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Painful Fix

Derek parked in the downtown garage, slipped from his vehicle, and made his way down the stairs and onto the street. He had done this hundreds of times before. The first time, he’d felt so powerful. They had rented this exclusive (and expensive) space, so he had felt like the master of his domain. Back then, emerging from this particular garage and stepping out onto the sidewalk before making his way through the front entrance to the Noble Plaza, he had been fully aware of how people would see him. Working in an office down here, especially as the boss, meant people would have to respect him.

Perhaps it had been his imagination, but he had felt different. Women and men seemed to glance in his direction, and he thought he sensed their respect and admiration. Here in the heart of the city, people were supposed to be too busy to pay attention to one another. Perhaps that was true some of the time, yet, there would be those moments when some college girl would be walking by, and she would see him in his suit or maybe she just understood that he was an important business leader.

Only on this particular day, Derek didn't swagger down the steps or out onto the sidewalk. Instead, he stuffed his hands into his pockets, bent his shoulders forward, and mostly stared at the ground as he strode ahead. Right then and there, he wasn't thinking about how the rest of the world saw him. Instead, he fixated on those bankers, those loans, and those numbers.

Being a businessman put him in an interesting position. As an entrepreneur and manager, he had always understood that it wouldn't be his own labor that made him rich. On the contrary, he wanted to build something. He wanted to organize people and to climb into a position where he could make money without really working for it. Obviously, he had to make those big and important strategic decisions (something most people couldn't do), but he wanted to go to bed knowing that the company would still be growing, people would still be clocked in, and he would still be making money. Creating something like this was the true key to wealth.

Or at least, it had been…

For the first couple of years, there had been that extraordinary growth. From one quarter to the next, he had tracked their sales, expenses, and dozens of new business deals.

More recently, things had dried up. He didn't understand exactly what he was doing wrong, but one problem after another seemed to hit the company.

Several months before this, he had actually been forced to go get a loan to make payroll. That had been frustrating and humiliating. Worse, it created a different set of numbers for him.

At this point, he wasn't thinking about profits. Instead, Derek started thinking about how those debts accumulated, growing at an exponential rate each day. For every million he had borrowed at a seven percent interest rate, that meant he was spending seventy thousand dollars per year to service the loan. That was about two hundred dollars a day. He tried to think as a business leader again, but it was impossible for Derek not to contemplate each dollar and how they cascaded into failure.

The cold air, the rush of people out on the sidewalk, the honking of cars, and the general hustle of the city didn't invigorate him today. Instead, he continued to go through the math as he tried to think of his suppliers and how he might squeeze them, his customers and how he might be able to raise prices, and maybe what he could do with his labor costs. He hated the idea of laying anyone off, especially considering what it would do to morale. Then again, the equations weren't working out.

For so long, Derek had been able to lose himself to those numbers, basking in the successes, one after another.

Of course, he had tried to clear his mind, assess the business landscape, and figure out what might have changed. Despite his best efforts, Derek just couldn't come up with a good answer. As a strategist, he considered his competition. Before he had started his company, he had done a thorough market analysis. All of his conclusions had seemed correct and justified, only now something had obviously changed.

What? What was going on? What was happening?

Another jolt of frustration pumped through his body. His fingers tightened, and he glanced over at one of the plaza's enormous skyscrapers. He wanted to walk up to it, slam his fist into the concrete, and destroy something. Then again, he wasn't a super villain. Punching a concrete wall would probably just have meant breaking his hand. Still, the urge was right there, simmering at the pit of his stomach, even if it didn't make any actual sense.

He paused for a moment, and Derek did his best to get his thoughts back in order. He thought of his wife and how he had treated her. For the last few months, Jessica had been remarkably patient. Stepping off to the side, he closed his eyes. With his hands back in his pockets now, Derek tightened his fingers around his keys and wallet. His wife, Jessica, was supposed to be the bright spot in his life. In so many ways, she was. Even now, despite his constant frustration and aggravation, Jessica had tried to be gentle with him. She had done her best to help him. She offered to talk about the different issues he faced at work (not that she was going to understand beyond the easy basics). When that didn't work, she tried to be there for him, offering to massage his back or making his favorite dinner. It was sweet and kind, but there had been those moments when he just couldn't take it, and he shouted back at her. Jessica, however, hadn't tolerated his bad behavior. With her hands on her hips, she had reminded him that she was his wife, not one of his employees. He couldn't yell at her, and if he did, there would be consequences. Obviously, he felt bad for his outbursts. But that meant he needed to go home and lock down every feeling. As those thoughts and numbers continued to spiral through his skull, Derek couldn't really tell his wife what he was feeling. If he opened up, he knew he was going to slip and make a mistake again.

At this point, she looked at him differently. He wasn't sure exactly how to read this new expression, but it was there, and he didn't like it, but there was nothing he could do about it.

She was frustrated…

She was annoyed…

She was concerned and scared…

She loved him…

But she didn't know how long she was going to tolerate this…

Derek could come to all of those easy and obvious conclusions. But just like at work, understanding the problem didn't necessarily mean there was a solution.

Throughout his life, Derek always loved to think of himself as a strategist. He was the kind of guy who could play again, assess the rules, find the synergies, exploit his opponents'weaknesses, and win more often than not.

What if this time was different? As a strategist, he needed to be realistic. There were scenarios and situations where a player was destined to fail. It was just inevitable.

His nostrils flared, and he bumped into someone. Instead of apologizing, Derek snarled, the other guy looked taken aback before quickly disappearing back into the crowds on their way to work.

That bitterness continued to clog his chest right until he caught an aroma. That bitter scent burned up along the inside of his nostrils and all the way down to the back of his throat.

Derek opened his mouth, and he was ready to start shouting. He knew that it wasn't his job or even any of his concern (not really), but he was going to find that smoker, march up to them, and tell them they had to get off of the property! This was the Noble Plaza, and they had standards. They had rules. Both smoking and drinking were strictly prohibited. Frankly, that was one of the reasons why Derek had picked this place for his office. Here, they had standards.

He was halfway through cursing the smell when he saw her standing just outside the glass doors of the building, one hand perched on her hip, the other delicately lifting a slim cigarette to her lips. For once, the revulsion from that smoke didn't trigger the usual thoughts about addiction and health issues. Instead, the smoke seemed to rise up like incense from some idol as he stood there, dumbfounded. Her hair, a rich dark red that gleamed like garnet in the sunlight and fell in polished waves past her shoulders. That color was so vivid it seemed unreal. Her features were arrestingly sharp; she had high cheekbones that could have been carved from marble, a slender nose, and full lips that curved around the cigarette with a precision that felt practiced and somehow intimate. Her eyes, though half-lidded in thought, hinted at an intelligence that cut just as sharply as her jawline. She wore a tailored blouse tucked into a pencil skirt that hugged her figure with the authority of a woman who knew exactly how to wield attention. She was young, probably in her twenties, but she still seemed so at ease with herself. Her long legs ended in sleek and glistening high heels. Her posture was straight and confident, like she was a model trained to convey power in stillness. Everything about her (that elegance, her self-possession, even the flick of ash from her cigarette) reframed the act he’d always found repulsive into something strangely beautiful, almost cinematic.

As an entrepreneur and a businessman, he had never allowed himself to get distracted by the women around the office. He knew of lots of other guys who viewed their positions as managers or CEOs as a license to misbehave. As far as they were concerned, getting that big promotion or starting a company meant a free pass when it came to getting some "perks" from their female subordinates. Those were the guys who hired cute secretaries or interns, pulling them into their organizations based on their appearances alone.

All at once, Derek stopped thinking about the numbers, his frustrations with his wife, and the possibility of inevitable failure. Instead, he stood there, and he watched that girl.

He told himself that he wasn't supposed to be attracted to her. He was married. (Then again, Derek was enough of a realist to acknowledge that he had never forgotten about the opposite sex. He loved his wife, and he was loyal to her, but he could still feel those instincts.) Right then and there, he continued to stare. Luckily for Derek, there was enough distance between them. Not only that, other pedestrians continued to pass by, meaning she didn't notice. Instead, she seemed completely and utterly at ease as she continued to smoke.

It was still a disgusting habit.

It was still filthy and revolting.

Seriously, Derek had absolutely no idea how or why anyone would be dumb enough to start that habit.

And yet…

She was still gorgeous.

There was something about the sleek shine of her hair, the curves of her lips, and the shape of her face.

Ultimately, he was going to forget about her. That was inevitable. Maybe in the next few hours or days, he would remember her once or twice, but then he would see some other attractive girl, or he would become so fixated on work that this girl faded into the pile of other discarded memories and details.

For that moment, however, Derek allowed himself the respite. He wondered what it would have been like to walk up to her, to talk to her, to get to know her…

Or better yet, there was this alternative fantasy universe where he could've just strode up to her, grabbed the cigarette from her grip, dropped it to the concrete below their feet, and stamped it out underneath his heel. After that, he could have cocked his head to the side and said, "No more. You're never going to smoke another cigarette again. Understand me?"

In that fantasy, she would have said something like, "Yes, sir."

Then he would grab her and kiss her and push her up against the wall. Maybe he would have slid his hands along her chest, grabbing at her perfectly shaped breasts.

On more than one occasion, Derek had marveled about how girls like her picked out their outfits. Technically, everything she wore was completely appropriate. And yet, a girl like her had to understand how the clinging fabric and tight contours would draw the eyes of men just like him.

Then again, she was probably just some inexperienced girl. Obviously, she was a college student about to graduate and maybe headed off to her first internship. If not, maybe she was slightly more mature, and this was going to be her first "adult" position. Either way, she had decided to look hot. Maybe she thought "pretty privilege" would be good for her.

Frankly, Derek didn't know one way or the other. And yet, he was grateful for the distraction. She was just a pretty girl, and nothing else, but at least she had given him something to think about for the next few seconds. He smiled, shook his head, and headed back into the office.

Chelsea was doing her best. Unfortunately, as an assistant, she currently had twice the normal workload. Derek's previous secretary had quit once she got pregnant. Derek had sent her a gift card, hosted a baby shower at the office, and wished her the best. At the same time, he had contemplated how annoying it would be to hire and train someone new.

But now, Chelsea rushed up to him as he stepped from the elevator. "Good morning," she said. "Are you ready for the interviews?"

"Interviews?" Derek all at once remembered his schedule. Chelsea was correct; he was going to spend the morning talking to several different applicants. He had already glanced through their resumes, but he hadn't noticed anything particularly bright were outstanding.

That was fine.

He didn't say anything to this young woman, but he also understood that hiring a secretary was supposed to be a low priority considering the dire financial position his company now faced.

After a few more seconds, he acted like the boss. "Yes. I'm ready. Grab me a coffee?"

"Sure thing," Chelsea chirped. She rushed off, and Derek made a point of stopping by his office. He pulled out his phone, scanned across his schedule, and saw that he had several hours of interviews lined up.

"Fine," he said. "I can do this." It was definitely going to feel like a waste of time, but maybe some kind of brilliant inspiration would strike?

It was a nice idea, and it was the best he could hope for.

So he got started after he grabbed his tablet, a notebook, and a pen…

Derek headed down the hall and into the conference room. He sat, and he got set up. He considered the questions he had used during previous interviews. He quickly scanned across the different possibilities and nodded to himself. None of them were particularly inspired, but he didn't care. It was time to get started.

The first interviews were normal enough.

They came in.

He asked questions.

He took notes.

They thanked him for the opportunity.

The air conditioning hummed, a faint mechanical whisper beneath the drone of voices that had come and gone over the course of his morning. He’d been here since eight.

Frankly, the conference room had begun to feel like a holding cell.

A woman in her early thirties sat across from him now, hands folded tightly over a padfolio. She was explaining her familiarity with scheduling software in excruciating detail. "I’m proficient in Outlook, Google Workspace, and I also have intermediate-level knowledge of calendar-syncing plugins—”

“Thank you,” Derek said abruptly, not unkindly. His tone certainly carried that edge of finality. “We’ll be in touch.”

She blinked. Her shoulders slumped slightly. “Of course. Thank you for your time.”

After this, he just wanted to stop. He wanted to be done. He glanced down at his notes, and he hadn't actually written anything useful about this last candidate. In fact, once she had left, he tried to remember her name, or literally anything she had said. That probably wasn't fair to her, but he didn't allow himself to worry about that.

Derek exhaled through his nose and leaned back in his chair. The leather creaked. With each second, he kept waiting for some idea to occur to him. He did something good, bold, brash and aggressive. Obviously, he had considered, and reconsidered so many different options for his company. Each time, however, Derek came to the same conclusion: energy strategies were going to work.

“Chelsea,” he called toward the door. A second later, it opened.

“Yes?”

“How many more?”

“One scheduled,” she said, her voice crisp. “But…there’s also someone else. She’s not on the calendar, and I'm not really sure what to do with her?”

He looked up.

“From outside?”

“She says she spoke to someone in HR and was told to come today. I can tell her you’re done if you want.”

Derek considered it. Every candidate so far had blended together in a gray blur of competent mediocrity. They were all polished, polite, and forgettable. Maybe the uninvited one would be worse. But maybe she wouldn’t.

“Send her in.”

Chelsea gave a brief nod and slipped out. A moment later, the door opened again.

And someone entirely different stepped in.

He didn’t stand. He didn’t speak. He only stared.

The woman who entered was not forgettable.

She walked with a controlled, elegant stride. Her hair was a deep, dark red; it wasn't copper or auburn, but the color of aged wine, thick and glossy where it fell over one shoulder. Her cheekbones were high and sharp, framing a sculpted face that belonged on the cover of a luxury brand campaign. Her skin was pale but warm-toned, luminous in the room’s soft lighting. A slate-gray blouse clung subtly to her frame and disappeared neatly into the waistband of a black pencil skirt. Everything about her outfit suggested professionalism, but there was nothing stiff about the way she moved. She looked comfortable in her body, like it was her most finely tuned instrument.

Right away, he remembered her from that morning. This was the redhead he had stared at.

“Mr. Hale,” she said smoothly. Her voice was low, silken. “I’m Lucy Brier.” Although she still looked just as young as before, there was something about the way she looked at him.

This girl was a smoker, he told himself. He wasn't sure why that idea popped into his head. If anything, it felt like some kind of autonomic response, like his reflexive defenses told him he needed to look for a reason why she was flawed. And yet, he continued to stare. Deep down, he hated how she could short-circuit his thoughts like this, but she was so beautiful.

She wasn't just beautiful, he reflected. She was sexy.

She was hot in a way he hadn't experienced for a long time. Occasionally, he would go to the movies or take Jessica out to a concert, and maybe he'd see a girl in a short skirt or a tight blouse, and he would still be able to appreciate her curves. Then again, he often found himself smiling or nodding wistfully when he noticed some of the boys staring so much harder at those girls. Those young men just couldn't help themselves; inexperienced and horny, they longed for the chance to get with those girls. The women were magnetic, drawing them in. Between his experience and his current relationship, Derek just didn't experience that same kind of intensity.

Or at least, he didn't normally…

He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath until she said her name. He motioned for her to sit.

“You weren’t on the schedule," he said. Simultaneously, Derek did his best to sound both professional and reproachful.

If it worked, she didn't let it show. “I noticed,” she said, taking the seat across from him. Lucy's posture was straight but relaxed. “But I was told you were looking for someone exceptional. I thought I’d save you the trouble.”

