Elena says. "But now it's done. We got what we needed from it."

"What I needed?" Natasha's voice rises. "What about what I need? You invited me into your bed. Into your relationship. You made me feel things. Want things. And now you're just cutting me off?"

"Yes," I say flatly. "This arrangement is over. You need to accept that."

"I don't accept it. I won't." Natasha stands, naked, furious, beautiful in her rage. "You don't get to use me and throw me away."

"We're not using you," Elena says. "We agreed to a temporary arrangement. That's what this was."

"Bullshit. You wanted me. Both of you. I saw it. I felt it."

"You felt what you wanted to feel," I tell her. "This was always temporary. You knew that."

Natasha starts gathering her clothes. Dressing quickly. Her hands are shaking.

"This isn't over," she says. "You think you can just dismiss me? Like I'm nothing? Like what we did meant nothing?"

"It meant what it meant," Elena says. "Exploration. Growth. But it's done now."

"Fine." Natasha's voice is cold. Dangerous. "If that's how you want it. But don't say I didn't warn you."

"Warn us about what?" I ask.

She doesn't answer. Just finishes dressing, grabs her purse, and storms out. The door slams behind her.

Elena and I look at each other.

"She's not going to accept this," Elena says.

"I know."

"What do we do?"

"We deal with it. Together."

That night, we lie in bed not sleeping. Both of us processing what just happened.

"Do you think we made a mistake?" Elena whispers. "Ending it like that?"

"No. We should have ended it sooner. Before she got this attached."

"I feel bad for her."

"Don't. She knew the rules. She chose to catch feelings anyway."

Elena is quiet for a long time. "Declan?"

"Yeah?"

"Thank you. For tonight. For letting me discover that side of myself."

"You don't need to thank me. That was all you."

"Still. I feel... different. More whole."

"Good. That's what this was supposed to be about."

We fall asleep tangled together. But I'm uneasy. Natasha's parting words echo in my mind.

Don't say I didn't warn you.

What does that mean?

The next week on Monday, I'm in my office reviewing contracts when my phone buzzes. Unknown number.

She's obsessed with you. I know the signs. End this before she destroys everything. - A

I stare at the message. Who the fuck is this? I forward it to Elena.

Did you send this?

No. What is it?

I send her a screenshot.

Who would know about the arrangement?

Good question. We've been discreet. Only the three of us know. Unless Natasha told someone.

Maybe Natasha's fiancé? Dmitri?

Why would he warn us?

I don't know. But I'm going to find out.

I pull up Natasha's employee file. Emergency contact: Dmitri Petrov. I call the number.

It rings four times, then: "Hello?"

"Dmitri? This is Declan Shaw. Natasha's boss."

Pause. "Is she okay?"

"She's fine. I need to ask you something. Did you send me a warning text about Natasha?"

Longer pause. "No. But I should have."

"What does that mean?"

"Mr. Shaw, we need to talk. In person. Without Natasha knowing."

My stomach tightens. "When?"

"Tomorrow. I'll text you a location."

"Can you tell me what this is about?"

"Not over the phone. But Mr. Shaw? You ended the arrangement, right? You're done with her?"

"Yes. Friday was the last time."

"Good. But it's not over. Not for her. It never is." He pauses. "I'll explain everything tomorrow. Just... be careful. Both of you."

He hangs up. I sit at my desk, staring at my phone, ice forming in my stomach. What the fuck did we get ourselves into?

Tuesday at noon I meet Dmitri at a coffee shop in Brooklyn. Far from Shaw Industries. Far from anywhere we'd be recognized. A man walks in. Early thirties, well-dressed, nervous.

"Mr. Shaw." He sits across from me without ordering anything. "Thank you for meeting me."

"You said we needed to talk about Natasha."

"Yes. First, I need to tell you something. Our engagement isn't real."
I feel like I've been slapped. "What?"

"We're not in love. We're not actually getting married. It's an arrangement. I need the appearance of a stable relationship for my political career. She needs the appearance of stability for... other reasons."

"What other reasons?"

"This isn't the first time she's done this. The arrangement. The threesome. The obsession."

My blood goes cold. "Explain."

"In Moscow, two years ago, she became fixated on a man. Married man. Senior executive at her company. He rejected her repeatedly. So she... engineered a situation. Drugged him at a party. Got him alone. Took photos. Sent them to his wife."

"Jesus Christ."

"His marriage ended. He lost his job. Lost custody of his kids. His life fell apart."

"And Natasha?"

"She got bored and moved on. But the man—Alexei—he never recovered. He's been tracking her ever since. Trying to prevent her from doing it again."

"Is he the one sending the warning texts?"

"Probably. He's in New York. Has been for months. Watching her. Watching you."

I'm processing, trying to understand. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because I like you and Elena. I looked you up after Natasha told me about the arrangement. You seem like good people trying to rebuild after something hard. And I can't enable her anymore. Can't watch her destroy another person."

"So the supportive fiancé act on the phone—"

"Fake. But I'm done. After my election in November, I'm leaving her. Moving to California with my real partner."

"She knows?"

"She knows I'm leaving. Doesn't know I'm telling you this. Mr. Shaw, you ended the arrangement, which is good. But you need to understand—she won't accept it. She'll retaliate."

"How?"

"I don't know. She's creative. But she won't let you reject her without consequences."

"What do you suggest we do?"

"Document everything. Every interaction. Every text. Every email. If she escalates, you'll need evidence." He pauses. "And Mr. Shaw? Don't underestimate her. She destroyed Alexei's entire life. She'll do the same to you if you let her."

After Dmitri leaves, I sit in the coffee shop for an hour, thinking. Finally, I text Elena.

We need to talk. Tonight. My place. It's important.

Elena- You're scaring me.

Just come over. Please.

That evening I explain everything to Elena. The warning text. The meeting with Dmitri. The fake engagement. Moscow. Alexei. All of it.

Elena's face goes from concerned to horrified to angry.

"She lied to us," she says. "About everything."

"Yes."

"The engagement. The fiancé. The whole stable, safe, trustworthy image. All lies."

"Yes."

"And she's done this before. Destroyed a man's life because he rejected her."

"Yes."

Elena stands, pacing my living room. "We have to protect ourselves. Document everything. Prepare for her to retaliate."

"Agreed."

"What do we do if she tries something?"

"We go to HR. We show them everything. We make sure she can't hurt us."

That night, we lie in bed not sleeping. Both of us processing what we learned.

"I feel so stupid," Elena whispers. "We invited her into our bed. Into our relationship. And she was manipulating us the whole time."

"We couldn't have known."

"Couldn't we? You said she seemed too eager. That she crossed lines. We saw the signs and ignored them."

"We trusted her. That's not stupid. It's human."

"Do you think she got the job at Shaw Industries specifically to get close to you?"

The thought hadn't occurred to me. But now that she's said it...

"I don't know. But I'm going to find out."

This week, we prepare. Document everything. Build our defense. Because if Natasha is planning something, we need to be ready.

And if she tries to destroy us the way she destroyed Alexei, we'll destroy her first.


THE PLAN


Friday Night - 10:30 PM

I'm still shaking when I get home. The Uber ride from Declan's apartment was a blur. All I can think about is those final moments. The way Declan looked at me when he said it was over. The finality in Elena's voice.

"We agreed to a temporary arrangement. That's what this was."

No warning. No discussion. Just... done.

Like I meant nothing. Like the past month was nothing.

The apartment is dark when I walk in. Then I see them. Dmitri and Maxwell on the couch, watching a movie. They spring apart when I enter, but not fast enough.

"Tasha." Dmitri stands quickly. "You're home early."

Maxwell grabs his jacket. "I should go."

"No." I drop my purse on the entry table. "Stay. I don't care anymore."