Derek studied her for a long moment. She didn’t fidget. Her green eyes held his with remarkable steadiness. With every second, he had to resist the urge to exhale under his breath, "Fuck, she's gorgeous." Seeing her felt a lot like studying a work of art. At other points over the course of his career, Derek had indulged in a few trips here or there. Inevitably, he had visited a few different art museums, and there had been those moments when he saw other people as they stared up at these compelling images and sculptures. He had never really felt that way. Only now, this girl mesmerized him.

Determined to take control of the conversation, he forced himself to speak, “You don’t strike me as the type who waits for an invitation." As he talked, he did his best to sharpen those words into a criticism.

This girl, Lucy, didn't look abashed, or annoyed. “I don’t believe in standing still if the door’s open.”

The corner of his mouth almost twitched.

He tapped his notebook on the table. “Do you have a résumé?”

“I do.” She reached into her bag and produced a single page, sliding it across the table with one fluid movement. Her nails shined a bright shade of red that matched her lips and contrasted with her pale cheeks.

He focused on looking professional even as he skimmed the document. The formatting was clean. Her education was solid. Her previous role, as assistant to a notoriously volatile entrepreneur, caught his eye.

“You worked for Kyle Ramirez. He was known for being…difficult.”

“He was,” she said. “He was also very successful. I learned a lot.”

“And you left because?”

“Because I was done with him. And I don’t stay in places where I can’t make an impact.”

As she spoke, her tone remained bold, almost arrogant. At the same time, she spoke without any trace of an apology, like she was challenging him to argue.

Leaning back in his chair again, Derek did his best to appear unimpressed. At the same time, he was tempted to ask about Kyle; luckily for Derek, the two men had worked in separate industries. Even so, Kyle's reputation had been bad enough that Derek still heard about him at different conferences and business meetings. Then, over the last year or so, those rumors and quick comments had faded away. In fact, Derek hadn't even noticed until now.

Curiosity nipped at him. As he ran the tip of his tongue over the edges of his teeth, he contemplated whether or not he was going to ask. Normally, he would have stayed quiet and remained neutral. This time, however, with this girl, Derek made an exception. "What happened to him?"

Lucy's expression didn't change. At least, that was what he first thought. Then he wondered whether or not he had noticed a quick and furtive twitch at the corners of her mouth, like she had just suppressed a smile. "Kyle and I came to an understanding. Like I said, I leave when I can no longer make an impact."

"And what does that mean?"

"It means I did my job," she said, raising her chin just a tiny bit.

"Fuck," he wanted to breathe out again. He had to remind himself that this girl was applying for a position as his subordinate; she would become his secretary. She would fetch his coffee, take care of his dry-cleaning, and even polish his shoes if he wanted.

That last idea certainly appealed to Derek. He couldn't hide it. The corners of his mouth arose, and he was probably beaming like some eager schoolboy at that moment. After all, there was something so enticing about the idea of having this gorgeous redhead down on her knees in front of him. Even if he remained perfectly appropriate, he loved the concept of turning his chair and seeing her right there, down beneath him, wiping at the leather of his shoes, perhaps a look of pouty concentration on her face.

A girl like Lucy needed to be trained.

Better yet, she could serve as a distraction. He'd been so focused on work and the different declining numbers for so long. Perhaps he just needed the opportunity to blow off some of that excess energy and worry.

Between those contemplative seconds, he made up his mind. No, he wasn't going to do that. Then again, it could still be a lot of fun to have her around the office, to train her, and to put her in her place. Still, Derek remained undecided as he leaned forward and kept his expression neutral. “Tell me about your strengths.”

“I’m efficient, discreet, and clearheaded. I read situations quickly. I anticipate problems and solve them before they land on your desk.” Then she drew in a breath and paused. "I'm also someone who understands the importance of a hierarchy."

A hierarchy…

That wasn't an answer he had expected.

For a moment or two, Derek considered whether or not he wanted to press her. Instead, he moved on to his next question. “And your weaknesses?”

“I speak plainly. And I get bored if I'm not being challenged."

He wanted to challenge her. He definitely wanted to show her exactly what he could teach her! In some ways, that answer rang with the same professional interest as the previous candidates' canned responses. Her voice was measured, her tone polite, but something in her gaze was relentless.

“And what do you think this job requires?” he asked.

“Trust. Speed. Judgment. Loyalty.” Then she definitely smiled this time, and there was something warm yet sharp about the way she was watching him. As an applicant at his company, she was supposed to be squirming with nervous anticipation. She was supposed to be terrified of making any kind of mistake.

She wasn't.

Instead, Lucy studied him, and he didn't know what to do or say at that moment. As she gazed right at him, he felt frozen. He tried to speak. He failed. His voice broke, and he probably sounded like some nervous adolescent. He coughed, clearing his throat and tried again. As Derek spoke, he did his best to make her squirm. Despite those efforts, he failed, and he instead remembered what it was like to see her outside the building, smoking, at ease and gorgeous and so enticing all at the same time. “And do you think you could handle that, working with someone like me?”

She didn’t blink. “Yes.”

He gave a slight nod. “Let’s say I give you three tasks at once. All urgent. All with short deadlines. What do you do?”

“Obviously, I ask which one matters to you the most. If you don’t answer, I prioritize the one with external consequences first, then delegate if I can. If not, I do them all. I move quickly and efficiently."

Derek had expected some obsequious and nervous energy to radiate off of her, like she was supposed to be wiggling in her seat as she contemplated that difficult question. He had been interviewing candidates all morning. None had spoken like this. None had looked him in the eye and spoken with such assurance. It wasn’t just bravado. This was something else, something he had never encountered before.

Beneath the surface of her answers, another problem was forming because he could barely concentrate.

He should have been judging her credentials. Instead, he kept noticing the curve of her jaw when she turned her head, the way the light picked up glints of the red in her hair, the outline of her legs crossed beneath the table. He hadn’t felt this kind of distraction in years. It wasn’t lust, exactly; it was something deeper. He could barely explain it, yet he endured that mix of admiration, desire, and a faint sense of threat.

She was exactly the kind of woman who unraveled men without trying. And he had no intention of being one of them.

Not only that, she was younger. He tried to fixate on that detail. He glanced down at her printed resume, and he saw her graduation dates. She was definitely in her early twenties. That meant he was supposed to be more experienced; he was supposed to have maturity on his side.

But she didn't act like a girl who wanted to be an intern or an assistant. She didn't giggle nervously or fidget with the hem of her skirt. Instead, she watched him, almost like they were equals.

No, he quickly realized. When she stared back at him, there was this challenging note in her expression, almost as though she thought she could be his superior.

Derek quickly banished the idea. This girl was hot, but he wasn't supposed to let that detail mess with him. After all, he was a capable business leader. He was the kind of man who could assess a situation, parse through the variables quickly, and pick the optimal solution.

Despite those ideas, he found himself shifting in his seat. Then he almost wanted to burst out laughing because she was making him squirm.

How? How could she do that?

Intellectually, he hit the answers quickly. It was her intelligence, her relentless drive, and her ruthless ambition. This was just a job as an assistant, yet Lucy Brier focused on him as though she thought she could break him. It was a ridiculous notion, but the idea still seemed to hover there between them.

His fingers curled slightly against the edge of the table.

“Okay," he acknowledged as though she had just made an incredible move in some game they were playing, one he could hardly comprehend. "You have some good answers, but what are you looking for, Miss Brier?” he asked. He used her name, he thought it would give him some sense of gravitas or authority.

It didn't. When he addressed her as "Miss," it just made him feel inexperienced and insecure, like he was a boy trying to ask a girl out on a date for the very first time in his life.

“I want to work with someone sharp. I want to work with someone who expects a lot and isn’t afraid of hearing the truth.” Her gaze didn’t waver. “I’m not looking for comfort. I’m looking for relevance, a challenge, the opportunity to grow, and more."

More?"

Lucy continued to watch him. "I want the chance to leave my mark."

“And what makes you think I won’t fire you the first time you’re too honest?”

“You won’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t want a yes-woman,” she said simply. “You want someone who’ll keep you one step ahead.” As he listened to that answer, Derek reflexively started to nibble on the inside of his mouth. He didn't know what else he could do with that nervous energy fluttering just beneath the surface of the skin. He liked to believe she couldn't read him. Even so, he wasn't sure. Acidic doubt seemed to eat through everything he was supposed to know. (At least she distracted him.)

Then she leaned forward, and she added, "You can tell that I'm different. I'm not like the other people you have interviewed. Am I right ?"

"Maybe," he said.

"You know I can help you. You know, I can leave my mark on this company."

"Lucy," he said, using her first name this time. "You would only be an assistant."

"Right," she technically agreed with him. "I would only be an assistant."

Was she teasing him? Was she mocking him? That wasn't supposed to be a realistic possibility, especially because nothing about her body language or the movement of her eyes seemed especially inappropriate. Even so, she had agreed with him, only he kept scouring those sounds for some note of sarcasm.

She leaned forward, just slightly, her eyes still locked on his. “But let’s be honest; you already know you’re going to hire me.”

The air in the room changed. Her words weren’t flirtatious. They weren’t coy. They were direct, confident, and true.

He should have shut her down. In that instant, he needed to remind her who was in charge. He had to reinforce those boundaries because she was just a girl and a recent graduate. He was a successful entrepreneur, so he deserved her respect. He was the one who had the authority here.

Instead of reminding her of her place, Derek paused.

And she knew she had him.

He looked away first.

He stood, slow and deliberate. “I’ll be in touch by the end of the day.”

She stood too. Her heels clicked once on the floor. She offered her hand.

He took it. Her grip was firm. Her palm warm. There was nothing lingering or inappropriate, but the contact still sent something sharp through him.

“Thank you,” she said.

He watched her walk out. When the door shut behind her, he sat down again, the air in the room suddenly colder. He picked up her résumé and stared at it without seeing it. Instead, there were those visual echoes behind his eyes as he contemplated her hair, her eyes, the angle of her nose, that smile, and the sound of her voice. Her name seemed to vibrate somewhere inside of his head: Lucy Brier.

After a few more seconds, he had to face the truth. She was right. He was going to hire her.

For the first few days, she settled into the new routine, and he gave her different instructions. Each time, she obeyed. Not only that, she demonstrated a particular kind of skill. She knew how to anticipate his needs and desires.

As she worked and demonstrated her competence, Derek waited for his desires to fade. Instead, he found his gaze drifting over to her more and more. There was something about this amazing redhead. Again and again, he wanted to reach out, to stroke her hair, touch her neck, lean in and kiss her, grab her breasts or squeeze her ass.

He didn't do anything like that. He was professional. He was mature. Most of all, he was married.

Besides, he had other issues that required his attention.

Derek sat in his chair, his back straight. He kept staring at the Excel sheet as his eyes ran across the different entries. He was searching for some kind of mistake. He kept hoping that there had been an error here, some kind of typo, something that would show him his company wasn't careening on the edge of complete failure.

The numbers were a disaster.

They may have been a disaster, but those numbers were accurate, so Derek stood. With one hand, he made a fist. His other hand raked through his hair as he paced, retracing the same line of polished floor between the window and his desk. Even though he wasn't looking at his screen, he kept thinking about the report and each of those notations. He had read them five times already, but the outcome remained unchanged. The quarter’s projections had failed. Margins were shrinking. Several key performance indicators had dipped below warning thresholds.

This was not how he ran a company.

The numbers blurred in his mind, replaced by the anxious drumbeat of what-ifs and worst-case scenarios. If the trend continued, the company would be vulnerable. His leadership would come into question. People would talk. Even though he owned this company, he had investors. And of course, there were the loans. He kept thinking about the servicing costs and minimum payments. Interest rates were up, some refinancing wasn't a viable option, and the lenders would know it.

He tugged his tie loose and ripped it off, throwing it onto the couch. The tightness in his chest refused to subside.

A knock sounded at the door.

“I said no interruptions,” he shouted, his voice echoing. That was unprofessional, but he didn't care.

There was a pause.

Then came Lucy’s voice, clear and composed through the door. “You have a meeting in five minutes. Room sixteen. It's one of the suppliers. You confirmed it last week.”

“I don’t care,” he called back. “Cancel it. Reschedule. Do whatever you want. Just not now.”

Silence followed.

Then, the door opened. Lucy hadn't asked for permission.

Instead, she stepped inside and closed the door gently behind her. Derek turned to face her, his expression hard. Her calm presence only seemed to heighten his frustration.

“What did I just say?” he demanded.

“You told me to go away,” she replied, her voice smooth and easy.

“Exactly.”

She remained where she was. “And I ignored you.”

He stared at her. Her poise was maddening. She stood in her neatly tailored blouse and skirt, her red hair catching the light. Her expression betrayed no fear. Her voice remained even.

“You think that’s acceptable?” he asked.

“No,” she replied. “But I think letting a supplier wait because you’re too angry to act like a real entrepreneur is even worse.”

His jaw tightened. “You’re out of line.” He spun, stomped up to her, and waited for this girl to scramble away. She was supposed to be terrified of him and his authority. After all, he could have fired her right then and there.

Lucy didn't back away. She didn't even flinch. “I’m aware,” she said. “But someone needs to tell you when you’re being reckless.”

He stepped toward her. “Do you honestly think you have the authority to manage me?”

“I don’t think anyone manages you,” she replied. “But I think someone has to remind you that there are people depending on you to lead.”

He stopped in front of her, too close. Her eyes, a sharp shade of green, locked onto his. She did not look away. She did not retreat. At the same time, he reminded himself that this was easy for her because she didn't understand what was going on with the company. She was just an assistant. She made photocopies, double checked reports, and helped organize some of their files. That was it. That was the extent of her authority and her responsibilities here.

Derek lowered his voice. “You’re playing a dangerous game,” he said.

“I’m not playing,” she answered. “You’re the one walking circles in your office and barking orders. I’m doing my job.”

“You’re stepping beyond your job.”

She nodded. “Yes. I care about the company. And I care about whether you get out of your own way long enough to fix what’s wrong.” Although she didn't know the exact details, she must have suspected.

He opened his mouth, ready to shut her down. Instead, he found himself silent. Her words hit with precision. They cut through the chaos and reminded him of what he needed to do. His nostrils flared, and that exasperated frustration pulsed through his body, flaring in his chest and shooting down to his arms. He made a pair of fists, and he wanted to grab her at that moment, to shake her, tell her that he was going to fire her. And yet, he thought about the meeting, their suppliers, and what all this meant.

She was right. Damn it, she was right.

He turned away and walked to the door. She stepped aside to let him pass. As he reached for the handle, he spoke without facing her.

“When I get back, we are going to have a very different conversation.”

Then he left.

The meeting was brutal but necessary.

Derek walked into the conference room with the sharp focus of a man under pressure. He did not waste time on pleasantries. He cut directly into the numbers, pointing out discrepancies in pricing models and shipping fees. His voice remained calm but firm. He made it clear that the current terms were unacceptable.

The supplier attempted to deflect, but Derek pressed harder. He negotiated from a place of urgency, but never desperation. He controlled the conversation, and by the end of the hour, the contract was revised with significantly improved terms.

He won.

In that moment, he wanted to believe that he would always win; he was supposed to believe that he could handle this, no matter what it was going to be. Then again, the last few months had demonstrated his vulnerability.

Online, and out in the wider world, there were entrepreneurs and business leaders who maintained that successful veneer no matter what happened. They always pretended that every choice was considered and strategic. They acted as though they had never made any kind of meaningful mistake. Deep down, he wanted to convey that same kind of effortless authority to everyone he met.

Only now, he couldn't do it.