Dmitri looks at Maxwell, some silent communication passing between them. Maxwell nods, sits back down.

"How did it go?" Dmitri asks carefully.

I pour myself vodka from the freezer. The good stuff. Straight.

"They ended it. Tonight. Just... ended it. Said it was over."

Dmitri closes his eyes. "Good. That's good. You need—"

"Good?" I spin to face him. "They used me for their sexual experiments and threw me away like garbage. How is that good?"

Maxwell stands. "I'm going to wait in the bedroom."

After he leaves, Dmitri and I stare at each other.

"You knew this would happen," he says quietly. "It was always temporary."

"We agreed to three months. It's been two encounters."

"And you were getting too attached. They saw it. They ended it before it got worse."

"Before what got worse? Before I got what I wanted?"

"Before you destroyed everything." Dmitri sits back down. "This is Moscow all over again."

"Don't." I point at him. "Don't compare this to Alexei."

"Why not? It's the same pattern. You fixate. You manipulate. You cross lines. Then everything explodes."

"This is different. Declan wanted me. I could see it."

"He wanted a physical arrangement. Not you. And you can't accept that."

The truth of it stings. I drain my vodka, pour another.

"They just... ended it. Didn't even give me a chance to—"

"To what? Convince them to keep you? Tasha, they made the right choice."

"I can't just accept this. Can't just walk away."

Dmitri stands. "Yes, you can. You just won't. And that's your problem, not theirs."

"What do you want me to say? That I'm obsessed? Fine. I'm obsessed. But I'm not giving up."

"You have to. There's no other option."

I throw my glass. It shatters against the wall. Dmitri doesn't flinch. Just looks at me with this sad, resigned expression.

"I can't do this anymore," he says quietly. "I can't watch you do this again."

"Do what?"

"Destroy yourself. Destroy other people. I should have stopped you in Moscow. I won't make that mistake again."

"What does that mean?"

"It means I'm done.

"We have a deal—"

"Our deal ends in November. Seven months. But Tasha, I can't keep watching you spiral like this. I won't enable it anymore."

He heads toward his bedroom where Maxwell is waiting.

"Dmitri—"

He stops at his door. Doesn't turn around. "Get help. Real help. Before you hurt someone who doesn't deserve it."

After he closes the door, I stand in the living room surrounded by broken glass and vodka puddles. Seven months until he leaves. And Declan and Elena have already left.

I'm running out of everything.

Saturday morning I wake up on the couch, neck stiff, head pounding. Dmitri's bedroom door is open. He's gone. So is Maxwell.

My phone: one text from him, sent at 6 AM.

Staying at Maxwell's this weekend. We both need space.

And below it, texts from unknown numbers. Three of them.

You're spiraling again. I can see it from here.

Stop before you hurt them the way you hurt me.

Walk away, Natasha. You won't get another chance.

Alexei. Always fucking Alexei. I delete them all without responding. Block the numbers. But I know more will come. They always do.

I lie on the couch staring at the ceiling, thinking. They ended it. Abruptly. Without giving me the closure I deserved. Without giving me a chance to show them what we could have been.

Unless I make them see. Unless I create a situation where Elena isn't in the picture. Where it's just him and me. Where Declan realizes what he really wants.

I think about Moscow. About Alexei. About what worked. The method was effective. Extreme, yes. But effective.

I pull out my laptop. Start researching. The drug I used in Moscow. What was it called? Where did I get it?

It takes two hours of searching through old emails, deleted browsing history, encrypted messages. Finally, I find it.

Rohypnol derivative. Fast-acting. Lowers inhibitions. Makes people suggestive, pliable. Memory loss. Used correctly, people don't even remember clearly what happened.

Used incorrectly, it's obvious they've been drugged.

I need to use it correctly.

I find a dark web pharmacy. Canadian. Discreet shipping. Rush delivery available. I place the order. Pay extra for two-day shipping to arrive Monday.

Just in case. Just as insurance.

But the drug alone won't work. I need more than one night. I need time. Days. Long enough to make him see. Long enough to make Elena irrelevant.

I start planning. Really planning. The kind of planning that requires preparation. Resources. A place far from the city where no one would think to look.

My family's cabin upstate. Three hours north of the city. Remote. Off the grid. No neighbors for miles. My parents haven't used it in years, gave me the keys when they moved to Florida.

Perfect.

I pull up maps. Satellite images. The cabin is accessible by one dirt road. Surrounded by woods. The nearest town is twenty miles away.

If I can get Declan there. Keep him there for a few days. Long enough for him to see what we could have without Elena's influence. Long enough for him to choose me.

Not kidnapping. Not really. Just... extended conversation. Opportunity. Time together without distractions.

I draft a text to send from Declan's phone once I have it. Something that would explain his absence. A sudden family emergency. His mother in Boston. Flew out immediately. Will be back in a few days.

Elena would believe it. The office would believe it. It would buy me time.

Three days. Maybe four. That's all I need. Three days for him to see me clearly. To understand what he's giving up. To realize Elena isn't what he needs.

I'm not crazy. I'm not. This is just... persuasion. Opportunity. Showing him what he's missing.

Sunday—alone—Dmitri doesn't come home. The apartment feels too big, too empty, too quiet. I spend the day refining the plan. Every detail. Every contingency.

How to approach Declan without seeming threatening. How to drug his drink without being seen. How to get him to my car. The drive upstate. What to say when he wakes up.

I practice in the mirror. The apologetic smile. The concerned friend. The woman who just wants to talk.

My phone buzzes. Dmitri.

I know you're planning something. Whatever it is, don't. Please.

I'm not planning anything.

Tasha, I know you. I know the signs. Don't do this.

Don't do what? I'm just thinking.

That's what worries me.

Another text. Alexei. Different number.

I know you ordered something. I'm watching your accounts.

How the fuck does he know? How does he always know?

Whatever you're planning, it won't work. You'll destroy yourself this time.

I don't respond. Just block the number. Turn off location services. Clear my browsing history. Cover my tracks.

Monday morning my package arrives at the apartment. Small padded envelope from Toronto. Inside: one small vial, clear liquid, careful packaging.

Insurance. Just in case.

That evening, I test it. Just a tiny amount in my own drink. Within fifteen minutes, I feel it. Relaxation. Lowered inhibitions. Everything seems softer, easier, more possible. It wears off in two hours with no hangover, no obvious after-effects.

Perfect.

I put the vial in my purse. Keep it with me. Just in case the opportunity arises.

Tuesday I go to work like nothing happened. Professional. Polished. Hair perfect, makeup flawless, designer suit. Everything is normal. Everything is fine.

Declan's office door is closed when I arrive. Meetings all morning according to his calendar. Elena is in her office when I pass. I wave. She waves back. Normal. Fine.

But I watch them. Study their patterns. Declan leaves work at 6 PM most days. Walks to his apartment. Sometimes Elena joins him. Sometimes she doesn't.

Wednesday I follow him. Not obviously. Just... coincidentally heading in the same direction. He stops at a coffee shop three blocks from his building. Sits alone for twenty minutes working on his laptop.

Vulnerable. Alone. Easy.

That could work. The coffee shop. Crowded enough that no one would notice. Public enough that he wouldn't suspect. I could approach, apologize, ask to talk. Slip something in his drink when he's distracted. Help him to my car when he starts feeling dizzy.

Simple. Clean. No witnesses who would remember.

Thursday I check the cabin. Drive up after work. Three hours through increasingly remote roads. The cabin is exactly as I remember. Small. Rustic. One bedroom. Woodstove. Generator for electricity. No cell service. No internet. No way to contact anyone.

I stock the pantry. Canned goods. Water. Enough for a week. I check the locks. Add new ones. Heavy duty. The kind that can't be picked easily.

Not a prison. Just... security. Making sure we have privacy. Time without interruptions.