Worse, Derek actually needed his assistant to remind him to do his job…

When he returned to his office, the scattered papers had been collected and stacked neatly on his desk. A sticky note rested on top. There were just two words written there, and he picked it up, stared down at her pretty handwriting and read them aloud, "Good boy."

He stared at the note for a long time. Her handwriting was clean, deliberate, and unhurried.

Then he reached for the phone.

“Lucy,” he said. “Come in here. Now.”

She entered a minute later. Her face was composed, but he saw the flicker of curiosity in her eyes. She approached the desk and waited for instruction. He gestured toward the chair across from him. Immediately, he ordered her to sit down.

She sat.

He leaned forward, his arms braced on the desk.

“You don’t speak to me that way in front of anyone else,” he said.

“I haven’t,” she replied.

“Good. Don’t.”

She gave a small nod.

He studied her in silence. Her posture was perfect. Her hands were folded in her lap. Her gaze held his with unshaken calm. Every inch of her seemed deliberately placed, from the arch of her brows to the way her legs crossed at the knee.

“You challenged me in my own office,” he said.

“You needed to be challenged,” she said.

“What if I had fired you on the spot?”

“You didn’t.” Then she smirked. This time, he couldn't miss it. Not only that, she told him, "You're not going to fire me. I'm getting to know you, Derek. I'm learning what kind of boy you really are."

"A good boy?" Derek asked.

"Not yet," she said. "But you will be."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about your behavior in this company," she said. Lucy rose to her feet. As she stood, he didn't know what to do or say. "I'm talking about how you acted. Today, you threw a tantrum because you forgot about your priorities. Is that acceptable?"

"That's not the kind of question you get to ask," he said. Only a few minutes before this, he had been able to coax out that self-righteous authority as he had intended to berate her. He needed to chastise her. Perhaps she had been right, but that didn't make her comments from earlier any more appropriate.

"I'm pretty sure I get to ask any question I want," she told him, daring Derek to challenge her.

He opened his mouth, but he wasn't fast enough.

The beautiful girl who was only supposed to be his assistant continued, "You need my help. Let's face it, Derek. You need discipline. You need someone to put you in your place. Come here." She stepped back, snapped her fingers, and that sharp sound cut across the air. She pointed one of her manicured fingers down at the floor.

Derek was supposed to laugh. Just because she was beautiful and just because she had given him really good advice one time, that didn't mean he was going to follow her orders!

In the next instant, Derek was on his feet, and he moved. At first, he told himself he was going to invade her personal space, confront her, and make her understand that he wasn't going to do what she said. This was his company and his life.

"Down," she ordered.

"You're joking if you think I'm just going to do whatever you say," he said.

That was when she grabbed him. Her hand shot up, and she had him by his neck. His eyes went wide, but he didn't know what to do. He worked in business; he negotiated contracts, focused on supply chains, and worried about interest rates. This girl, however, squeezed, and she shoved him back. He bumped up against the edge of his desk. "Down on your knees," she ordered.

There was something about her proximity, her touch, the sound of her voice, and that confident stare. She let go so he could breathe. But then he fell to his knees in front of her.

"That's where you belong," she said. "Face it, Derek. You can try to convince everyone here that you are in charge, but you aren't."

He stared up at her. His eyes were wide, and he drank in the image of this beautiful girl placed above him. Then she leaned down, and she touched the underside of his chin. "Stay."

She just gave him a command like he was a dog.

It was supposed to be so easy to leap back up onto his feet, only this girl seemed to warp reality around him. His heart was pounding, his skin was cold, and he tried to make his muscles move. Somehow, his limbs refused to obey. Worse, Derek couldn't find his voice. It seemed as though every word dissipated before he could string them into a coherent sentence.

That was when she reached down into her pocket. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes!

"What are you doing?" Derek managed to ask. The words were automatic and accusatory. Normally, a phrase like that from a man of his status to anyone else would have been able to make them pause.

Lucy didn't slow down. She opened up that package, she pulled out her lighter, and she gently placed a cigarette between her lips. She pressed down, smiled at him, and said, "I'm enjoying myself." That was it. That was what she said to him. Clearly, he didn't intimidate her. He couldn't.

In his position down on his knees in front of her, he understood why.

This couldn't be happening, he told himself. Derek searched for some explanation, some solution…

As a strategist, he was usually clever; he knew how to approach problems from different angles. Then and there, however, she clicked on the lighter, the spark flew into a flame, and she brought it up to the tip of her cigarette. Suddenly, that little white cylinder started to glow, and her cheeks went hollow as she sucked in a breath. She held it.

"Don't do it," he growled at her. "Don't you dare!" He was almost shouting, but she just glanced down at him.

She exhaled, blowing the smoke right in his face!

"You can't stop me," she said. "Just now, when I gave you that first command, I'll be honest, I wasn't completely sure. Maybe I had a pretty good sense of the kind of man you are, Derek. But now I know. I can see it in your eyes. More importantly, you gave me proof!" She tittered for a few seconds before bringing the cigarette back up to her mouth.

"What, what are you saying?"

"You'll figure it out," she said. She took another breath, inhaling on her cigarette. The acridine burning scent of smoke wafted across his office. Fear pounded through his body, yet his knees remained bent, and he stayed right there on the floor in front of her.

Because he couldn't think of anything else to do, he bowed his head down, and he tried to hide from her. He closed his eyes, but that wasn't good enough for Lucy. She grabbed him by his hair, she jerked his head up, and she ordered, "Open your mouth."

His brows tightened with confusion. She was already smoking in his office. She had forced him to his knees. She had started to choke him! What else could this girl want?

Reluctantly, Derek opened his mouth. His lips tightened, and he waited for her to make her decision. She drew in another breath. She took a slow pull on her cigarette, and then she tightened her lips before she let out that thin jet of smoke. It shot down between them, and his eyes widened with disbelief. There was no way, he told himself even as time seemed to slow down. Every second took way too long, but then the blast of smoke shot down between his lips, past his teeth, all the way to the back of his throat. He made the mistake of inhaling, and then he was coughing. His eyes watered, and he sputtered. He was coughing!

It took him several minutes to get his lungs back under control, especially since he had always been so sensitive to smoke.

By the time he wiped tears from his eyes, he looked up, and she was gone.

"Chelsea, I need you to come with me," he told the other assistant. Theoretically, she only needed to work for one of his other subordinates, but Derek was the CEO, and this girl was smart enough to recognize when she needed to obey.

Things were going to be different this time.

The next day, he had come in to work determined to put Lucy in her place. If she wasn't going to cooperate, then he was going to fire her. It was as simple as that. Perhaps she had been able to mess with him once back in his office when they were alone, but things were different now. First, Lucy was on her break. He had watched her from his window on several occasions, noticing how she would go out, smoke between the different office buildings, and relax for a little while.

With Chelsea at his side, he knew his assistant wouldn't make a mistake. She wouldn't mess up. Worse, if she did, he would fire her, and that would be it.

They were the elevator down, made their way through the lobby, and out into the open space between the glass edifices.

She saw them coming. She didn't move. She was leaning against a concrete bench, her legs crossed. She still had her cigarette pinched between her fingers, and she obviously didn't care that smoking was strictly prohibited around here. Apparently, no one dared to try to stop her.

"Lucy," Derek announced. "We need to talk."

"Oh?" She glanced up. She smiled. "Hi, Chelsea."

"We need to discuss your behavior from before," Derek said, his voice low and angry.

"Okay," she replied. Then she stood, and she walked forward. She invaded his personal space with casual ease, and she leaned over. Maybe her chest brushed up against his. Maybe it didn't. Either way, he breathed in, and he caught that mixed aroma of cigarette smoke and her perfume. The sharply acidic smell hit his nostrils. He tried to hate it. Derek couldn't succeed, not completely. Then, before he could nudge her back or try to say something, she told him, "Dismiss this girl right now. If you don't, I'm going to break you in front of her."

Derek heard those words, and he gulped right away.

Again, she bent reality around her. He knew that nothing was different. Only a short distance away there were pedestrians walking along the street. There were tourists, office workers, and nannies pushing strollers. As far as they were concerned, nothing had changed.

For Derek, however, he had a hard time thinking.

"Do it." She issued that command, and something inside of him broke.

"Chelsea, I can talk to her on my own," he said.

Behind his eyes, between his ears, and deep within the core of his being, he raged against those words. He couldn't even bring himself to try to justify the decision, as though he had freely made it. On the contrary, this girl had told him what to do, and he had obeyed.

Why? How? How was she doing this to him?

She was hot. She was sexy and smart. More importantly, she seemed to understand something about him, something he couldn't acknowledge.

It wasn't fair!

Silently, he raged against this girl, if only because it felt as though they were playing two entirely different games. 

For a couple of seconds, he seriously wondered whether or not she had hypnotized him. Just as quickly, he dismissed the idea. After all, he didn't need some kind of mystical explanation for what was happening here.

She was beautiful, alluring, smart, charismatic, bold and brave. Not only that, she was intelligent enough to understand what kind of effect she had on him…

He needed to behave differently; he had to control his reactions! That was a nice idea, and it sounded great, only he didn't know how to make it happen. For a fraction of a second, he wanted to smirk and laugh at an old joke he and some of his friends used to share. Whenever they were playing games, one of them would inevitably turn to another (usually whoever was losing at that moment, and say something like, "You know what the best strategy would be? Play more effectively." Those words would usually be followed by some asinine grin.

Only now, he was alone with her again.

She had her cigarette out. She brought it to her lips, inhaled, making the orange tip flare even brighter. Then she grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him close.

If any of the distracted pedestrians had turned toward them at that moment, it might have looked like Lucy was about to kiss him.

Worse, Derek actually yearned for that contact. There was that desperate eagerness deep within his body.

She blew the smoke into his face. He puckered his lips, he clenched his eyes shut, and he tried to hold his breath.

It didn't really work. Some of the noxious fumes slid up his nostrils, burning there at the back of his throat.

At least he didn't start coughing this time. Somehow, that felt like an achievement.

And yet, Lucy didn't let go of his shirt. She still held on tight, her ribs squeezing against the buttons and fabric. Then he opened his eyes, and he saw that she was inhaling from that cigarette again. Only now, she dropped it to the ground, and he exhaled with relief.

This time, she used both of her hands. She held onto his shirt with one. But with the other, she slid her arm over his shoulder. Her fingertips braced against the back of his head, and he didn't understand what was happening, not until she yanked him forward.

Her lips touched his, and the excitement roared all along his flesh. Derek did his best to resist.

Then again, it still wasn't very good. After all, he was supposed to be bigger and stronger. His authority came from more than just being her boss; he was also a man, which meant he was bigger and broader and stronger. He had that musculature and that size on his side.

Despite this, Lucy held on tight, her lips pressing against his mouth. Then her tongue slid forward, and something inside of him melted away. He was kissing her, right until that instant when she exhaled into his mouth, blowing the smoke right up against the back of his throat!

Immediately, Derek started coughing. He stumbled back, almost losing his balance.

"You bitch!" he gasped as he kept coughing. His eyes watered; his vision blurred. Only then, she strode right up to him. He didn't know how to handle those fumes, but she did. She actually enjoyed the taste of the smoke and the bitter injection of relaxed energy that came from the nicotine flowing through her veins.

And now, she grabbed him, she pushed him up against the wall, and she demanded, "What did you say to me? What did you call me?"

Derek tried to answer.

She had one hand there against his chest.

Again, he tried to believe that he was strong enough to break her grip. He should have been able to pivot away or shove her far from him. If anything, he was supposed to be worried about hurting her.

It didn't matter, not when she had this kind of control.

"Nothing," he quickly answered. "I didn't say anything!"

She slapped him across the face!

Her hand had risen, flown across his cheek, striking and delivering that burst of pain and the noise that seemed to vibrate along every inch of his skin in an instant. Right away, he tried to comprehend what had just happened.

The burning over his cheek still lingered.

"You called me something," she said. "What was it?"

This time, he didn't answer.

She backhanded him.

He couldn't believe it!

On some level, he tried to tell himself that it didn't really hurt. It didn't really sting as badly as he thought. Even so, it was impossible to believe that she could do this!

"I'm sorry!"

"No," she said. "You're not sorry. Not yet."

"I'm your boss," he said, falling back onto that old idea, like it would be enough to save him.

"Really? Is that what you still think?" She giggled at him, and when she did so, Lucy's appearance shifted. In that moment, she didn't look like some dangerous creature. Instead, she seemed girly, innocent, and sweet. Only then, her expression hardened, and she said, "Go back to your office, get naked, and get ready."

"For what?"

"Your punishment," she said.

"And if I don't?"

She stepped forward. He retreated back. "Do you really want to find out? Right now, you made one small mistake. Are you going to make it worse?"

"No…" Derek said.

He was weak. He was pathetic. He would be a fool if he did this, but he strode right back across the lobby and rode the elevator back up to the floor he rented for his company, and he quickly disappeared into his office. Once he was there, he found himself pacing back and forth all over again. Simultaneously, he remembered her kiss, and she had given him one order after another, each of which he had obeyed.

What the hell was wrong with him? Why do he keep doing this? As those questions spiraled through his head, Derek kept glancing back at the doors, though he expected to open at any moment.

They didn't.

Somehow, that only made it worse. She was forcing him to wait; she wanted to see what he was going to do. At the same time, the dread continued to build. It was right there, clawing at the inside of his torso.

Derek stopped. He forced himself to relax, to exhale, and to consider exactly what all of this meant. After several more seconds, he turned back to his desk and pushed his palms down against the smooth surface. From there, he closed his eyes, and he searched for a solution.

Ironically, there were dozens of different possibilities. He wasn't supposed to be susceptible to her. He should have been able to fire her!

"What is wrong with me?" Derek said, asking no one in particular.

Throughout his career, he had understood that he enjoyed certain advantages and privileges as a man. Only in front of that girl, they evaporated. She didn't take him seriously, and he couldn't bring himself to fire her. The concept was simple, and it should have been easy enough.

Then again, he thought of those women and men he had met who didn't really know how to negotiate. Just because something was easy for one person, that didn't mean another individual would fail completely when given the exact same task.

He knew how to say no to suppliers and potential clients. Lots of his customers had made unreasonable demands at one point or another. Whenever that took place, he could tilt his head to the side, look at them intently, and say, "That isn't going to happen, but here's what I can do." He knew how to be fierce and ferocious or gentle and diplomatic when the situation called for it.

This girl, however, was a different kind of beast.

And now he considered her order.

She said she was going to punish him.

She couldn't! I was in the right!

Not only that, he remembered the other part of her command.

He had to get naked…

Shaking his head from side to side, he did his best to dislodge the idea, like it didn't have any kind of place within his brain. Then again, this was supposed to be completely impossible.

Unfortunately for this CEO, his disbelief had become irrelevant. Within the next few seconds or minutes, she would appear inside of his office, and he would have to confront her. He had tried to bring help. Even now, he searched for some alternative. Derek continued to focus on the different options at his disposal.

He turned back toward the door, and he wanted to lock it. But if she called out to him, he would open the door for her…Derek already understood that point.

He nibbled on his bottom lip until he exhaled. He closed his eyes, straightened his back, and reached for the top button on his shirt. He slid it free. He opened up his shirt, working his way down along the contours of his torso until he opened up his shirt completely and shrugged it off. Next, he kicked off his shoes, and he loosened the belt on his pants. He pulled them down. Soon, he was in nothing but his underwear.

This was his workplace. This was his office!

She was going to come for him, and she would manipulate him all over again, getting him to do whatever she wanted. She wasn't gentle or flirtatious; she didn't make him think that it was his idea. Other CEOs probably worried about pretty girls batting their eyes, grinning or giggling, and compelling them to do what they wished with smiles and flirtatious flips of their hair. Derek faced the opposite problem. She simply commanded him...and he obeyed.

How?

How did she do it?

It didn't matter. Her order echoed inside of his head so he pulled it down his underwear.

There. He was naked. He was naked and standing right there in the center of his office, exposed and vulnerable.

Just as he suspected, she came right through the door, and she looked just as pristine and powerful as before. She placed her hands on her hips, she cocked her head to the side, and she grinned at him, revealing the edges of her teeth. The light shined along the curves of her canines as she spoke, "Not bad. Turn around, put your hands on your desk, and close your eyes."

"What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to use this," she said, casually crouching down and pulling the strip of leather from his pants. It was his belt, and she folded it, doubling it up before smacking her improvised implement against the palm of her hand. He flinched.

"How are you doing this to me?"

"It's because you're smarter," she said.

Derek blinked, unable to comprehend what she meant. Now she sauntered forward, yet she didn't seem offended by his inaction. On the contrary, she flashed that beneficent smile. Then she was right in front of him, and she casually brushed the curved leather along his cheek, down the contours of his jaw, and along his throat. "Do you want to know? Do you really want to know?"

"Yes…"

"I meant what I said," she told him. "You're smarter than the others. I meet guys like you from time to time, they succeed in your eyes. They had no idea they would be the CEO, but that's fine with me."

"You still haven't told me," he complained. At the same time, he wanted to add something like, "And I’m naked in front of you, and you're holding my belt!" Somehow, he managed to swallow back those words. They were true, but he didn't want to admit it; he couldn't.

"Women are better," she said. "Maybe men are physically stronger. You might be able to run faster or whatever, but guess what? That doesn't really matter." Then she giggled and shook her head from side to side. Her eyes glimmered with something he couldn't name right before she said, "If you go through human history, and you know what we see again and again, especially in Western civilization? Fear. There is this predominant fear of women. Why do you think men are always so terrified of witches? Why are so many monsters female? You boys just can't help yourself. Deep down, you know, we have the ability to break you whenever we want." Again, she shook her head from side to side. "Like I said, a few of the boys are smart enough, and simply do as they're told. You're one of them. You can't help yourself, Derek."

She used his name so easily and casually, as though he didn't deserve any kind of respect at all. To her, he was little more than livestock, a beast of burden to be owned and trained…

On paper, she was just his assistant. As far as the financial system was concerned, he had more money, which meant power and influence.

Even so, this girl could give an order, and he consistently obeyed…

"Let's see what I can do, shall we?" Then she grabbed his hair, jerked his head up, and leaned down. He could feel the soft press of her breasts against his back. "Let's see what you can take."

He didn't understand, not really.

She had struck him down between the plaza skyscrapers, but this was different. She touched the belt to his backside, his body tightened, and he could feel the cool fear raced down his neck and along his shoulders. His nails scratched at his desk without finding any kind of purchase. Then she drew her arm back, and she struck!

It hurt! It burned!

That explosion of pain rocketed along his flesh.

"Don't move," she commanded before any kind of reflex could take over.

"Please…"

"Apologize," she ordered.

His nostrils flared, he bit down, and then he found himself making another stupid mistake. Maybe in some corner of his mind, he knew this was a bad idea, yet Derek still couldn't help himself. "Never!" Perhaps those sounds made him feel big and powerful, like he was some sort of defiant warrior capable of resisting this girl.

More than that, he savored the idea that she really was just a young woman. She was smaller and weaker. Even if she knew how to manipulate him, he could tolerate this!

It was a nice idea, but it wouldn't and couldn't last.

She struck twice more, going for his right, butt cheek, then his left. The pain flashed along his skin, flooding his body. Even though she went for his ass, the agony still started all along his frame. He quivered right there, and he still had his hands pressed down against the desk. Technically, he wasn't restrained by anything but her authority, yet that was enough.

"You're going to apologize," she said. "You're going to apologize, and you're going to tell me that I'm right."

"Never," he yearned to say again. He ached to get those syllables out onto the air, only he couldn't do it, and then he ran out of time.

She struck three more times, going from the right to the left and back again. Even as she finished, he could hear her heavy breathing. She was pushing all of her strength into her limb as she punished him.

It was working.

"I'm thinking three more," she said.

Three? The number seemed impossibly high. For a guy who often worked with numerals in the millions, he could hardly comprehend what three more would mean. His ass was already a bright shade of red, and he could feel those streaks of heat permeating the surface of his body. His face was flushed, droplets of sweat ran down his cheeks, and his eyes were wet, like he thought he could start crying at any moment. Remarkably, he held back those urges and instincts.

She didn't care.

She started with the left side this time, went to the right, and came back again. The belt slashed down through the air, over and over as she punished him. She was determined to break him!

"I'm sorry!"

"For?"

She grabbed his hair again, yanking. A different kind of ache shot down into his scalp. "I'm sorry for what I said downstairs. I'm sorry for questioning you!"

Those sounded like they should have been the right words; they weren't. She tightened her grip, yanked on his hair again, making him grimace. His eyes narrowed to pained slits, but she still wasn't done with him. She struck again and again, bringing down the belt hard and fast. He cried out. He shouted. At this point, he had no idea whether or not any of his other employees would be able to hear the sounds coming from his office, yet he couldn't worry about it either, not with the agony burning across his senses.

This time, she didn't limit herself to just two or three strikes. Instead, the belt blurred as it hit again and again. Each time it came into contact, she delivered another blistering burst of agony.

"Are you inferior?"

There could only be one response, and it gushed from his mouth. "Yes! I'm inferior!"

"As a man, do you feel like you have to do whatever I say?"

"Yes!"

"You're married, right? Tell me about your wife."

He blinked, uncertain. But then she pulled on his hair again, making it clear that she wouldn't tolerate his hesitation.

"Yes, I married, and her name is Jessica. She's an amazing wife!"

"Does she know she could own you?"

"What? No!"

"Not yet," Lucy told him.

The house was quiet when Derek stepped inside. He had left the office and driven back home in a daze. Even now, he could hardly comprehend everything that had happened.

Soft amber lighting filtered through the kitchen from under the cabinets, casting gentle shadows across the counters. The scent of lemon and something faintly floral hung in the air; Jessica must have lit one of her candles again. He toed off his shoes and placed his briefcase by the door, careful not to scuff the hardwood floors she had refinished last spring. Everything here was neat, familiar, and safe. Behind these walls, he felt like Lucy couldn't get to him.

Then again, his phone sat in his pocket, and he wondered how he would have responded if his so-called assistant decided to reach out to him.

Jessica appeared from the hallway, barefoot, dressed in one of her oversized sweaters and soft leggings. Her hair was pulled into a loose bun. She smiled when she saw him.

Instead, he smiled back, grateful for this taste of normalcy.

“You’re late,” she said.

He gave a tired smile. “It was a long day.”

She crossed the room and hugged him without hesitation. Her arms wrapped around his torso. She leaned her cheek against his chest, and for a brief moment, the tension in his body eased.

“I made soup,” she said. “There’s a bowl waiting for you.”

He followed her to the kitchen table, where she had already laid out a place setting. Everything looked like a scene from an old photo: the white bowl of chicken noodle, the folded cloth napkin, the glass of water with lemon. It was thoughtful. It always was. He sat. She sat across from him, curling one leg beneath her.

“So,” she asked, “how was it?”

Derek froze for some imperceptible moment. Then he remembered that his wife was part of a different world. Here, he didn't have to worry about some gorgeous girl with flaming red hair invading his personal space, working his thoughts, and seizing control. He picked up the spoon and stirred the broth. “Busy. Meetings. Reports. Nothing new.” Technically, all of that was true.

She tilted her head, watching him. “Something’s bothering you.”

“No,” he said quickly. “I’m just tired.”

She smiled knowingly. “You never say it, but I can always tell.” She had been worried about him for a while. The worries about his business weren't new; and even if he tried to protect her from the exact situation, she had sensed that something was off for the last few weeks at least. Now he almost laughed bitterly as he thought about this new challenge he faced back at work.

Unable to respond, Derek looked down into his bowl. The soup smelled good, but he wasn’t hungry. His mind wandered, uninvited, back to Lucy. He could still hear the sharp clarity in her voice. He could still see the way she stood in his office, unflinching, beautiful, and maddening. She had pushed him, and he had listened. He had obeyed!

It was worse than that. He had actually sat in his office, and now he sat there at the table, and he was thinking about soup, yet he could still feel the aching burn from the way she had used the belt on him.

Jessica sipped her water. “Is it the numbers? The sales report?”

He blinked. “How’d you know?”

“You get this look when the company’s not doing well. Like you want to throw something but can’t because everything you own is expensive.”

He let out a quiet laugh. It was genuine but brief.

“Things aren’t falling apart,” he said. “It's just that sales have been slower than expected."

“You’ll handle it. You always do.” Her voice held absolute faith in him. Jessica believed in him the way she always had. There was something steadying about that. But instead of comfort, he felt a flicker of guilt.

Lucy’s face flashed across his mind again: those green eyes, the confidence in her posture, the way she refused to look away first. And it was more than that, of course. He had spent the entire drive home trying to forget the way she had made him feel, naked and helpless before her. But even now, with Jessica right in front of him, Lucy hovered in the background like some seductive apparition.

He stabbed a carrot in the soup and forced himself to chew.

Jessica leaned forward. “You’re really not going to talk about it, are you?”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” he said. “Just a rough day.”

She nodded, not entirely convinced. She tried to get him to open up by chatting about one of his favorite streaming shows, then a mobile game he’d been excited about a few weeks before. Nothing worked. After that, she mentioned that her little sister might visit in the next few days, but Derek didn’t really hear anything she said. He nodded and made the appropriate listening noises until she stood and stretched.

“I’m exhausted,” said Jessica. “Mind if I shower first?”

“Go ahead.”

She bent to kiss him on the cheek, her lips soft and warm. “Eat more, okay? You didn’t touch your lunch either. I saw the container in the trash.”

He gave a small smile and nodded.

When she disappeared down the hallway, he set the spoon down and exhaled slowly.

The silence pressed in.

He rubbed the back of his neck, leaned back in the chair, and stared at the ceiling. The overhead light hummed faintly. The smell of soup lingered, now lukewarm and untouched. Lucy Brier. He whispered her name in his mind while trying to dull the sting of those memories. He thought of how she intimidated him. He thought of how she had tried to "educate" him.

More than that, he came back to that familiar wall. If he couldn't control her, then what other option did he have?

Could he try to bribe her? Perhaps he could offer something?

He ran a hand across his face.

Worse, he thought of the way that desire seemed to sit there underneath his skin like some kind of tocsin. It pumped through his body, making his pulse speed. The girl was beautiful and dangerous, he still didn't know what to do.

For now, however, he didn't have to worry about Brier. Instead, he forced himself to eat, and then he would watch TV with Jessica, hold her tight, and feel good about his relationship with his wife. Right then, that was all he could do.

It was time to go back to work. That meant more than just stepping into his office because he couldn't just hide. Specifically, she knew where his office was. Just as importantly, Lucy had no problem bursting in. Perhaps he could have locked the door, but he had no idea what his other associates would have thought of that. He was the CEO, so he was supposed to be in charge.

By now, he had to wonder if anyone sensed the shift in the office. Day by day, perhaps they had recognized that he was attracted to her. He always liked to believe that those furtive glances wouldn't have been noticed by anyone else. Then again, he was wise enough not to overestimate his own stealth.

On some level, he wanted to simply call in sick. Then again, Lucy had access to a lot of information back at work. Granted, she was just an assistant, but he had always wanted to be "open and available" to his employees. Unlike other managers and executives, Derek had promised himself that he could be different. He wouldn't make their mistakes, which meant he never tried to hide from them.

Then again, there had never been any need...until now.

When he went to work, he contemplated confronting her.

One possibility occurred to him, yet he dismissed it right away. Instead, he came in, sat at his desk, opened his schedule, and contemplated exactly what he was going to do. A few minutes later, he decided that he wanted a coffee. Obviously, he had no intention of asking his "assistant". If he saw that girl again, he didn't know what he was going to do or say.

For the time being, Derek decided to play it cautiously. Until he came up with a good strategy, he had to take his time, figure things out, and hope for the best. It wasn't the kind of strategy he liked the most, but he also understood that rushing ahead could be incredibly foolish.

He snuck out of his office, said hello to a couple of his employees, asked about their weekends, and hit the break room. There, he watched as Lucy walked by. She didn't say anything to him. There was just that flash of red, the sight of her pale skin, and the short skirt she was wearing on that particular day. Even though she had just strode right by the break room, he still picked out all of those different details: her shining black boots, her dark gray tights along the contours of her toned legs, the way the pleats of her skirt pointed up toward her blouse that seemed to cling to her stomach and flanks, the contours of her breasts, her slender arms and perfectly shaped shoulders. Although he had been busy talking to someone, Derek had frozen for a moment.

This time, his destruction had been unmistakable, so the young man standing in front of him glanced back toward the doorway and out into the hall. Luckily for Derek, Lucy had already passed.

"Is everything okay?"

"It's fine," Derek said without really meaning it. He quickly shook his head and tried to dislodge every thought and fear that girl provoked. It didn't work.

After that, he went back to the easily empty office conversation before he finally excused himself. Clutching his cup of coffee, Derek made his way back down the hall.

Before he had hired this girl, it felt like his domain. Even after the numbers turned against him, Derek had never really been able to comprehend what this kind of fear could mean. Maybe he had been nervous about going to his email, reviewing the sales reports, or dealing with other issues. But now, his heart pounded in his chest, and he wondered whether or not he was going to see her. Then he realized he was going to have to pass by her desk.

He swallowed back his trepidation, straightened his back, raised his chin, and tightened his grip on his cup of coffee. He walked right by her desk, and that beautiful girl glanced up at him.

Their eyes met. "Good morning," she said.

With those two words, she sent another spasm of fear racing down his spine.

"Good morning," he answered.

"How are you feeling, Derek?"

Technically, any of his other employees could have walked by at that moment. Maybe one of his managers would have had a question for him about some new policy. Later that day, he had to lead a meeting about some changes he had wanted to institute. Right then and there, however, they were alone.

"I'm fine," he said.

"Good," she replied before returning her focus to her screen.

Derek practically stumbled back into his office. Once there, he shut the door, took a sip of coffee and realized that caffeine probably wasn't going to help.

From there, he went back to his desk, and he sat down. He had dozens of messages from his staff that he needed to answer. Instead, the CEO sat there, and he stared straight ahead. He took several sips from his mug without really tasting anything. Instead, there was the remembered smell of the smoke, the taste at the back of his throat as he coughed, and the echoing sensations of his belt striking at his ass.

That girl had done this to him.

She was just a girl, and yet she had been right about something.

It was her personality, her charisma, and her stalwart belief.

Derek couldn't even consider himself an amateur historian, but he was a reasonably educated guy, meaning he had glanced through different history books at various points over the course of his life. Occasionally, he even picked up a few historical texts about Rome, the American Civil War, or the world wars. One point frequently fascinated him. Conflicts between nations often came down to questions of determination and unity. If one group could simply hold out, then they would win.

He wasn't sure, but Derek wondered whether or not he could use that to his advantage. Perhaps this really was just a battle of wills?

If so, he had already lost to her consistently.

He shivered as he contemplated that reality.

Then his office door opened, and she was right there.