I drive back to the city thinking about what I'll say. How I'll explain this.

"I just wanted time to talk. To show you what we could have. To prove Elena isn't what you need."

He'll understand. Eventually. After a few days. After he sees me clearly without her influence.

He'll understand and he'll choose me.

Friday morning I arrive at work at 8:45. Fifteen minutes before anything happens. Before everything changes.

Declan and Elena call me into a conference room at 9 AM. I know what's coming. The confrontation. The accusations. The ultimatum.

They're going to try to force me out.

But I'm ready. I have the vial in my purse. I have the cabin ready. I have my plan.

After they end things officially—after they tell me to transfer or resign—I'll wait. I'll watch. I'll find my moment.

And then I'll take what's mine.

"Sit down," Declan says when I enter. Not "please sit." Just a command.

I sit. Keep my expression neutral even though my heart is pounding.

"We know," Elena says. No preamble. "We know everything."

I don't respond. Wait for them to show their cards.

"We know the engagement is fake," Declan continues. "That you and Dmitri have an arrangement."

My stomach drops. Dmitri told them. That fucking traitor.

"We know about Moscow," Elena says. "About Alexei. About what you did to him."

"Who told you?" My voice is steady despite the panic.

"Does it matter?" Declan leans forward. "We know you lied. About everything. The engagement, your past, your intentions. All of it."

Silence stretches. I could deny it. Play victim. Cry. Manipulate. But what's the point? They've already decided.

"Okay," I say. "Yes. The engagement is fake. Dmitri is gay. We have an arrangement. And yes, there was a situation in Moscow that ended badly. But—"

"You drugged him," Elena says flatly. "Had sex with him. Destroyed his marriage, his career, his life."

"It wasn't—it wasn't like that—"

"Then how was it?" The coldness in Declan's voice makes me flinch.

I don't answer. Can't answer. Because it was exactly like that.

"You have two weeks to transfer to another department or resign. Your choice."

"You can't force me out. I'm excellent at my job."

"We're not forcing you. We're offering options."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then we go to HR," Elena says. "Tell them everything. The lies. The manipulation. You'll be terminated for cause."

I stand. Meet Declan's eyes. "You're making a mistake."

"The only mistake we made was trusting you."

"You used me. Both of you used me for your sexual experiments and now you're discarding me."

"We trusted you," he repeats. "You lied."

I grab my bag. Head for the door. Before I leave: "This isn't over."

"Yes," Declan says. "It is."

I walk out. Behind me, I hear Elena's voice: "Do you think she'll accept this?"

Declan: "She doesn't have a choice."

In the elevator, I'm shaking. Not with rage this time. With determination.

They think it's over. They think they can just discard me and move on. They have no idea what I'm capable of. They have no idea what I'm planning.

The vial is in my purse. The cabin is ready. My plan is in place.

I just need one opportunity. One moment when Declan is alone. Vulnerable. Unguarded.

And I'll take it.

Three days. Maybe four. That's all I need. Three days for him to see what we could have. To realize Elena is holding him back. To understand that I'm what he really wants.

This isn't over. Not by a long shot. It's just beginning.


TAKEN


Saturday Evening - Donor Dinner

The ballroom of the Mandarin Oriental is filled with New York's elite, and I'm supposed to be charming them. Instead, I'm scanning the room for Natasha.

"You're doing that thing," Elena murmurs beside me.

"What thing?"

"That thing where you're pretending to listen to the conversation but you're actually looking for her."

She's right. I am. We're talking to board member Patricia Chen and her husband about the Mercier acquisition, and I haven't processed a word of it for the past five minutes.

"I'm sorry," I tell Patricia. "It's been a long week. Could you repeat that?"

Elena's fingers lace through mine. She's wearing emerald green tonight, hair up, looking absolutely stunning. But I can see the tension in her shoulders. The tightness around her eyes.

We confronted Natasha yesterday morning. Told her we knew everything. And now we're both waiting for the fallout.

"Do you think she'll even show up?" Elena asks after Patricia moves on to talk to another donor.

"I don't know. She knows it's over. Maybe she'll skip it."

"Or maybe she'll make a scene."

"In front of two hundred donors and board members? She's smarter than that."

But even as I say it, I'm not sure I believe it. Everything Dmitri told me about Moscow, about Alexei, about the pattern—none of it suggests Natasha accepts rejection gracefully.

At seven-thirty, I see her. Red dress. Designer. Impossible to ignore. She strides into the ballroom with complete confidence, head high and smiling.

My stomach tightens.

"She's here," I murmur to Elena.

Elena follows my gaze. I feel her hand tighten on my arm. "Just stay close to me. We get through tonight, then she's gone. LA transfer. Out of our lives."

"Right."

But I watch Natasha move through the room, working it like the professional she is. Charming donors. Laughing with board members. Playing the role of devoted VP perfectly. And every few minutes, her eyes find mine. Holding my gaze for just a second too long before looking away.

"She's watching you," Elena says quietly.

"I know."

"Should we leave? Claim you're sick?"

"And let her think she drove us away? No. We stay. We're professionals. We can handle one night in the same room."

But I can't shake the anxious feeling in my chest.

Dinner drags on. Speeches from board members. Recognition of major donors. Update on company performance. I deliver my remarks on autopilot. Thank the donors, highlight Q4 achievements, tease upcoming announcements. The whole time, I'm aware of Natasha in the audience. Watching. Waiting. For what?

After dinner, cocktail hour begins. The crowd disperses into the adjacent room with the open bar. Elena is immediately pulled aside by Patricia Chen. "Ms. McNeil, can I steal you for a moment? Donor relations question."

Elena looks at me, then pauses.

"I'll be at the bar," I tell her. "Five minutes."

"Don't go anywhere alone."

"I'll be fine. It's a room full of people."

She's reluctant but lets Patricia guide her away. I head to the bar, order scotch. Neat. Top shelf. Try to relax. Try to let the tension of the past week ease.

Behind me, a familiar voice: "Congratulations on the Laurent deal. I saw the final numbers. Impressive work."

I tense. Turn. Natasha stands beside me, holding a glass of wine. Professional distance. Appropriate smile. Like yesterday's confrontation never happened.

"Thank you," I say stiffly.

I start to walk away.

"Wait. Please." Her voice stops me. "I know you don't want to talk to me. But I need to apologize."

I look around. We're surrounded by donors, colleagues, board members. All watching. Judging. I can't make a scene. Can't be rude in front of them.

"There's nothing to apologize for."

"There is. For Friday night. For what I said. I got confused. Mixed up physical with emotional. It was inappropriate and I'm sorry."

I'm surprised by what seems like genuine contrition.

"I'm not going to make excuses. I made mistakes. Bad ones. But I'm working on myself. I'm taking the LA transfer. Starting fresh. Away from you and Elena."

Something in my chest loosens slightly. She's really leaving. Really accepting this.

"That's probably for the best," I say carefully.

"Can I buy you a drink?" She gestures to the bar. "One drink to say goodbye properly? Then I promise I'll leave you alone forever."

I glance across the room. Elena is deep in conversation with Patricia and two other board members. This is a bad idea. I know it's a bad idea. But we're in public. Surrounded by people. What could happen?

"One drink," I say. "Then I need to get back to Elena."

We move to a quieter corner of the bar. Away from the main crowd but still visible. I order another scotch. She already has wine.

"I really am sorry," she says. "For everything. For lying about the engagement. For not being honest about my past. For catching feelings when I shouldn't have."

"It's done. Let's just move forward professionally until you transfer."

"Agreed." She takes a sip of wine. "I want you to know, what you and Elena have is special. I saw that. And I'm sorry I tried to come between it."

My phone buzzes. Elena.

Where are you?

I type back: At the bar. Talking to Natasha. Everything's fine.

Elena- Be careful.

I will.

I set my phone on the bar top, take a long sip of my scotch. We talk for a few more minutes. Small talk. Professional. Appropriate. But something feels... off. I'm warm. Too warm. The room feels distant somehow.

I take another sip of scotch, trying to clear my head.

"Are you okay?" Natasha asks. "You look tired."

"Yeah, just... long week."

But it's more than that. My vision's getting fuzzy. My body feels wrong—too heavy. What the fuck?

"You look exhausted," Natasha says, concerned. "Maybe you should sit down? My car is right outside. I can give you a ride home. Fresh air might help."

Through the fog in my brain: "Maybe. Just for a minute."

She takes my arm. "Come on. Let me make sure you're okay."

I let her guide me toward the exit. Part of me knows this is wrong. Knows I should go back to Elena. Knows I shouldn't leave with Natasha. But I can't hold onto the thought long enough. Can't make my limbs stop moving.

We're at the coat check. She's getting my jacket. Behind me, I hear someone shout: "Declan!"

Elena's voice pierces through. She sounds scared. Far away. I try to turn toward her, try to call out, but my body is completely unresponsive. Natasha's hand on my arm guides me toward the doors like I'm a puppet.

"Declan, wait!"

Elena is running toward us now. I can see her face—confusion, concern, then horror. She's still twenty feet away.

We're through the doors. Outside. Cold air hits my face but doesn't clear the fog.

"Where..." I manage to slur.

"My car. Just over here. You'll feel better. I promise."

A black SUV is waiting at the curb. Valet must have brought it around. Natasha opens the back door, helps me inside. My legs won't coordinate properly. I stumble, fall into the seat.

She climbs in beside me. "Drive," she tells someone in the front. The driver. I can't see their face.

The SUV pulls away from the curb.

Behind us, I see Elena burst through the hotel doors. Running. Screaming something I can't hear through the glass.

"Elena..." I try to say.

"She'll be fine. We just need some time. Just you and me. To talk. To figure this out."

The SUV accelerates. Elena is getting smaller in the rear window. Then she's gone.

My brain is screaming—this is kidnapping, call for help, do something—but my body is dead weight. I try to reach for my phone and my hand doesn't move. Try the door handle and my arm stays limp. I can only sit here slumped against the seat, trapped inside myself.

"Where... taking me..."

"Somewhere quiet. Somewhere we can be alone. Without Elena. Without distractions."

She strokes my hair with disturbing tenderness. Like I belong to her.

"You're going to understand," she murmurs. "After a few days, you're going to see what we could have. What Elena is keeping you from."

Days. She said days.

The SUV merges onto the highway. Heading north. Away from the city.

I try to stay conscious. Try to remember landmarks. Exits. Anything that might help. But the drug is pulling me under. Everything is swimming.

"Just rest," Natasha says. "When you wake up, we'll be there. And then we can really talk. Just the two of us. The way it should have been from the beginning."

Her voice is the last thing I hear before everything goes black.

When I wake up, I'm in an unfamiliar bed. The room around me is rustic—wood walls, small window revealing only darkness. My head throbs, my mouth feels like cotton, and my body is impossibly heavy.

I try to sit up but something stops me. My wrists are tied to the headboard—soft restraints that won't leave marks but won't break either.

Full panic hits. I yank against the restraints desperately. They don't budge.

"You're awake."

Natasha is sitting in a chair by the door. Still in her red dress. Watching me.

"Where am I?"

"My family's cabin. Upstate. About three hours north of the city."

Three hours. Fuck.

"Natasha, whatever you're planning—"

"I'm not planning anything bad. I just want us to talk. Really talk. Without Elena's influence. Without the pressure of work. Just you and me."

"You drugged me. You kidnapped me."

"I gave you something to help you relax. And I'm giving you space to see clearly. That's not kidnapping. That's... opportunity."

She stands. Crosses to the bed. Sits on the edge.

I pull away from her. As much as the restraints allow.

"Don't touch me."

"Declan, I'm not going to hurt you. I would never hurt you. I love you."

"This is insane. Let me go. Now."

"Not yet. Not until you understand. Not until you see what we could have together."

"We could have nothing. I love Elena. I chose Elena."

"Because you haven't had a chance to choose me. Not really. Elena is always there. Always in your head. Always making you feel guilty. But here, it's just us. You can see me clearly. See what I can give you that she can't."

"Elena is coming for me. The police—"

"Will find nothing. No cameras at the cabin. No cell signal. No internet. Your phone is back at the hotel. I sent texts from it before I dumped it. Told Elena you needed space. That you were going to Boston to see your mother. That you'd be back in a few days."

My stomach drops. She thought of everything.

"People will look for me."

"Maybe. But it'll take days before they think to look upstate. By then, you'll understand. You'll see what we have. And you'll choose to stay."

"I will never choose this. Never choose you."

Pain flashes across her face. Then anger.

"You're saying that now because you're confused. Because Elena has manipulated you into thinking she's what you need. But she's not. She cheated on you. She broke your trust. She's weak."

"And you're strong? You kidnapped me. Drugged me. Tied me to a bed."

"I'm giving you clarity. Once you see it, you'll thank me."

She stands. Smooths her dress.

"I'm going to make dinner. When you're ready to talk—really talk—I'll come back. Until then, rest. Recover. Think about what I've said."

She leaves. Locks the door behind her.

I'm alone. Tied to a bed in a cabin three hours from the city. My phone gone. No one knowing where I am. Elena thinking I went to Boston.

Natasha planned this. Down to every detail.

And I have no idea how I'm going to get out.


FOUND


Saturday Night - 8:47 PM

I'm running through the lobby of the Mandarin Oriental, heels clicking frantically against marble. I shove through the revolving doors so hard they nearly knock someone over.

The black SUV is still there—just pulling away from the curb. I can see Declan's silhouette in the back seat through the tinted window. Natasha's beside him.

"DECLAN!"

I'm sprinting now. Full out. My dress restricts my stride but I don't care. The SUV is picking up speed, merging into the flow of traffic.

"WAIT! STOP THE CAR!"

A valet materializes, grabbing my arm hard. "Ma'am, you can't run into traffic—"

I tear free from his grip and keep running, but it's useless. The SUV is already gone—swallowed by the chaos of Saturday night Manhattan traffic. Taillights indistinguishable from hundreds of others.

I stop in the middle of the street, chest heaving, cars honking and swerving around me. Someone yells out a window.

He's gone. Natasha has him.

And something is very, very wrong.

I pull out my phone. Call Declan. Straight to voicemail.

"Declan, call me back. NOW. I saw you leave with Natasha and you weren't okay. You couldn't even walk straight. Call me back the second you get this."

I hang up. Call again. Voicemail again.

Text him: WHERE ARE YOU? CALL ME NOW.

No response.

I'm shaking. Not from cold. From the absolute certainty that something terrible is happening.

The way Declan looked at the bar. Unfocused. Stumbling. Leaning on Natasha like his legs wouldn't hold him.

That wasn't drunk. That wasn't tired.

That was drugged.

We ended things with Natasha Friday. Told her the arrangement was over. That we knew about the fake engagement, about Moscow, about everything Dmitri told us.

And today she showed up at this gala. Approached Declan at the bar. Convinced him to have one drink.

And now he's gone.

I pull up my phone. Call 911.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"My boyfriend was just kidnapped. A woman drugged him and took him in a black SUV from the Mandarin Oriental. I need help."

"Ma'am, did you witness the kidnapping?"

"Yes! I saw her drug him at the bar—no, I didn't see her put something in his drink but I saw him after and he couldn't walk, he was stumbling, and she got him into an SUV and drove away."

"Did he go willingly?"

"He was drugged! He couldn't consent!"

"I understand you're upset, but I need to establish if a crime was committed. Did he resist? Did he call for help?"