When he glanced up, he saw her black boots, her tights and her skirt, the tight blouse she wore, and the way her dark red hair was pulled back into that high ponytail. Apparently, she had decided to style those glossy tresses before coming back into his office.

"Hello, Derek," she said.

"What do you want?"

"Is that how you talk to me?"

She stared at him.

Crossing her arms over her chest, she watched him, the vibrant green of her eyes almost glowing as he did his best to stare back at her. Only a few seconds ago, he had contemplated the importance of determination. If he could hold out, then maybe he would be able to wear her down. Only now, she casually turned back, locked his office door, and then she took one languid step after another toward his desk. There, she pressed her knuckles to the smooth, glass surface.

"You're my assistant," he told her.

"Maybe," she permitted. "But we both know I'm a lot more than just your assistant, don't we?"

Foolishly, he pretended he didn't know what she meant. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Is that how you really want to play it? Fine." That was when she turned around, disappeared through his door, and left him alone.

"What just happened?" Derek whispered to no one in particular. Now that she was gone, he realized he was taking quick and shallow breaths. Not only that, his heart had started to beat faster. Then he reached up, and his fingers brushed along his forehead; his skin was damp. It felt like he had just sprinted a couple hundred meters even though he hadn't really moved from his spot behind his desk.

Before he could come up with an answer, the door opened again, and now she reappeared. She looked just as gorgeous as before, only now she had something in her hand.

"This is my favorite paddle," she said, holding it up and examining it, first from the left side, then the right. Her eyes twinkled. "Stand and strip."

He did stand. After that, however, he refused to move. "What are you talking about?"

"Obviously, you need another dose of punishment. Come here." She beckoned him with the curve of one finger. She extended her slender arm, and her eyes never left his face as she watched and waited for him to yield. As far as she was concerned, it was an inevitability, as though he couldn't possibly deny her power or authority. This girl was in control; she gave the command and she expected him to obey.

He simply had to sit there. He had to remain in place and pretend he didn't understand what she meant.

The seconds ticked by. This wasn't about some awkward pause in the conversation. Fresh anxiety pounded across his skin. He could feel the tingling at his fingertips, the way his toes curled, and the clench and his muscles.

Then he broke.

Derek didn't really understand it. He wasn't sure how to explain it, yet he rose to his feet. The next instant, he silently commanded himself to stop. Again, he yielded to this young woman.

He walked around his desk, and then she nodded. She cooed at him, "That's right. I might be your assistant, but we both know I own you right now, don't I? Yeah, I do." She practically sang out those words.

Between every second, Derek needed to argue with her. As hard as he tried, he couldn't. Before long, he was right in front of her.

She held onto the paddle.

"Get naked," she reiterated.

Derek searched for the strength to resist her, to deny her, to simply say no…

Despite his best efforts, he failed completely. She was watching him, and she was beautiful. If he had tried to explain this to someone else, he would have failed completely and utterly. After all, he kept drifting back to his own advantages: his physical strength, his maturity, and his professional experiences. Those details didn't change anything, however. She had something else on her side, so he started to strip for her again.

"That's right," she said. "You know what happens when you defy me, don't you?" Lucy taunted him. "You don't want to do that. You don't want to make that mistake. It's so much better when you cooperate. You want to behave, don't you? You need to behave."

He had to respond. He had to say something!

Although he tried, Derek failed again and again. Under other circumstances, he would have been competent and capable.

With her, he removed one layer of clothing after another. Those articles fell away, and he realized his office door wasn't even locked. One of the interns, one of the managers, an analyst or one of his sales representatives could have walked in there at that moment to see him naked and powerless in front of this girl.

But then those thoughts scattered because she stepped forward, slicing through his personal space right as she brought her hand up between his legs.

No one except for Jessica had touched him like this in a very long time. She grabbed his cock, and his body reacted. Although he did his best to fight down those responses, he failed. Excitement pounded through his body, and he breathed in. There was that clinging aroma of smoke and perfume mixed together, something bitter and poisonous but with that undercurrent of sweetness.

He didn't see anything except for harsh amusement in her eyes when he glanced back down into her dark green irises. She stroked his shaft, squeezing him.

It felt incredible!

This wasn't about his pleasure. Instead, she was teaching him a lesson. Although blood rushed down through his body, Derek still understood what she was doing and how she was playing with him. "You see, I was right. I tell you what to do, and you obey. Why is that again?"

"I, I don't know," he said to the girl who was supposed to be just a secretary. She was supposed to be giggly and silly. She was supposed to handle basic tasks. It was her job to facilitate his success!

Only then, she had him right there, naked, and she commanded, "It's because better than you. I'm a woman, so I decide how things work. Where do men belong?"

"I don't know!"

"Try again," she said. "You don't want to piss me off."

In that instant, he realized she was correct. If he made her angry, then he was going to regret it…His head twitched to the left, and he glanced down at the floor as though he thought he might find some solution. He didn't. Instead, he raised his head, watched her, and said, "You're better than me."

"How?"

"I don't know!" Derek wanted to cry out those words. He didn't. He already knew that would be a mistake, so his eyes tightened shut, and he said, "You know how to control me. When you tell me what to do, I feel like I have to obey!" There. He said it. He told her the truth and admitted just how she could defeat him.

"Good," she said. "Now, since you have wasted my time, I'm definitely going to use this on you." She smacked the paddle down against her open palm, just as she had done with his belt. This time, he flinched harder, fully aware of what that pain could be. Before, it had been easy enough to forget about those physical sensations. After all, he was a CEO of a relatively successful company. On a daily basis, he dealt with stress, exhaustion, and the difficulties of making hard choices that could impact the lives of his employees. Physical agony, however, wasn't something a man like him was supposed to deal with.

"Down on your knees," she commanded.

He obeyed.

"Lick my boots," she ordered.

He didn't want to do it. He didn't believe he could. Despite that skepticism, he bowed his head down, braced his weight on his wrists and elbows, and suddenly his nose was only a few inches away from her boots. He breathed in a different aroma now: clean leather.

He licked. He opened his mouth and ran his tongue along the smooth leather, first on her right boot, then her left. At the same time, there was that howling frustration deep within him. It wasn't just at the arousal. Even that persisted. In fact, he could feel those phantom sensations of her digits squeezing and manipulating his length. This woman knew how to tease him. She knew how to play with him.

And now, she degraded him.

"I want you to remember that this is who you are. It doesn't matter if you put on a nice suit. You can tell people whatever you want. You can believe whatever you want. Deep down, you are nothing but a slave."

He needed to argue. He couldn't.

"You understand that now, don't you? A girl like me can walk up to you and give you a command, and you will obey. If she is persistent and just uses that right tone of voice, you can't help yourself."

Seething, he still searched for the strength to defy her; he had to argue! For a second, he flashed back to high school and college, and he remembered what it had been like to get into those debates with his instructors or classmates. But this was different.

"Up," she ordered.

Shame burned across his body. She was just a girl, yet she had ordered him to stand, so he rose to his feet.

With the kind of strength that surprised him, she reached out with her free hand, grabbed him by his shoulder, spun him around, and forced him to face his desk. Then her nails scraped along his skin before she grabbed him by the back of his neck. She shoved him down, and suddenly he was bent forward.

"Don't move," she ordered. Just like that, he could sense something holding him down. She didn't need physical handcuffs or restraints. She didn't require anything so mundane. Instead, she could keep him pinned up right there with nothing but the full force of her personality.

Then she let go of his neck, and she touched the smooth wooden surface of the paddle to his naked ass. He shivered again.

"Beg," she ordered.

As a competent man and a successful entrepreneur, he had never been in a position like this before. Beg? Plead? He understood those words, yet he had never needed to use them.

His stomach tightened as the fear pumped through his body. With every second, he could feel it grow and sharpen right there beneath his rib cage. It didn't hurt, not yet, but it felt like that icy shard was lodged deep beneath the surface of his skin. She continued to rub the paddle along the naked curves of his ass, reminding him again and again of just how much control she had.

He was powerless before her.

It wasn't right, and wasn't fair, yet there was nothing he could do to change this.

And yet, that wasn't entirely true. Derek needed to remember that she had given him a command, so he could try to talk to her. Then again, this wasn't going to be a negotiation. He had to ask; he had to draw on her nonexistent sympathy or mercy.

Then again, she was still a young woman, so maybe if he gave her what she wanted, he would be able to have some tiny hint of leverage.

It wasn't much, but this was the best he could do.

His heart pounded faster, and he could already sense the heat glow along his cheeks. He was blushing. He wasn't supposed to blush, yet he gulped and glanced up at her. "Please. Please, you don't have to do this. Okay? I'm going to do whatever you want. You're right. You're right, Lucy. You are in charge. You're a woman, and I don't know what it is about you, but I'll do whatever you say! Please, just don't use the paddle. Please? Please, don't…" His voice trailed off, yet she said nothing.

He made the mistake of glancing over his shoulder.

Lucy tilted her head to the side, making the vibrant red of her ponytail, sweep then sway behind her. Then she flashed a smile, and he saw the glistening white of her teeth all over again. "Boys are so funny," she said as though she had broken dozens of guys before him. "You tell me that I'm a woman, and you don't know what it is about me, but you will do whatever I say…" She shook her head with obvious disappointment. "But that just demonstrates you don't really understand how this works. You obey me because I am a woman. Somewhere inside of your head or your DNA, or whatever, there is the impulse to do what girls like me say.  Do you remember what I told you before about fear?"

"Men are scared of women?"

"Men are scared of women," she confirmed for him. "Deep down, you know that we're better than you. That's why we can train you. That's why we can break you. It's a shame that so many women forget this." She shook her head, reached out, grabbed him by his hair, and pushed his chin roughly to the surface of his desk again. "Don't move. Don't speak."

Just like that, she froze him in place, and she removed his only option. Before this, he had been able to plead with her. He had done his best, but it hadn't been good enough. Despite his native intellect, he had still messed up. He still made that mistake, and now he was going to pay for it. After all, she had just stripped away, his only option.

Technically, he didn't have to obey her commands. That idea sounded like some absurd nicety behind his eyes and between his ears. Ultimately, he would do as she commanded. That much was obvious and inevitable…

She struck!

She swung the paddle down, and it crashed hard against his naked ass. Unlike before, this wasn't the quick strike of the belt. It didn't flash down, hit, and send it that jolt of pain dancing along his skin at just a singular point. Instead, the paddle seemed to spread out, as though it struck the entirety of his ass all at once. Realistically, Derek understood that wasn't true, yet the pain still burned across his skin! It was more intense. The texture might have shifted, but this still made him want to jerk back, to stand, to grab the paddle, and to throw it down onto the floor.

For a second, he even fantasized about taking it and snapping across his knee. (Knowing his luck, it probably wouldn't have broken, no matter how hard he tried to slam it.)

This time, Lucy didn't make any promises. She didn't tease him with an announcement about what might happen next. Instead, she struck hard and fast, wielding the paddle with the kind of expertise and casual skill that she wasn't supposed to possess. Her tool bulldozed through the air, smashed down against his backside, and delivered another burst of excruciating sensation!

Just like before, his eyes watered, and he tightened his fingers into fists even as he pushed his knuckles down along the smooth surface of the desk. He shoved as hard as he could, but it didn't break.

He couldn't speak.

She struck again, and he gasped.

The next blow forced him to cry out.

"I like the sound you make," she said. "Especially when you're not allowed to speak."

He wasn't allowed to speak…

That concept was still ridiculous. Intellectually, he wanted to argue and resist the concept. After all, he was an important man. People listened to him.

And yet, as hard as he wanted to believe all of this, he couldn't, not when she continued to strike. She had mocked him for just a moment, but now she delivered one blow after another.

Beyond the walls of his office, his staff might have heard of some of this. Perhaps there were whispers and comments about what was going on and what this all meant. He couldn't be sure one way or the other. Even so, he understood what was happening right then and there. This girl had him; she was in control.

And then she stopped.

For just a few seconds, she decided to take a break.

He itched to know what she was doing; he yearned to understand what she had in mind, only then he heard the click. At first, he hoped that he was wrong. After all, every member of his staff knew how he felt about smoking. It was a repellent, disgusting, and vile habit. Derek casually tossed tobacco companies into the same category as drug dealers and weapon manufacturers.

Then she blew the smoke down along the contours of his back.

"You can't do that in here," he protested, blurting out those words before he could stop and think. She hadn't gagged him, after all. Ultimately, it was just a question of his own obedience that kept him silent.

Apparently, that wasn't good enough.

"Oh," she said with mock worry. "Really? I can't smoke in here?" That was when she grinned and grabbed him, pulling him by his hair and shoving him right back onto his knees. Rather than bow his head down, he looked up along the length of her body. His nose almost brushed over the top of her skirt, but then she still held onto his scalp. She forced his head back, and he opened his mouth.

That was when she put the cigarette out right on his tongue.

Lucy didn't warn him; she didn't give him the opportunity to react or pull away. Of course, he did his best to jerk his head away, but she wasn't done with him. She twisted the cigarette, pushing it down along the wet surface of his tongue while rotating it from side to side.

Then she finished, and he spat out the remains. There was that ash and the persistent burning. Even now, the pain continued to stab down into his tongue.

"What did you think of that?" Lucy asked him. "Was that good for you?"

At first, Derek wasn't even sure he would be able to speak. He searched for the words, yet that excruciating sensation forced him to hesitate. Then he said, "I, I don't know." Of course, he could have sounded angry. He could have spoken with the raw, defiant strength of a man who had been pushed too far. Instead, he saw this girl, and he knew he had to obey her. After the punishment he had just received, he couldn't think of anything else.

"Good," she said. "If you don't know something, what should you do?"

He blinked. His vision crystallized, and he looked back up at her again. Despite everything, he could still feel that erotic attraction. Just being close to her, no matter how much she punished him, still drew him in. "I should ask," he said, his voice small.

"Yes, you should. Now thank me for paddling you."

"Thank you for paddling me," he said.

"Thank me for making it hurt."

"Thank you for making it hurt," he said to her.

"Thank me for training you," she said.

Between heartbeats, he bit down. He needed to believe this was a line he could not and would not cross. He was going to hold out; he was going to fight back. He would resist and show her that he could finally resist her. Only then, he failed again. "Thank you for training me," he said. "Good boy," she replied. "Oh, they came in here to remind you that you have a meeting in a while. Get dressed and get ready."

The conference room was full. Every department head sat at the long glass table, folders open, tablets glowing, eyes alert. Derek stood at the head, tall and sharp in his dark suit, his voice steady as he outlined the proposed sales policy. The lights above hummed faintly, and the city skyline glittered just beyond the wide windows. He spoke with clarity and precision, presenting his new initiative to tighten sales scripts and approval protocols. He had thought about this policy a lot, and he hoped it would be enough to turn things around.

Then again, he couldn't help but think of those many administrators and managers and CEOs who would come into a failing scenario, make a few cosmetic changes, and shrug when they didn't work. More than that, he thought of the different excuses they had used over the course of history. Phrases like "market conditions" and "unforeseen circumstances" covered so many different corporate sins.

And even as he got ready to speak, he could feel the burn across his tongue.

"We need consistency," he said carefully as he worked to enunciate every point. "If our messaging is fragmented, we lose control of the brand. These new checkpoints will ensure compliance and protect our bottom line."

There were some nods around the table. A few murmurs of agreement hit the air. As far as everyone here was concerned, he was the boss, so they would do what he said. Not only that, Derek liked to think that he had been a loyal employer. Unlike so many other CEOs out in the world, he didn't think of his corporation as simply a profit machine. It existed to do more than just make money. Perhaps he could have chased after better numbers, that would have meant hurting people, something he wasn't willing to do unless absolutely necessary.