"He couldn't! The drug made him unable to resist! Please, you need to find him before she—"

"Ma'am, I'm going to connect you to the precinct. They'll take a report and send officers to investigate."

I'm transferred. A desk sergeant answers. I explain everything again. The gala. The bar. Declan looking wrong. Natasha taking him.

"And how long ago was this?"

"Maybe an hour now."

"An hour. And you're certain he didn't leave voluntarily?"

"YES. She drugged him. She kidnapped him. You need to find him."

"Ma'am, without evidence of a crime, this is a missing persons case. Has he contacted you?"

My phone buzzes. Text from Declan's number.

Need space. Going to Boston to see my mom. Back in a few days. Don't worry.

My heart stops.

"He just texted me," I tell the sergeant. "But it's not him. Someone else is using his phone."

"How do you know it's not him?"

"Because he would never just leave without telling me in person. And his mother doesn't even live in Boston. She lives in Arizona. This is someone pretending to be him."

"Ms. McNeil, I understand you're concerned. But a text from his phone saying he needs space—that's not evidence of kidnapping. That's evidence he left voluntarily."

"He didn't write that text. Natasha did. She has his phone. She's trying to buy time."

"Do you have proof of that?"

"Call his mother! Ask her if he's in Boston!"

"Ma'am, it's after 9 PM on a Saturday. I can't call someone's mother based on—"

"Then I'll call her myself. And when she confirms he's not there, you'll help me find him."

I hang up. Furious. Terrified. Feeling completely helpless.

I call Mrs. Shaw. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely hold the phone.

It rings four times. Then: "Hello?" Her voice is confused. I definitely woke her up.

"Mrs. Shaw, I'm so sorry to call this late. This is Elena. Declan's girlfriend. I need to know—is Declan on his way there? Is he coming to visit?"

Pause. "Elena? No, dear. I'm in Arizona. Why? Is something wrong?"

"He texted me saying he was coming to see you in Boston. But I—I was worried because—"

"Boston? I haven't lived in Boston for three years. And I spoke with Declan on Thursday. He didn't mention any travel plans. Elena, what's going on?"

"I think something's wrong. I think someone took him. I'm sorry I woke you. I'll—I'll call you back when I know more."

I hang up before she can ask more questions. Before I have to explain that her son has been kidnapped by an obsessed coworker.

I call the precinct back. Different person answers this time.

"I just spoke with Declan Shaw's mother. He's not in Boston. She's in Arizona. Someone sent that text from his phone pretending to be him. This is kidnapping. You need to help me."

"Ma'am, let me transfer you to a detective."

More holding. More waiting. Every second he's further away.

Finally, someone picks up. "Detective Morrison. I understand you're reporting a possible kidnapping?"

"Not possible. Definite. Declan Shaw was drugged and taken from the Mandarin Oriental about ninety minutes ago. A woman named Natasha Volkov took him in a black SUV. She sent a text from his phone pretending to be him. His mother confirmed he's not where the text said he'd be. This is kidnapping."

"Okay. I'm going to need you to come to the precinct. Give a formal statement. Provide any evidence you have."

"I don't have time for that. She has him. She could be hurting him right now."

"Ms. McNeil, I understand your urgency. But I need evidence to get warrants, to mobilize resources. I need your statement. I need details about this woman. I need everything you know."

She's right. I know she's right. But every instinct is screaming at me to move, to search, to find him.

"Okay. I'm coming in. But please—put out an alert for the SUV. Black SUV leaving the Mandarin Oriental around 8 PM. Driver is Natasha Volkov. She has Declan Shaw. He was drugged and taken against his will."

"I'll issue a BOLO. Come to the precinct on West 54th. We'll figure this out."

Saturday Night - 10:30 PM

The precinct is chaos. Saturday night in Manhattan. Drunk and disorderly. Domestic disputes. I push through to the front desk.

"I'm Elena McNeil. Detective Morrison is expecting me."

Detective Morrison appears quickly. Mid-forties, short dark hair, sharp eyes.

"Ms. McNeil. Come with me."

She leads me to a small interview room. Gets me water I don't drink. Sits across from me with a notepad.

"Start from the beginning. Tell me everything."

I do. The arrangement we had with Natasha. How we ended it Friday. How Dmitri told us about Moscow, about Alexei, about the fake engagement. How Natasha showed up at tonight's gala. The bar. Declan looking wrong. The SUV.

"And you're certain Ms. Volkov drugged him?"

"I didn't see her put something in his drink. But I saw him after. He could barely walk. Could barely speak. That's not normal. I'm certain he was drugged."

"Did anyone else witness his condition?"

"The bartender maybe? Other people at the bar? I don't know. I was across the room talking to board members when it happened."

Detective Morrison makes notes. "And this Dmitri Petrov. He told you about her history?"

"Yes. She did something similar in Moscow two years ago. Drugged a man. Alexei something. Destroyed his life. Dmitri has been covering for her—they have a fake engagement—but he felt guilty and told us everything."

"I'll need to speak with Mr. Petrov. Get his statement."

"He lives in Chelsea. I have his number."

I give her Dmitri's contact information. She steps out to make calls. I'm left sitting in the interview room feeling helpless.

My phone rings. Marcus.

"Elena? I just heard. Declan's missing?"

"How did you—"

"Patricia Chen called me. Said you ran out of the gala like something was wrong. What happened?"

I explain everything. Marcus listens in silence.

"I'm coming to the precinct. Where are you?"

"West 54th."

"I'll be there in twenty minutes. Don't do anything stupid until I get there."

Detective Morrison returns. "I spoke with the hotel. They're pulling security footage from the bar and lobby. And I have officers en route to Natasha Volkov's apartment in Chelsea."

"She won't be there. She's too smart for that."

"We still have to check. Ms. McNeil, is there anywhere else she might take him? Family property? A second residence?"

"I don't know. I don't know anything real about her. Everything she told us was a lie."

"What about Mr. Petrov? He might know."

"Call him. Please. Maybe he knows something."

She steps out again. More calls. More waiting.

Marcus arrives at 11 PM. He looks terrible. Worried. Scared.

"They'll find him," he says, sitting beside me. "The police, the BOLO, the security footage—they'll find him."

"What if they don't? What if she takes him somewhere remote? What if she—"

"Don't. Don't go there. Declan is smart. Strong. He'll find a way to signal for help. To escape. He's not helpless."

But he was helpless. I saw him. Could barely stand. Could barely think. Whatever she gave him made him completely vulnerable.

Detective Morrison returns with Dmitri. He looks guilty and miserable.

"Elena." He sits across from me. "I'm so sorry. I should have done more. Should have warned you sooner."

"Do you know where she might take him? Any properties? Places she's mentioned?"

Dmitri thinks. "Her parents have a cabin. Upstate. She mentioned it once. Said it was remote. Off the grid. Near the Catskills, I think."

"Where exactly?"

"I don't know. I've never been there. But she has keys. She goes there sometimes when she needs to 'think.'"

Detective Morrison leans forward. "Can you find the address? Property records? Anything?"

"Maybe. Her parents are Viktor and Irina Volkov. If it's under their names, I can search property records." He pulls out his phone. "Give me a few minutes."

We wait. Marcus paces. I stare at my phone willing Declan to call.

At 11:20 PM, Dmitri looks up. "Found it. Property deed under her parents' names. 347 Timber Ridge Road, Sullivan County."

Detective Morrison takes the information. "That's three hours from here. I'll get a warrant. Send officers—"

"A warrant will take hours," I interrupt. "We don't have hours."

"Ms. McNeil, I can't send officers to break into a private residence without a warrant. If we find evidence and it's not admissible in court—"

"I don't care about court. I care about getting him back."

"I understand. But we have to do this right."

"How long for a warrant?"

"If I can get a judge on the phone tonight? Maybe by morning. More likely Monday morning."

"Monday? That's over 24 hours from now!"

"I know. But that's how the law works."

I stand. "Then I'm going. With or without you."

"Ms. McNeil—"

"She has Declan. She's had him for hours. Every minute I sit here is another minute she could be hurting him. I'm going."

Marcus stands too. "Then I'm coming with you."

"Me too," Dmitri says. "This is my fault. I should have stopped her months ago."

Detective Morrison looks at us. "If you go there and find him, anything you do could compromise the case. Taint the evidence. Make it harder to prosecute her."

"I don't care."

"And if she has a weapon? If you walk into a dangerous situation?"

"Then at least I tried."

She sighs. Studies us for a long moment. Then writes down the address. "Scout the location. Don't engage. Call for backup if you find him. And Ms. McNeil? Be smart. She's desperate. Desperate people are dangerous."

By midnight, I'm in my car. Marcus in the passenger seat. Dmitri in the back. Driving north on dark highways toward Sullivan County.

"He's okay," Marcus says quietly. "Declan is smart. He'll find a way to survive until we get there."

At 2:30 AM, we're on Timber Ridge Road. Dirt and gravel. No streetlights. Dense woods.

The cabin comes into view through the dense trees. It's small, mostly dark, but there's one light on—a bedroom, maybe. The black SUV is parked behind the structure.

My pulse is pounding in my ears. He's here. He has to be here.

I park a quarter mile away. Kill the lights.

"What's the plan?" Marcus asks.

"I scout the cabin. See if I can see inside. Then we figure out how to get him out."

"Elena, we should wait for police—"

"I'm not waiting."

I'm out of the car before he can stop me. Moving through the woods. Quiet. Careful.

The cabin comes into view. I creep closer. Staying in shadows.

Through a window, I can see movement. Hear voices. Muffled but clear enough.

Natasha's voice: "You're just confused. Elena has you so twisted up you can't see what's right in front of you."

Declan's voice: "Let me go. Please. This is insane."

"It's not insane. It's love. Real love. The kind Elena can't give you."

I text Marcus: He's here. Bedroom window. Going in.

Marcus: WAIT FOR ME

But I can't wait. Can't stand here listening to Natasha manipulate him for one more second.

The back door—kitchen entrance—is unlocked when I test it. Sloppy. She's overconfident.

I slip inside as quietly as possible. The cabin is small—kitchen flowing into a living room, short hallway leading to what must be the bedroom. Wood floors creak slightly under my feet and I freeze, but no one comes.

I can hear them clearly now. Natasha's voice. Then Declan's—thick, confused.

Natasha: "Just look at me. Really look at me. See what I can give you."

Declan: "Natasha, stop. I don't want this."

"You're lying. Your body wants it even if your mind doesn't understand yet."

I move down the hallway. The bedroom door is partially open.

I see them.

Declan bound to the bed—wrists secured to the headboard. Natasha is on top of him in red lingerie, straddling his hips. His shirt is off, his pants removed and tossed aside. She's moving against him through his boxers, grinding slowly while her hands explore his chest like she has every right to touch him.

Every protective instinct explodes.

I burst through the door. "GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM HIM."

Natasha screams. Falls backward off the bed. Scrambles against the wall.

I'm across the room instantly. Between her and Declan.

"How did you—there's no way—"

"You thought I wouldn't find him?" My voice is pure rage. "You drugged him. Abducted him. Tied him up and put your hands on him while he couldn't fight back. And you actually believed I'd just—what? Go home? Wait around? You stupid, delusional bitch!"

Marcus appears in the doorway behind me. Then Dmitri.

Natasha's gaze bounces from me to Marcus. She's trapped and she knows it.

"This isn't what it looks like—"

"It looks like you tied him to a bed and were about to rape him."

"NO! I was showing him! Making him see what we could have! What you're keeping from him!"

"You're completely insane."

"I'M IN LOVE!" Natasha is on her feet now. Tears streaming. Makeup ruined. Hair wild. "I love him! I've loved him since the day I met him! I took the job at Shaw Industries to be close to him! I planned everything—the fake engagement to seem stable, befriending you both—all to make him see me! To make him choose me!"

"You took the job just to get close to him?"

"Yes! Every day for eight months I came to work just to be near him! And then when you suggested the arrangement—when you invited me in—I thought finally! Finally he'll see me! He'll feel what I feel! And it was working! He wanted me! I felt it every time we fucked! But then you ended it! You ruined everything! So I had to take him! Had to show him without you there poisoning his mind!"

Behind me, Declan's voice. Hoarse. Barely there. "Natasha, I never wanted you. Not the way you think. What we had was physical. Temporary. Nothing deeper than that."

"LIAR!" She lunges toward the bed.

I catch her. Slam her against the wall. Hard enough that her head snaps back.

"Don't. Fucking. Move!"

We're inches apart. I can see the complete madness in her eyes. The total break from reality.

"You took him from me," she hisses. "You poisoned him. Made him think he doesn't want me. But he does. He just doesn't know it yet."

"That isn't love, Natasha. It's something sick you convinced yourself was real."

"What's the difference?!" She's screaming now. "I would do ANYTHING for him! I DID do anything! All to save him from you! To show him what real devotion looks like!"

"You're crazy—"

"I'M DEVOTED! There's a difference! Elena, you don't understand what it's like to want someone this much! To need them! To know in your soul that you're meant to be together! I've loved him for eight months! Eight months of watching him, learning him, becoming exactly what he needs! And I AM what he needs! Not you! You're weak! You cheated on him! You broke his trust! I would NEVER do that! I would worship him! I would—"

The sound of cars outside. Gravel crunching. Doors slamming.

Natasha's face goes white. "No. No, how did they—"

I pull out my phone. Show her the screen. "I called them the moment I found the address.

Her face crumbles completely.

"No. No, he's supposed to choose me. He's supposed to see—"

Police flood through the doors. Detective Morrison at the front, along with six officers and EMTs.

"Natasha Volkov, you're under arrest for kidnapping, false imprisonment, drugging, and attempted sexual assault."

They pull her away from me. Cuff her. Read her rights.

She's screaming. Full psychotic break. "HE LOVES ME! HE'S MINE! IT'S MEANT TO BE! ELENA IS LYING! SHE'S THE CRAZY ONE! I LOVE HIM! I LOVE HIM! DECLAN, TELL THEM! TELL THEM YOU FELT SOMETHING! TELL THEM I'M NOT CRAZY!"

They drag her out. Still screaming. Still insisting Declan loves her. Still completely divorced from reality.

The door slams. Sudden silence except for Natasha's muffled screaming outside.

I turn to Declan. Marcus is already cutting the ropes from his wrists.

He's pale. Shaking. Looking at me with exhausted, grateful eyes.

"You found me."

"Of course I found you."

He stands on shaking legs. I catch him. Hold him up.

"How long has she had you here?"

"Since last night. Since the gala. Elena, she's completely insane. She really believes we're soulmates. That you're the only obstacle. That if she just had enough time with me, I'd fall in love with her."

"Did she hurt you?"

"She didn't hurt me. But the psychological torture—the things she said. The way she looked at me. She's been obsessed with me for months. Since before she even started at the company. She took the job just to be close to me."

"I know. I heard her."

"She planned everything. The fake engagement. Getting close to us. She saw the arrangement as her chance. Her opportunity. And when we ended it, she—" His voice breaks. "She couldn't accept it."

EMTs arrive. Check him over. Dehydration. Shock. But physically, mostly okay.

Detective Morrison approaches. "Mr. Shaw, I'll need your statement. But it can wait until you've been checked out at the hospital."

"I'm not going to a hospital. I just want to go home."