At least, as he spoke, he got to feel like he was in charge once again. Then Lucy cleared her throat. "May I ask a question?" She sounded humble enough, but her eyes locked on his for a moment, and she sent that unspoken message: she was in charge, she owned his ass, and he would do whatever she said. If he didn't, there would be consequences.

Maybe they would come later on, in the privacy of his office.

Worse if she wanted, she could humiliate him right then and there.

Derek wanted to believe that the presence of so many of his colleagues and subordinates would be enough to give him the strength he needed to deny this girl, but he had already tried that strategy with Chelsea, and failed completely.

He paused, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Go ahead."

Lucy sat near the middle of the table, a pen resting lightly in her hand. Her green eyes were focused, her expression thoughtful but firm. "How do you expect your sales team to build genuine client relationships if you don't trust them to make basic decisions?"

He hesitated. "Trust is not the issue. Structure is. These protocols are meant to give clarity, not to restrict." As the CEO, he always liked to say that he encouraged his employees and staff to question his decisions. But at that moment, Lucy spoke, and it was an obvious challenge.

Perhaps the words sounded polite enough, yet he could feel the tension in the room as his other employees held their breath. They were wondering what he was going to say and whether or not he would chastise her.

After all, they knew who she was. This girl was gorgeous. Not only that, she knew how to make friends. As such, everyone there had an opinion about her.

His heart quickened. His pulse sped. Heat gathered across his body, and it had nothing to do with the requirements of public speaking.

In fact, Lucy stared at him, and it almost felt as though the rest of the world began to fade away. It was just her. She was the one watching him. She was studying him, and it was obvious she had something in mind.

"Then why are you requiring manager approval for every minor client discount?" she asked. "You want your team to be agile, but you're putting ankle weights on them."

There was a brief silence. A few people looked from Lucy to Derek, uncertain whether they were witnessing a discussion or something closer to a duel. If so, he already knew who would win…

"We cannot afford missteps," he said. "We have partners to answer to and margins to protect." Of course, he didn't say anything about the most recent sales reports. Some of his employees had to know. Then again, he didn't want to add any fuel to those rumors as they raged through his organization.

"And you hired professionals to do that job," she replied. "If they spend more time waiting for email sign-offs than closing deals, they are going to walk. And the good ones will walk first."

Her tone was respectful but unwavering.

He didn't know how far he could push her. At that moment, she didn't smile or smirk. He didn't detect any twitch of the corners of her mouth.

Derek folded his arms. "You're assuming they need freedom more than guidance."

"I'm assuming they need to be treated like adults," she retorted. "Because if we treat them like children, we will only attract those who act like children." A ripple of restrained laughter moved around the table. Derek felt a muscle twitch in his jaw.

"This is not about control," he said. "It is about sustainability."

"Sustainability comes from talent retention, not handholding," she answered, just as smoothly. "You want loyalty? Show them you believe in their judgment." His nostrils flared, and he bit down. That nervous chuckling from before had faded away as people watched this argument take place.

A were polite. Neither Lucy nor Derek needed to raise their voices, but it was obvious that he was getting frustrated with her.

He opened his mouth, but the words did not come fast enough. She had already made her point. Every sentence she delivered struck with the precision of a scalpel. She was calm, careful, and cutting. He scanned the room. Several managers were nodding. One of them even smiled, clearly relieved someone had said what they had been thinking.

Derek straightened his tie, though it didn't actually need adjustment. "We will revisit the policy later," he said.

Lucy offered a polite nod. "Thank you." At that point, she smiled at him. No one had their eyes on her, but she grinned because she had just defeated him. Right there in front of all of these people, she had won.

The meeting moved on, but the tone had shifted. The room no longer belonged entirely to him. Her voice had carved out space, and it lingered. By the time the meeting ended, Derek could feel the heat rising in his collar. He left without speaking to her. His thoughts were crowded and disjointed, circling the same conclusion.

He was the CEO.

But she had just stolen the room. At the same time, it made him think of the handle, his belt, and the casual ease with which she had put out her cigarette…

Later that afternoon, he needed something to ground him. He was searching for something simple, something he could control. Initially, he concentrated on his work. He focused on writing out different emails and handling the various questions his employees sent him. Even as he worked, however, he couldn't lose himself to the normal routine. He couldn't relax or let go to the flow of accomplishment.

One point did make him feel both better and worse.

Another sales report had come in, and it was just as bad. Granted, this report only covered a few days, but it wasn't like he could even count on a brief uptick in revenues.

Still, he got that message from Julia Vega, a representative from a private equity firm. At least, he had assumed she was just a representative. After a little while, he decided to track her down. Predictably, she managed her social media presence with great care. He saw her on different networks, plus LinkedIn.

She was a vulture; it was her job to find weakened companies, buy them up, strip their assets, and sell them off. At least, that was what he had assumed.

Derek certainly enjoyed writing a response. He told her that he had no intention of selling at any point, and it didn't matter what she offered. This was his company, and he was going to make sure they continued to succeed over the coming years and decades.

At the same time, he told himself that he was going to confront another young woman. Lucy. Lucy Brier. Although he did his best not to think about her name, her hair, her smile or those sharp cheeks, he couldn't help himself. His mind kept drifting, especially because she had touched him. Before she paddled him, she had squeezed his cock, and those echoing sensations lingered. He wanted to hear her voice again. He wanted to know that something amazing could happen.

It was foolish and ridiculous. Instead, he needed to defeat her. That had to be his main goal, especially after that last meeting.

Again, he tried to focus on the fact that she had been polite enough. Then again, "polite" wasn't good enough, not when she had made it clear that she could challenge him and actually win. If he let this drag on, she would be able to own his company.

At some point, Derek left his office. He found her at her desk, exactly where he had hoped.

She was there, almost like she was waiting for him, but he hadn't expected this.

She sat with one leg crossed over the other, her feet propped on the edge of the desk. Her heels were off, resting beneath the chair. A lit cigarette hung between her fingers, the smoke curling upward in lazy spirals. She was scrolling through a report on her tablet with the other hand, completely at ease.

He stopped in the doorway.

"Are you seriously smoking in the office?"

She looked up. "I am."

"This is a smoke-free building," he protested as though she hadn't already lit up in his own office.

"Technically," she said, tapping ash into a glass mug. "But I felt like it, and we both know you can't stop me."

"Put it out."

She did not move. Instead, she took a slow drag and exhaled toward the ceiling. The scent of tobacco filled the air, warm and earthy.

"You’re breaking company policy," he said.

She turned slightly in her chair to face him, her expression unreadable.

"So fire me." She smirked with one corner of her mouth. "Or I could always punish you."

He stared at her. The words should have come easily. He had dismissed people for less. He had built a reputation for zero tolerance. But with her, everything tangled. Not only that, there was still the deep burn on his tongue, and the remembered sensations of the belt and paddle along his ass. This girl could be brutal. More importantly, she knew exactly how to break him.

Refusing to let go of his corporate façade, Derek kept thinking. Finally, he spoke. "Do you think this is funny?" he asked.

"No," she said. "I think you're frustrated because I made you look weak in front of your managers. And now you're here, hoping to win a fight. You picked the wrong one."

He took a step closer. "You are out of line."

She raised the cigarette to her lips again and inhaled. "And yet," she said, "you keep coming back."

He opened his mouth to respond, but she exhaled then, and the smoke drifted directly toward him. It hit his face, warm and intrusive, like a whispered dare. His eyes narrowed. He stood perfectly still. Again, he searched for the right answer, the correct response, something he could do to seize control.

"You think you know how far you can push me," he said.

"I think I already have," she replied. "I think I have already broken you. I think we both know that you are a tamed male. I could do whatever I want with you, can't I?"

He moved around the side of her desk, standing beside her chair now. The angle gave him a view of her profile, the elegant curve of her jaw, the way her blouse clung to her form. She glanced at him, entirely unbothered. "I should write you up," he said like that would have meant something.

"You won’t."

Her certainty grated and enticed in equal measure. "You’re arrogant," he said.

"Keep going," she said. "Let's see how that goes for you." She grinned. Then she tilted her head to the side, making her ponytail brush along at the back of her shoulder. "You hired me because I don’t flinch."

He stared at her, trying to summon anger, but it was diluted by something far more dangerous. Desire, fear, frustration mixed together as this toxic cocktail at the pit of his stomach. Most of all, he tried to cling to the need to prove that he was still in charge.

And yet, he wasn't.

"You can’t keep doing this," he said. This time, he didn't know if it sounded like he was begging.

"Doing what?"

"Undermining me. Testing me. Acting like this company belongs to you."

She finally stubbed out the cigarette in the mug, then stood. She was close to him now, too close. The air between them vibrated with unspoken things.

"I do not want your job, Derek," she said. "But I do want this place to function. And when you make a mistake, I’m not going to pretend I didn’t notice." Again, she smirked. "Remember what I told you. Remember what I taught you."

He stared at her. His hands twitched at his sides.

"You don’t respect me," he said.

She tilted her head. "No. Why would I?" Their eyes locked. There was no space for anything else in the room.

He turned sharply and walked away.

Back in his office, Derek slammed the door shut behind him. He dropped into his chair, breathing hard. He stared at the darkened computer monitor but saw nothing. His thoughts were consumed with her.

She had broken every rule. She had challenged his leadership in front of a room full of witnesses. She had smoked inside the building and dared him to stop her. She was relentless, infuriating, and unshakably poised. And he could not stop thinking about her. He couldn't ignore the pain or the attraction. Physicality and raw emotion seemed to blend together into something he didn't know how to control. Before he had hired her, Derek had honestly believed that this was his domain and his territory. He had been in control. He had been capable of doing whatever his company required. (Granted, the numbers have started to slope, but this girl wasn't helping!)

She wasn’t beautiful in the way that was easy to ignore. She was beautiful in the way that made people forget what they were doing. Her voice lingered in her listeners' minds long after she left any given room. Her gaze cut deeper than most people’s words. She wasn't just trouble; she was the worst threat this company had ever faced. Even if a corporate raider was nearby and eager to take control of his company, he needed to figure it out or lose it first. After that, maybe everything else would fall into place. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.

He should discipline her.

Then he burst out laughing, shook his head, and faced the truth. That wasn't going to happen.

At least he had been able to turn down the corporate raider. That felt good. Only then, Derek leaned back, his brows tightened, and he tried to answer a simple question.

How had Julia Vega known about his situation? There may have been rumors out among his clients and suppliers, but he doubted it.

He tapped his finger against his desk, shrugged, and decided that it didn't really matter. Instead, it was time to head home…and hopefully figure something out.

Derek stepped through the front door and closed it behind him with more force than he intended. A soft click echoed in the entryway, muffled by the faint sound of jazz playing in the living room. His jacket was already half off, his mind still wrapped around the chaos of the day. He dropped his briefcase by the bench near the door and paused to collect himself.

“Derek?” Jessica called from the kitchen.

He straightened his shoulders before replying. “Yeah. It’s me.”

The smell of roasted garlic and lemon greeted him as he walked through the hallway. His wife stood at the stove, her back to him, wearing one of her soft, oversized sweaters. She turned when he entered and gave him a warm smile that made his chest ache.

“Rough day?” she asked.

“Something like that.” As he answered, he thought of Lucy again. He thought of how everything around him at that moment looked so normal and wholesome. Yet back at work, there was that girl, and she could…

Derek refused to finish the thought.

His wife walked over and wrapped her arms around his waist. He leaned into her for a moment, breathing in the familiar scent of her hair. The next aromas of lavender vanilla, both clean and calm, helped center him. For a few seconds, he let the silence hold him together.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” she said. “But there’s someone else here too.”

He pulled back slightly. “Who?”

“Guess.”

Before he could respond, another voice cut in from the doorway.

“Wow, you look awful. Did someone forget to tell you the gym exists?”

Derek turned and saw Miranda leaning against the wall, holding a glass of white wine. Her short blonde hair was tucked behind her ears, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. She wore a cropped hoodie and leggings while looking far too comfortable for someone who did not live there.

“Hello, Miranda,” Derek said flatly.

“Missed me?” she asked, taking a sip of wine.

Jessica gave her sister a look, but Miranda only shrugged and smiled wider. Derek forced a polite expression as he hung his coat on the hook.

“I didn’t know you'd be here so soon."

“I figured you wouldn’t mind a little sunshine around here,” Miranda replied. “Jessica needed some company. You’re always working.”

He resisted the urge to sigh. “That’s the job.”

Miranda walked past him into the kitchen and plucked a piece of roasted potato from the tray. “Maybe you should take a break. Do some yoga. Or at least sit in a sauna. You look like someone wrung you out and left you on the floor.”

Jessica rolled her eyes and swatted Miranda’s hand away. “Stop picking at the food.”

Derek gave a tight smile. “Thank you for the concern.”

Miranda smirked. “Anytime.”

He sat at the table, trying to focus on the smell of dinner and the clink of dishes rather than the growing knot in his stomach. Miranda’s presence felt like a test he had not studied for. She always had a way of getting under his skin, and tonight she seemed particularly amused by his frayed nerves.

Jessica served dinner and made conversation about her day, the book she was reading, and a recipe she wanted to try. Derek responded when prompted, but his mind wandered.

Lucy.

She had taken up residence in his thoughts like she owned the place. Every time he tried to focus on work, she appeared. Every time he looked at the numbers on a spreadsheet, her voice echoed over them, questioning, challenging, pushing. Even now, sitting in his own home, he felt her presence like static just beneath his skin. She was beautiful, but she had done so much more than just a tease or try to seduce him. She had paddled him. She had used his belt. Again and again, he came back to those realities. The shame simmered there at the pit of his stomach, but he didn't know what to do about it.

Jessica’s voice brought him back. “What do you think, Derek?”

He blinked. “Sorry?”

“I was asking if you thought we should repaint the guest room. Miranda wants to help.”

He nodded. “Sure. Whatever you think.”

Jessica gave him a strange look, but let it go.

Miranda, of course, did not. “Wow,” she said. “That was enthusiastic. Are you always this charming after work, or am I just lucky?”

“I’m tired,” he replied.

Miranda grinned. “That’s what I’ve been saying. You need to relax. Take a vacation. Lift something heavier than a coffee mug.”

Jessica laughed softly, but Derek could see the way she glanced between them.

“I’m fine,” he said.

Miranda leaned her elbow on the table and looked at him over her wine glass. “You keep saying that. One of these days, someone’s going to believe you.”

He met her gaze and fought not to show the irritation bubbling under the surface. She was goading him, and part of him suspected she always had. She had never hidden her opinion that Jessica could have done better. He stood up slowly. “I’m going to check something in the office.”

Jessica looked up, surprised. “Now?”

“I won’t be long.”

He walked out before anyone could stop him. The home office was dark when he entered. He flipped on the desk lamp and closed the door behind him. The soft glow illuminated the shelves of books, the framed photos, and the untouched paperwork on his desk. Everything in this room was orderly, quiet, and under his control.

At least, it should have been. He sat down and stared at the closed laptop in front of him. His reflection in the black screen stared back, focused and intense as though he thought he was about to get into a debate with someone. He was ready for a fight or an argument, it still felt like he was going to lose no matter what he did.

Lucy’s face rose in his mind again.

Her expression at the meeting. Next, he thought of the way she had made him look weak in front of the entire team. He pondered the way she had spoken as if she knew the job better than he did. He considered how she had smoked at her desk without apology, like rules were something meant for other people.