"Sir, you've been drugged and held captive for over twelve hours. You need proper medical evaluation."

"Then evaluate me at home. But I'm not staying here another minute."

She studies him for a moment, then nods. "I'll have an EMT do a preliminary check here. But if anything seems off, you're going to the ER. Understood?"

"Understood."

The EMT does a thorough check. Blood pressure. Pupil response. Checks his wrists for nerve damage from the restraints. Declares him physically stable but recommends seeing a doctor within 24 hours.

Detective Morrison takes preliminary statements from all of us. Documents the scene. The restraints. The bed. The evidence of Natasha's obsession scattered throughout the cabin—printed photos of Declan, notes about his schedule, receipts from following him.

"This is enough for kidnapping, false imprisonment, drugging, and attempted sexual assault," Morrison says. "Combined with what we know about Moscow, she's looking at significant prison time."

"How much?" I ask.

"Twenty years minimum. More if the DA can prove premeditation, which based on this evidence, shouldn't be hard."

By 5 AM, we're cleared to leave. Marcus drives. Declan and I in the back seat. He hasn't let go of my hand.

"Thank you," he says quietly. "For not giving up. For finding me."

"I will always find you."

"Even after everything? After the threesome led to this?"

"The arrangement didn't lead to this. Natasha led to this. Her obsession. Her sickness. None of this is your fault."

"But I invited her in. I thought—"

"You thought you were helping us explore something. You had no way of knowing she was obsessed. That she'd been planning to get close to you for months. Declan, this is not your fault."

Back at his apartment, we lie in bed fully clothed. Neither ready for more. Just holding each other. Grateful to be alive. Together. Safe.

"She's in jail," I tell him. "No bail. Detective Morrison said she's looking at a lot of time."

"Good."

"Dmitri is cooperating. And Alexei is going to testify about what she did to him."

"Good."

We're quiet for a long time.

"I need therapy," Declan finally says.

"We both do."

"I keep seeing her face. Hearing her voice. Feeling those restraints."

"I know. But we'll get through it. Together."

He pulls me closer. "I love you. Only you."

"I know. I love you too."

We fall asleep tangled together. Both traumatized. Both exhausted. Both grateful to have survived Natasha Volkov.


MOVING FORWARD


Monday Afternoon - Manhattan Criminal Court

The courthouse is exactly as depressing as I expected. Fluorescent lights. Institutional tile floors. The smell of fear and bureaucracy.

Elena's hand is in mine as we sit in the gallery waiting for Natasha's arraignment. Detective Morrison is a few rows ahead. Dmitri texted that he couldn't make it but wished us well. I don't blame him. I wouldn't be here either if it wasn't necessary.

At 2:15, they bring Natasha in. She looks different. Jail scrubs instead of designer clothes. No makeup. Hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. But her eyes are the same. Sharp. Calculating. Looking for an angle.

When she sees me, she holds my gaze for a long moment. I look away first. I won't give her anything.

The proceedings are quick. Efficient. Her lawyer argues for bail—no flight risk, ties to the community, remorseful.

The prosecutor shuts it down fast. "Your Honor, Ms. Volkov drugged and kidnapped the victim. She held him captive for over twelve hours and attempted to sexually assault him. Security footage from the Mandarin Oriental shows her drugging his drink. She has ties to Russia where she committed similar crimes. She's a clear danger and flight risk."

The judge barely deliberates. "Bail denied. Defendant will remain in custody pending trial or plea agreement."

Natasha's face doesn't change. Just stares straight ahead as they lead her back out. That's it. Five minutes and it's done.

Outside the courthouse, the prosecutor catches us. "She'll take the plea. Five years, sex offender registry, no contact order. Her lawyer already reached out about it this morning."

"When?" Elena asks.

"Sentencing hearing in two weeks. Then she's transferred upstate. It's over."

Over. The word should feel better than it does.

We drive back to my apartment in silence. Both processing. Both exhausted.

"Do you really think it's over?" Elena asks as we're pulling into my garage.

"Once she's sentenced and transferred? Yes. She's not stupid enough to violate a no contact order."

"Alexei said—"

"Alexei is traumatized. He spent two years being terrorized by her. But we have legal protection he didn't have. It's different."

"Okay." But she doesn't sound convinced.

That night we order Thai food and watch bad TV and try to pretend everything is normal. It almost works.

Two weeks pass in a blur. Life doesn't stop for trauma. I'm back at work full-time. So is Elena. The company gossip has mostly died down—people are professional, at least to our faces.

I'm in therapy twice a week with Dr. Ross. Elena's seeing someone too. We don't talk about it much. Just do the work and move forward.

Some things are better. I can touch Elena without flinching. Can be alone in a room with her without my brain spiraling. But we haven't had sex since before Natasha. Haven't even tried.

Elena's been staying at her apartment most nights. Giving me space. Being patient. I appreciate it. And I hate it. I hate that Natasha took this from us. That even from jail, she's affecting our relationship.

"You seem better," Marcus says one afternoon. We're in my office reviewing the quarterly projections.

"Getting there."

"Elena too?"

"Yeah. We're both healing. Just takes time."

That evening is Natasha's sentencing hearing. Elena and I both attend. It's even quicker than the arraignment. The judge asks if I want to make a victim impact statement. I keep it simple.

"Natasha Volkov drugged me and attempted to sexually assault me. She planned it in advance and showed no remorse. She should be held accountable for her actions."

The judge nods. Looks at Natasha. "Do you have anything to say?"

Natasha stands. Looks at the judge. "No, Your Honor." Doesn't even look at me.

"Then I sentence you to five years in state prison, followed by five years probation. You will register as a sex offender. A no contact order is in place prohibiting any communication with the victim or his family. Bailiff, remand the defendant."

That's it. She's led away. Doesn't look back.

Outside, Elena and I stand on the courthouse steps.

"It's really over," she says.

"Yeah."

"How do you feel?"

"Relieved. Tired. Ready to move the fuck on."

"Me too."

We go back to my apartment. Order pizza. Open a bottle of wine. Try to celebrate but neither of us feels celebratory. Just... done.

"Can I stay tonight?" Elena asks around ten.

"Yeah."

We go to bed early. Just lie there holding each other.

"Are we okay?" Elena asks quietly.

"Getting there."

She falls asleep first. I lie there listening to her breathe, feeling her warmth against me. Maybe we really are going to be okay.

Saturday morning I wake up with Elena in my arms and it feels right for the first time in weeks. She's still asleep. I watch her for a moment—peaceful, beautiful, mine.

I kiss her shoulder. She stirs.

"Morning," she murmurs.

"Morning."

We lie there in comfortable silence. My hand trails down her side. Over her hip. Nothing sexual. Just touching. She turns in my arms. Kisses me.

It starts casual enough. Lazy morning kisses, unhurried and soft. Then it changes. Deepens into something more urgent. Her hands find my hair, grip it. My hands slide over her body, wanting to touch everywhere. Both of us wanting more but being careful.

I pull back, my pulse racing. "Do you want to...?"

"Only if you do."

"I do." I swallow. "But I'm not sure I'm ready."

"Then we take it slow," she says gently. "And we stop whenever you need to. No judgment."

We kiss again, and this time her hands slip under my shirt. Mine do the same. Testing. Everything feels okay—more than okay.

I pull her shirt off slowly. She removes mine. We're down to underwear, touching skin to skin. Reconnecting physically after weeks of distance.

"You're in control here," Elena says firmly. "Whatever pace you need. Whatever you want."

The reassurance settles something in me. I have the power here. The choice.

I hook my fingers in her underwear and pull it down. Then remove mine. We're completely naked together for the first time since Natasha violated everything. It should feel wrong somehow. Contaminated. It doesn't. It feels like reclaiming something that's ours.

I move over her, holding my weight on my arms. Meet her eyes.

"You're absolutely sure?" I need to hear it.

"Completely. I want this. I want you."

I push inside her slowly, both of us going quiet. Just experiencing it. Being present. This is us. This is what's real between us.

I start moving carefully, finding our rhythm again. Elena's hands are on my back, then cupping my face, anchoring me. Keeping me here in this moment instead of spiraling.

The rhythm builds naturally between us. My hand slides into her hair—tangling, pulling the way I always do when we're like this.

I drive deeper. Harder. Our dynamic snapping back into place like it never left. She arches up to meet me. "Yes—God, yes—just like that."

I stop thinking and just feel. My hand moves to her throat—light pressure, the exact amount she needs. The amount that makes her breath catch.

"Cum for me."

She does, my name breaking from her lips, her body clenching tight around me. I follow immediately after, finally letting everything go. Present. Real. Ours.

We collapse together afterward, tangled and breathing hard, hearts gradually slowing.

"That was..." Elena starts.

"Yeah."

She grins. "Want to go again?"

I laugh. First real laugh in weeks. "Give me ten minutes."

Ten minutes turns into twenty. We eat breakfast naked in my kitchen. Toast and coffee. Normal things that feel significant after everything.

Then she's on me—kissing me hard, hungry. Her hand wraps around my cock and the contact makes me groan.

"Bedroom," I manage to growl.

"Here. I need you here. Now."

I lift her onto the counter. She wraps her legs around my waist and I push inside her immediately. Fuck her hard against the marble, no patience left.

"Fuck, yes," she gasps, head falling back.

But it's not enough. Not nearly enough. I need more. Need to erase what Natasha tried to take from me.

I pull out and spin her around roughly. Bend her over the counter so her chest presses against the cold stone.

"Hands flat on the counter. Don't move them."

She obeys without hesitation. Ass up. Completely exposed. Waiting.

I grab a fistful of her hair and pull until she's looking at me over her shoulder. "You want this?"

"Yes, sir."

"Say it right. Tell me exactly what you want."

"I want you to fuck me, sir. As hard as you need to. However you want me."

I drive into her without warning—no buildup, just force. Raw need taking over. My hand cracks across her ass hard enough to sting my palm. She cries out and something in me settles.

"Count every single one," I order, voice rough.

"One, sir."

I spank her again, harder. The sharp sound fills the kitchen. "Two, sir."

I fuck her brutally while spanking her in steady rhythm. One hand fisted in her hair for control. The other marking her ass. She's moaning constantly, gasping, pushing back against me.

"Ten, sir!" Her voice breaks on the number.

I stop spanking and grab her hips with both hands. Drive into her so hard the dishes in the cabinets rattle with each thrust.

"Beg me to let you cum."

"Please, sir. Please—I need to cum—please let me—"

"No. Not yet. Hold it."

I keep her right on that impossible edge. Slowing when I feel her starting to tip over. Speeding up when she catches her breath. Making us both suffer.

"Please! Sir, please, I can't hold it anymore—"

"You can. You will because I told you to."

Five more minutes of exquisite torture. Her begging becomes incoherent. Me refusing while barely holding my own release. Both of us shaking with the effort.

Finally, when I physically can't wait anymore: "Cum. Now."

She shatters. Screaming my name, her whole body convulsing. I follow instantly, cumming harder than I have in weeks.

We collapse together against the counter, both trembling violently, both struggling to breathe. Both finally feeling complete again.

"Jesus," Elena gasps after a long moment.

"Yeah."

She turns her head, finds my eyes. There's a exhausted smile on her face. "We're really back."

"We are." I kiss her sweaty temple. "We really are."

We spend most of the day in bed after that. Reconnecting. Reclaiming what's ours. By evening, we're exhausted and satisfied.

"I want to move in," Elena announces over dinner.

"When?"

"This week. If you want."

"I want."

Simple. Easy. Moving forward.

***

One month passes. Life returns to normal. Elena officially moved in two weeks ago. Work is steady. Natasha's replacement—Helen, a woman in her fifties with zero interest in office drama—is excellent at her job.

The scandal has mostly blown over. People barely mention it anymore. Elena and I are solid. Better than before, maybe. We survived the worst.

Tonight is a company networking event. Nothing major. Just drinks and schmoozing at a hotel bar in Midtown. I'm talking to a potential investor when Elena appears at my side.

"Sorry to interrupt. Can I steal him for a moment?"

The investor waves us off. Elena pulls me toward the windows overlooking the city.

"You okay?" I ask.

"Yeah. Just needed a break from small talk." She leans against me.

We stand there quietly. Comfortable.

The event winds down around nine. We leave early, go back home, fuck, fall asleep tangled together. This is it. The hard part is over. We made it.

Monday morning board meeting. Quarterly review. The usual agenda. I'm only half paying attention when Marcus says something that makes me focus.

"We need to discuss Apex Industries. They're making aggressive moves in our sector."

"Apex?" I don't recognize the name.

"New player. Well-funded. They've been poaching our clients. Undercutting our bids. Very aggressive tactics."

"Who's running it?"

Marcus hesitates. Looks at me carefully. "That's the interesting part. You know the executives."

My stomach tightens. "Who?"

"Adrian Collins and Vivian Larson. They announced a partnership three months ago. Collin's been there six months. Larson joined as co-CEO."

The room goes silent. Adrian. Elena's ex-affair partner. The man I fired. And Vivian. My ex-fiancée. The woman I had removed from this board.

"Are you fucking kidding me?"

Marcus shakes his head. "They're working together. And from what our intelligence shows, they're targeting Shaw Industries specifically."

"Targeting us how?"

"Every client we pitch, they pitch lower. Every deal we close, they try to poach. It's coordinated. Personal."

Patricia Chen leans forward. "Do you think they're coming after the company because of you?"

"Yes." No point denying it. "Adrian lost his career because of me. Vivian lost her board seat. They both have grudges."

"What do we do?" another board member asks.

"We fight back. Legally. Professionally. We don't let them destroy what we've built."

After the meeting, Marcus follows me to my office.

"I should have told you sooner. I just found out this morning."

"How long have they been planning this?"

"Collins joined Apex six months ago. Shortly after you fired him. Larson joined eight months ago. They've been building up to this."

Six months. While Elena and I were dealing with Natasha, Adrian and Vivian were plotting.

"Does Elena know?" Marcus asks.

"Not yet. I need to tell her."

He leaves, and I sit at my desk trying to process what I just learned.

Adrian Collins. The man Elena cheated with. The man I fired, whose reputation I systematically destroyed, who I made sure would never work in this industry again. Until now, apparently.

And Vivian Larson. My ex-fiancée who never understood what I needed. Who resented our dynamic. Who was bitter enough about our breakup that she exposed my relationship with Elena to the entire board—and got removed for it.

Together. Aligned. Coming after us with funding and strategy and a unified purpose.

This is bad.

I text Elena: My office. Now.

She appears three minutes later. "What's wrong?"

"Close the door."

She does. Sits. "Declan, you're scaring me."

"Adrian and Vivian are working together. At a competitor. They're targeting Shaw Industries."

Her face goes pale. "What?"

I explain everything. The partnership. The aggressive tactics. The timeline.

"They've been planning this for months," I finish. "While we were dealing with Natasha."

Elena stands. Paces. "Adrian and Vivian. Together."

"Yeah."

"What do they want?"

"Revenge. Shaw Industries. To destroy us professionally since they couldn't destroy us personally."

"Can they?"

"I don't know. But we're not going down without a fight."

She stops pacing. Looks at me.

"Then let's fight."

"Damn right."

She comes around the desk. Sits in my lap. Kisses me.

"Whatever they're planning, we'll handle it."

Because that's what we do. We handle everything. Adrian and Vivian want war? They're going to get one.

THE END
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