She was in control, and she knew it.

Derek pressed his hands to his face. His fingers dragged through his hair. This was not who he was. He did not entertain distractions. He did not let employees get under his skin. And he certainly did not fantasize about women who worked for him. He wasn't supposed to be scared of them either!

He loved his wife.

Jessica was good. She had stood by him during years when they barely had anything. She had believed in him when he barely believed in himself. She made their house a home. She never asked for more than he could give.

And yet here he was, hiding in his office like a teenager because he could not stop thinking about another woman.

The knock on the door was soft.

He straightened immediately. “Yes?”

Jessica opened it, leaning her head into the room. “I won’t bother you,” she said. “Just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m fine,” he replied.

She gave him a smile, gentle and questioning. “Miranda said you looked tense.”

“She enjoys saying things like that.”

Jessica laughed. “She does.”

He stood and walked over to her. He kissed her cheek. She smiled again and stepped back into the hallway.

“I’ll leave you to it,” she said.

He closed the door and locked it quietly.

Alone again, he returned to the desk. He opened the laptop but did not touch the keyboard. Instead, he sat there, staring at the screen, the cursor blinking against a blank document. Lucy Brier was going to ruin him.

For a few seconds, he wondered exactly what that meant. If she ruined him, would she break him? Would she tame him?

"What is your endgame?" Derek asked the air.

Over the course of the evening, he snuck out of his office to go into the kitchen to grab some water, a snack, anything that might have been able to help him. Later on, he decided the house was too stifling. Miranda and Jessica were busy chatting in the living room. Unlike other sisters, they actually liked one another quite a bit. Jessica asked her little sister about the guys she was dating ("No one right now; guys are so annoying sometimes!"), and Miranda asked her big sister for advice when it came to the professional world.

Even on a normal or good day, Derek would have been nervous about joining these women. He understood what kind of influence  Miranda could have on Jessica. When those girls were together, they got a lot more brash and aggressive.

Frankly, he was dealing with that enough back at work.

"Brash and aggressive"? Seriously? That was how he was thinking of a woman who had successfully implemented corporal punishment on him twice? That was how he was thinking of a woman who dared to smoke in his office?

Derek did his best to stifle the embarrassment. No, he decided. "Embarrassment" wasn't the right word. This was abject humiliation and the deepest kind of shame a man could endure.

Even as he snuck out of his office to go for a walk through the dark, he circled their block several times, all while he hoped for some insight or inspiration. That was happening a lot lately, he reflected.

Normally, he didn't have to consider his strategies. He wasn't especially systematic. He knew of other CEO’s and business leaders who would sit down and try to go through every possible variable and situation. Derek usually did it intuitively. He saw the different angles, he considered the various issues, and he would normally come up with a conclusion, it often felt reflexive. Sure, he still went to the different meetings, and he would talk to his associates and employees, but it was different.

Eventually, he made it back to his home office. For a long time, this has been a sanctuary. Here, he knew there could be phone calls and text messages and emails, yet it wasn't like being back at work. That permeable barrier between the skyscraper downtown and his home here meant that most employees were reluctant to contact him after hours. They would do it when necessary, but at least he had some justification for why he might not answer immediately.

Despite that sense of safety, he couldn't come up with a good strategy.

That was the problem.

Again and again, he faced that same kind of intellectual paralysis. "What's wrong with me?"

Nothing was wrong with him. He simply wasn't equipped to deal with a woman like her.

"Lucy," he mouthed her name without actually giving voice to either of those syllables, almost as though he feared that calling out to her would be enough to summon her. Then he smirked, shook his head, and did his best to ignore that type of magical thinking. He was an entrepreneur, a businessman, and someone who focused on numbers. He concentrated on strategies to achieve his goals.

He had to get rid of her.

But every time he came close, she casually shut down his defiance. She knew how to break his will without even trying.

He shivered there in the seat as he thought of that girl and how she was just his former assistant. He thought of how she had effortlessly commanded him. Even at that moment, he concentrated, biting down, he kept thinking of what she had done to him.

Then his phone rang, and he jumped back. It was stupid. His office had been silent, and now the device thrummed against his desk. He quickly grabbed it, assuming it would be one of his employees. Maybe an emergency had popped up. Oddly enough, he would have preferred to deal with that rather than thinking more about Lucy Brier and the impossibility of controlling (or even just escaping) her.

When he didn't recognize the number, he wasn't surprised. "Yes?" Derek asked, all while he did his best to sound completely self-assured.

Then he wondered what he was going to do if it happened to be Lucy. If she called him, he wasn't sure how he could or should or would respond.

It wasn't. He heard another woman's voice, but it wasn't Lucy's, so he let out that breath he hadn't even realized he had been holding. "Hello, Derek. How are you tonight?" She sounded friendly. Even so, he recognized her voice. He knew who this was.

Feeling petulant and spiteful, he asked, "Who is this?" It was a dumb game, one that he normally wouldn't have bothered playing. Tonight, however, he didn't feel like being kind or polite. More than that, he had no intention of giving her the benefit of the doubt.

"This is Julia Vega," she said.

Right away, he thought of her glossy black hair, her dark skin, and her sharp features. In some ways, Julia reminded him of an older version of what Lucy might have matured into. After all, she was ruthless and relentless; something you needed to be in order to work in private equity. That was the point, after all. It was all about finding companies that had been weakened by market downturns or other issues. Then they could come in, strip the assets, load the corporate debt, and move on. Even if the fundamental business model was sound, these corporate raiders tended to rely entirely on debts for which they wouldn't be responsible.

"And what do you want, Julia Vega?"

"I want to give you one last chance to sell amicably," she said. "To be honest, I was feeling merciful, so I decided to give you a call. What's it going to be?"

"My company is doing just fine," he lied.

"And yet I've seen your sales reports," she replied.

"What? Those are confidential," he shot back as he sat up straight at his desk.

"How it happened doesn't really matter," she replied. "All you really need to understand is that I'm coming for your company. Your investors won't be happy, so you can take this opportunity right now to surrender without any fuss. Go ahead," she said. "Tell me you want to sell. Tell me you're willing to bow down and give us your company."

"I built this company," he said.

"Badly," she replied. "Luckily for you, there are still some valuable assets."

"I'm not going to sell,"

"Are you sure about that?"

"I'm never going to sell," he shot back. "This is my company, and I'm going to fix any problems that we might have."

"Okay," Julia sighed. He blinked, only to realize that he had risen to his feet. He stared at a random spot right in front of him, yet he wished Julia Vega had been there in front of him because he wanted to grab her, to backhand her, to show her that he was a real partner who knew how to fight his way through every economic storm. "I guess I should have known that you're just going to be a stubborn boy." She didn't say goodbye; instead, she just hung up.

Derek sat down, exhaled through his nose, and contemplated exactly what he was going to do to turn his business around. Even though he didn't have a viable strategy in mind at that particular moment, he knew this was the kind of problem he could handle. Lucy was a different issue altogether, but he didn't have to worry about that sexy redhead. Instead, he drummed his fingers on the desktop, and he tried to figure out what he could do differently with his core business.

Once he turned that around, he could focus on the unruly assistant. (Even as that idea occurred to him, there were still those doubts at the back of his brain; he contemplated that Lucy. She was so beautiful, so seductive, and so unstoppable. She seemed to yield something he could scarcely comprehend. Still, he was just overwhelmed. If he could have a one problem at a time, then he would be fine.)

Derek didn't get up when he heard the doorbell ring. It was late, so he assumed it would just be a neighbor or something. Besides, Jessica and Miranda could handle it, whatever it happened to be. Instead, he turned back to his computer, and he pulled up an old file. It included different notes he had jotted down at various points over his career.

As he scanned across those old strategies in search of something that might help him, Jessica knocked on his door.

"There's someone here to see you," she said.

"Me?" Derek asked.

"Yeah," said his wife. "She says her name is Lucy."

"Send her away," Derek answered right away. His chest tightened, and his heart was pounding. He had hardly moved, just jerking his head up to see his wife. Even so, she must have been able to read it. The nervous energy that played across his face. "I don't have time for her."

"Are you sure? She said it's important."

"Yes!"

The door opened wider, and Miranda appeared. "Don't be like that, Derek. I was just talking to her, and she seems really nice. Besides, it's already pretty late. It's not like you're working on anything time sensitive right now."

That brat.

Miranda wasn't supposed to be able to address him like that. Like Lucy, she was younger than him. More importantly, she didn't know what he was doing in his office!

"Come on," Jessica said. "The poor girl came all the way down here to talk to you. It's obviously important, so you should come out." She sounded a lot nicer and conciliatory. Then again, she always did.

"Aye, aye."

"Are you really going to hide in here?" Brand asked.

He wanted to protest, to insist that he wasn't hiding, only it must've been obvious to everyone what he was doing. And yes, this was definitely hiding. He was scared of seeing the girl again.

Then again, this was his house. Not only that, he had his wife here.

"Fine," he said, pushing his chair back. He rose to his feet, puffed out his chest, and concentrated on every masculine instinct he possessed. Back in middle school, a substitute teacher had come in, only to lecture about the most random subjects, one of which included the nature of masculinity. He had gone on the strange tangent, explaining how men had this primal instinct. Even now, in a modern society where people were focused on professionalism and specific skill sets, guys still possessed that violent reflex. The teacher talked about how men could channel it whenever necessary.

Derek didn't know if that was true, but he did his best. And then he found her there in his living room, standing in front of the mantle and examining the abstract painting above the fireplace. Once he approached, she turned, and his breath caught in his throat all over again.

"Hello, Derek," she said.

"Derek, are you going to introduce us to your colleague?" Brand asked. She sounded annoyingly smug for some reason.

"She isn't my colleague," Derek said. "She is my assistant."

"Actually, I'm his trainer," Lucy stated.

He blinked, confused. "What are you saying?" Derek asked. He sounded foolish and ridiculous. Then again, he didn't know how to take the question back.

She turned away from the abstract art, sauntered toward him, and reached out to touch his cheek.

"Derek, who is this woman?" Jessica asked, her tone tightening.

"Quiet," Lucy said to him.

Right away, he shut his mouth. Derek didn't know why he did it. Again, it was the sound of her voice, her proximity, and the way his skin tingled after she touched him.

Then she turned away from him, and Lucy gave her new audience a bright smile. She looked so vivacious, especially when she stepped forward and extended a hand. "Like I said before, my name is Lucy, and I have been training your husband. You see, I'm something of a female supremacist, and I'm working for a woman named Julia Vega recently with her?"

What?

This time, it wasn't obedience that kept him speechless.

"I don't know who that is," Jessica said because Derek always had a tendency to keep his business and professional lives separate. His wife turned back to Derek, but he still didn't know what to say or how to speak. With every second, he tried, yet the words stubbornly refused to sync into anything understandable.

"She's a private equity specialist," Lucy said. "And she wants to buy your husband's company. In fact, we have a really nice position waiting for him."

"That's not going to happen!"

"Yes, it is," Lucy replied. "Jessica, would you like to see what I can do with your husband? I know he likes to pretend that he is this vaunted businessman, but he is basically a slave, deep down. I've been working on him, and I'm sure I can break him right here in front of you. If you're interested, you can have him as your own plaything."

That was it, Derek decided. He almost most wanted to smile because this was the mistake she had finally made! At work, Lucy may have teased him and humiliated him in private, but she never defied the regular social order. Even at that meeting, she had challenged him, yet her tone had remained professional and appropriate for an office setting.

This time, she screwed up!

"What are you talking about?" Jessica asked.

"On your knees," Lucy said as she turned back to him.

He didn't respond or obey. Given a few more seconds, perhaps Derek would have been able to challenge her, but he instead remained silent and motionless. In terms of defiance, that was the best he could do, yet it still worked...or so he thought.

"He's going to do it," Miranda said, she started giggling.

*His sister-in-law had always been something of her brat, but now he wanted to grind his teeth, stomp over to her, and show her what he could do. Before Derek could make a decision or act, his assistant struck him across the face. She backhanded him. In one moment, she was right there, and in the next, the pain flashed across his skin.

"On your knees," she ordered, reaching up and grabbing him by his shoulder.

Theoretically, she wasn't strong enough to force him down. And yet, he obeyed, breaking and falling to his knees in front of her.

"And that's how you do it," she said as she reached into her pocket. At work, she had been wearing a pair of tights and a skirt. Here, she had on sleek black pants. She pulled out a lighter and her pack of cigarettes.

"You're not supposed to smoke in here," Jessica said automatically.

"Does it bother you?"

His wife didn't respond.

"Do it," Miranda encouraged this stranger, all because she had known about his prohibition against smoking in his house, and maybe she found it annoying.

More importantly, Lucy didn't need that kind of permission. She grinned, brought the cigarette to her lips, lit it, and inhaled.

"Would you like one?" Lucy asked, turning back to Miranda first.

"Don't, don't you dare," Derek said automatically.

"I don't think anyone's interested in your opinion," Miranda said as she hopped over. She took a cigarette, pinched it between two fingers, and held it out. Kind and considerate, Lucy lit it for the other girl.

"Don't do it," he said. "Don't you dare!"

Lucy grabbed him by his hair, jerked his head back, and looked right into his eyes. In that moment, he wanted to speak, yet the words abandoned him all over again. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't think of anything to say. He didn't know how to speak, when she focused on him with the heat of her gaze. She could melt away every word, everything he thought he knew about the world.

Then she let go, she giggled, and Miranda announced, "wow. That's really good. I mean, I used to smoke in college, but I forgot how satisfying it can be." She closed her eyes, inclined her chin, and relaxed as the pleasure rushed through her.

"You like one?" Lucy asked, turning back to Jessica.

"I really shouldn't…"

"Come on," Miranda said, encouraging her sister.

Again, Derek needed to say something. This time, however, he couldn't find that automatic response. Instead, he turned back to his wife, and he stared at her. He kept hoping that she was going to make the right decision. Only then, she reached out, and she took a cigarette. His mouth fell open, and Lucy casually took that opportunity to blow another cloud down against his lips. He shut his mouth less than a second later, yet the bitter taste still hit his tongue. He started coughing, and Miranda was laughing. Lucy smirked. Jessica seemed to ignore him.

Rather, she focused on the cigarette poised between her fingertips. "I used to smoke before I got together with Derek."

"But he told you to stop, didn't he?" Miranda asked.

"A man should never tell a woman what to do," Lucy said, her tone emphatic. "Men are meant to serve."

"You really mean that, don't you?" Miranda asked, amazed.

"Absolutely," said Lucy. "Men are inferior. I mean, just look at him right now. I just walked in here, and I grabbed him, and I pushed him down to his knees. Technically, he is stronger. And yet, he still has to do whatever I say."

"Are you blackmailing him? Are you doing something else to control him?"

"Nope," Lucy said as she enjoyed another puff off of her cigarette. "I just understand that he's a man, so he's vulnerable. I can take advantage of that."

"This is amazing," Jessica said. She enjoyed another pull on her cigarette, all while he watched. At the same time, Derek did his best not to breathe. Every few seconds, he had to pull just a tiny bit of oxygen back down into his chest, yet every time he did so, there was that painful burn like little needles stabbing down into his lungs.

"It is," Lucy agreed with a vibrant smile.

All three of these women were smoking above him, and there was nothing he could do to stop them.

Perhaps he couldn't control Lucy, or even Miranda, but he had to talk to his wife. That was the moment when he jumped to his feet, and he rushed over to her. He grabbed Jessica by her shoulders, and he looked right into her eyes. "Jessica, you can't do this. You can't smoke!"

For those first couple of seconds, she didn't respond. Instead, she still held onto her cigarette, the tip glowing that faint orange hue.

"And I don't think you should tell me what to do," she answered.

That was when Lucy snuck up on him, leaned forward, and said, "Strip. Strip because these women obviously aren't going to listen to you. We are in charge, and you obey. And remember, I can always make it worse."

"I'm not going to obey," he said. At least, he tried. Derek only made it about halfway through his promise before she slapped him again. Her hand flew up, and she struck hard right across his cheek, leaving the soft glow of a red imprint on his face. "Remember, it can always get worse." She was right about that. He remembered the belt, the paddle, and his skin still tingled after she slapped him.

He sucked in another breath despite the poisonous atmosphere. Then he stepped back, and Lucy watched him. At this point, she just smiled as though she knew exactly how he was going to break.

As hard as he tried to speak, he didn't. Instead, he watched her, and she said, "Strip."

By her command, he began to pull off his shirt. Miranda smiled. Jessica gasped. He yanked off his shirt first, and then he pulled off his shoes. Next, he yanked down his pants, and he couldn't believe he was doing this. If anything, it felt like someone else was compelling him. He was just a puppet, so he had to do exactly what this girl said.

His assistant, his little sister in law, and his wife…

They were all watching him!

At one point, Derek finally managed to summon the courage to look up at his wife. He saw Jessica, and he expected indignation, outrage, or something else. She was supposed to be on the cusp of telling him to stop because this was utterly ridiculous. It was their home, and she wasn't going to let a girl like Lucy Brier tell them what to do!

Instead, he saw the glistening shine of intrigue, amusement, and something else. Her lips parted, almost like she wanted to eat something. But then, Jessica pulled the cigarette up to her lips, and she inhaled. All three of the women were smoking now!

The revulsion crawled along his skin; he couldn't believe it. He couldn't accept it. He wasn't supposed to tolerate this kind of behavior from the women in his life. On the contrary, he was the man. This was his house!

Even so, Derek stripped, so now he was naked. He was completely and utterly bare in front of these women.

"Would you like a demonstration?" Lucy asked.

"Watching him strip was pretty good," Miranda said. "But I'm guessing you have something else in mind?"

"I do," Lucy replied.

Jessica remained silent, but Lucy didn't seem to mind. Instead, she walked over to the empty chair in the corner of the room, she lifted her blouse, she grabbed onto the sides of her tight pants, and then she kicked away her shoes. By now, Derek figured out exactly what she was going to do and what she had in mind. Still, he couldn't accept that final conclusion. He couldn't believe it, even as he watched that girl with the fiery red hair pull down her pants, along with her panties.

Within moments, she was half naked.

"Arousal helps," Lucy said. She wasn't talking to him, however. Instead, Lucy glanced back at his wife and sister-in-law. "When guys get turned on, they get dumb and malleable. Sometimes, they can throw tantrums, which might make them dangerous if you don't know how to handle them, but I don't think that's going to be a problem with this boy."

"Why not?" Jessica asked.

"What? Your husband didn't tell you about me? He didn't talk about how I have already punished him at work or how I can tell him to do whatever I want. He always obeys?" Jessica returned her attention to Derek. "What's wrong? Are you ashamed?"

He wanted to say something, yet he couldn't bring himself to voice any kind of response. And now, she sat down, she kept her back straight, she rested her elbows along her knees, and she spread her legs. He glanced in her direction, and he saw her eyes, her lips, the contours of her neck in the curves of her breasts. Worse than all of that, he saw her naked pussy.

"Crawl to me," Lucy said. Again, she turned back to the other women. "Watch. He's going to do it. He doesn't want to, but he can't help himself."

Derek glanced over at his wife for just a moment. His eyes met hers, yet he only found that same interest from before. She was fascinated by this; she wanted to see exactly what was going to happen.

"Come here, boy. You don't want to make it any worse than it's already going to be." Those quick, singsong notes hit the air, and it sounded like she was amused. Lucy could have burst out laughing at him at any second.

Derek understood what that meant. She wasn't threatening him; instead, this was a promise.

His chest tightened, his breath quickened, and his throat seemed to lock up. Even so, he lowered himself down onto his hands and knees. Naked and on display in front of these women, he crawled. He crawled right up to her, and then Jessica finally called out, "Has he ever done this for you before?" Apparently, she had been able to guess exactly what this young woman had in mind too.

"No," Lucy said. "You want me to stop?" Obviously, she was never going to address Derek with a question like that. Lucy, however, actually respected his wife.

Derek turned back to her. Again, the hope blazed across his psyche as he waited for his wife to give the one answer he needed to hear. And yet, she was watching. Not only that, she had reached down, unconsciously brushed her fingers along her knee, then up toward her inner thigh, almost like she couldn't help herself. It wasn't just the smoking. There was a different kind of arousal that Lucy seemed to trigger with her mere presence.

So now Jessica made up her mind. "You can do it. You can make him do it."

"Hear that, Derek?" Lucy said, dropping her voice to a stage whisper. "Your wife just gave me permission to use you." Her hand shot out with her fingers lacing their way through his hair before she pulled him forward and yanked his face up between her inner thighs. His cheeks brushed along her skin. His stubble probably scratched at her tender flesh, not that she noticed or cared. Instead, she was far more interested in his lips and the tip of his tongue.

For one or two or three seconds, Derek didn't force himself to do anything. Still, he breathed in, and there was another scent. Combined with the aroma of smoke and perfume, he now picked up on that note of her arousal…

She was turned on by this!

Derek shouldn't have been surprised, yet that physical confirmation still sent another spasm of dread racing through his body.

"Don't make me angry, boy," she ordered. "I can always make it worse."

He clinched, locking his eyes shut even as he pushed his face a tiny bit forward. His mouth pressed against her pussy, and then he parted his lips, and he stuck out his tongue. Worse than that, he began to lick.

He slid his tongue along her pussy, and she started to groan, to moan, to purr as she enjoyed that first taste of ecstasy. For her, it wasn't a simple question of physicality (even if she enjoyed that part). Instead, there was something else, something so intoxicating about having this man service her. She was in control, and she commanded him. In fact, she grabbed onto the hair at the back of his head and she started to adjust his angle. She yanked, forcing him a little more to the left or right, or down as she saw fit. Theoretically, she could have told him what to do. Instead, she started to moan again before those noises morphed into a cry of bliss.

"Does he ever do that for you?" Lucy asked, her face red. Despite her attempt at composure, her voice still strained.

*"No," Jessica said. "He offers, but he doesn't really know how to do it right."

"If you're up for it, I think you should tell him exactly what you want tonight."

"Can I use him?" Miranda interrupted.

"No," he blurted out right away.

Lucy smacked him across the face. "No one asked you," she said. But then, Lucy seemed to consider her tone. She glanced over at Jessica again. "He's your husband. How do you feel about sharing him with your sister?"

The two women looked back and forth at one another for several seconds. As sisters, they had that silent language; they knew how to communicate so much with just a momentary glance. Then she nodded.

Lucy leaned down and said to them, "Crawl over to your sister-in-law and lick her pussy like a good slave."

He opened his mouth. He was ready to answer. He wanted to channel his defiance and promise her something like, "I'm not a slave, and you can't make me do whatever you want!" The words sounded bright, aggressive, and defiant. They sounded like they would require genuine courage.

With that fresh fear pumping through his body, he couldn't speak.

"Do it," Lucy said.

Again, he found himself crawling. He made his way across the floor, and suddenly he was right in front of her. Miranda made a point of standing, of lifting her dress and pulling down her panties. But then he gulped, he looked up at her, and he understood exactly what kind of power this girl could wield. She was like Lucy in so many ways. In fact, he started to suspect that virtually every woman had this potential for authority. Up until now, they simply hadn't realized it…

Hoping to short-circuit her, he jerked his head up. "Please. I can't. I can't, you can't make me." The words tumbled out of his mouth, frantic and desperate, one after another.

He didn't hear Lucy's footsteps as she hopped up and rushed over to him. She grabbed him by his hair again. Her grip was surprisingly strong as she yanked, pulling him up. Then she shoved him against the wall.

"Hands on the wall. Don't move."

He complied, first lifting his palms and pressing his fingertips to the painted surface of the wall. Then he froze.

She walked over, she grabbed his belt from his discarded pants, and she doubled it up.

No, he thought bitterly. He couldn't take this, not this, not again…

Only now, it was about to be worse. "Miranda, do you want to try?"

"You mean, I get to use the belt on him?" Awe traced every word. Clearly, she couldn't believe it. She wasn't sure how to accept this kind of possibility.

"That's exactly what I mean," Lucy promised her.

Miranda grinned, giggled, and actually started hopping up and down. Within a few more seconds, she held onto the belt, she adjusted it, and Derek knew he had to move. He had to spin around, confront them, say something, and get them to stop. With the right words or phrases, he honestly believed that he would be able to regain control.

Miranda slapped the belt down hard against the curve of his right, butt cheek. She didn't wait for him to recover. She grinned, jerked it into the air, and smacked the other side of his ass. The twinned sensations burned across his senses. His fingers pressed down, and he shoved hard against the wall. Even then, that wasn't enough.

She struck two or three or four or five more times. A barrage landed, crashing hard and making him gasp. Pretty soon, he cried out, and his eyes were wet.

Then it stopped, and she was laughing. "Can I show you something?" Lucy said.

"What?" If you hold onto the belt like this and strike him this way, you can make it hurt a lot more." He didn't see exactly what kind of technique she was about to demonstrate.

He felt it for himself!

Lucy swung down, and the sound of leather, striking his vulnerable flesh echoed across the air. It bounced along the walls and up towards the ceiling.

"I want to try," Miranda said.

Again, he needed to look back toward Jessica. If he could say something to his wife, then maybe Derek would have been able to get out of this. And yet, she had remained quiet.

If he glanced back at her, he already knew what he would see: that amused interest from before.

Even if she was quiet, she was still fascinated.

Then again, their relationship had never really been equal. As a businessman, he had told her early on in their relationship that he needed to focus on his company. Although he made the right noises about loving her, and prioritizing her, there had always been that gap in their expectations. If it came down to work or his life with Jessica, he would almost always focus on the company, doing anything and everything he could to succeed.

It hadn't really mattered.

But now, Jessica saw a new approach. She saw a vision of the future, one where she could command him and take whatever she wanted.

Those thoughts disappeared in a haze of pain. The inferno of agony burned across his body as Miranda laughed. The amusement and entertainment granted her extra strength. Pretty soon, the tempo sped up. She struck over and over again, leaving crisscrossing red marks all along his ass. Then, when she was finally done, she retreated back to the couch, she sat down, spread her legs, and commanded, "Crawl over here, boy. Crawl over here like a dumb little dog!" She was still tutoring, giggling, and chortling. Those happy little sounds vibrated along with the air, and he finally pushed his arms away. Then he dropped his hands to his sides with his knees bent, and he fell to the floor. Then he started crawling toward that girl.

Right before he headed over to her, he made the mistake of glancing over at Jessica. She saw him. She smiled. She waved.

His wife wasn't going to help him…

But then it was too late, because he had his mouth pushed up between Miranda's legs, and he started licking and lapping his tongue over her pussy, just as he had done for Lucy.

Like the girl who was supposed to be his assistant, Miranda threw herself into the bright and vivid ecstasy of his service. She must've enjoyed the way his tongue pushed along her opening and teased her clit. He went in deep. She wouldn't have tolerated anything else. As Lucy had demonstrated, Miranda held onto his hair. She used his scalp like a leash, forcing him to go in deep, to give her those eager and frantic movements. Perhaps he hated this. If so, it didn't matter because few men lived with this kind of energy.

"That, that feels so good. Damn. I, I didn't know. I didn't know it could be this good!" Then she cried out, hollering as the air escaped her lungs.

"Come here," came a voice.

Miranda was done with her brother-in-law, and he just heard his wife. His ass still burned, and his cheeks still tingled. At the same time, he turned, and he was down on his knees in front of his wife.

"Derek," she said.

"Please, don't do this. Please…" He started to close his eyes, and that was the moment when she lifted her hand and slapped him across the face. Then, just like Lucy, she grabbed him by his hair. She forced his head back, and she stared down into his wide eyes.

"No," she said. "From now on, things are going to be different. From now on, you belong to me. You do what I say, if I want to smoke, I'm going to smoke. If I order you to go down on me, then you're going to do it. But first, I want you to prove something to me."

"What?"

"Open your mouth," she ordered. Her tone had shifted. This wasn't just an order. It was a different kind of command. Those sounds seemed to drill straight into the center of his being, like he couldn't imagine any scenario where he would be able to defy this woman. She was in charge, she had spoken, and now she expected him to obey.

Nothing else seemed like a real possibility.

As such, he opened his mouth. "Stick out your tongue," she said.

"No," he answered. "Please, don't make me do it."

She tightened her grip, adjusting her hold on those strands of his hair. She jerked again, sending another sharp dagger of pain down into his flesh. His eyes widened, he whimpered, and then he stuck out his tongue.

With her free hand, she lifted her cigarette, and she held it up. For a moment, he worried she was going to put it out on his tongue. Instead, she took another drag, and then she leaned forward, kissing him hard. She exhaled, blowing the smoke into his mouth and down his throat.

She pulled away. He started to cough.

"No," she said. "You're going to prove your loyalty to me by holding it in."

"I can't!" Derek called out between those frantic gasps.

"You can," she said. "Because if you don't, I'm going to send you home with Lucy. I'm sure she would enjoy keeping you caught and helpless for a couple of days. I wonder what else she could do to you."

"No…" Eyes wide, he frantically shook his head from side to side.

"Last chance," she said. Again, she brought that delicate cylinder up to her mouth. She wrapped her lips around the tip, and she inhaled, sucking in another breath. The orange flames glowed brighter, and then she leaned down. He could have tried to pull back, but he was sure she meant it.

Perhaps a woman like Jessica didn't know how to threaten or break men, but Lucy did. So long as his wife was willing to share him, she could break him.

He opened his mouth, and she blew that next puff of silvery smoke into his mouth. He could feel it run along the roof of his mouth, then down his throat. She pulled back. Then she put her hand over his lips. "Don't try to cough," she said.

His eyes watered, and he could feel those toxic fumes all the way down in his lungs, scraping against the inside of his body. Violated, frustrated, and helpless, he held it in. Finally, she laughed, and he started sputtering out his coughs.

Like Miranda, Jessica had already pulled down her panties. She must've done it during one of those moments when he hadn't been paying attention, but now it's time for him to serve that third woman. He licked her pussy, moving his head up and down with the eager desperation of a slave who needed to avoid punishment. He swiped his tongue up and down. He went in deep.

As he worshiped her, he understood what he was giving up.

And then she grabbed him and pushed him down. "I know exactly what I want," she said as she grabbed his stiffened cock. She took her naked husband and spread him out. Then she lowered herself down, and she claimed him. With her legs spread, she mounted her enslaved husband! Her pussy trapped his cock. She took his erection, locking it between the walls of her opening.

And now she started to ride him, going up and down. She was laughing. Not only that, Lucy understood what she really wanted, so she gave this girl another cigarette. It was already late, and she was smoking and riding him and moaning and laughing.

Then she ordered him to open his mouth again. "Do it," Jessica ordered.

The other women agreed. With the sounds of their voices, beating down on him, he couldn't resist.

Derek opened his mouth, and she took that lit cigarette, and she dropped it right there between edges of his teeth. It fell along his tongue and dropped down to the back of his throat. She laughed again. He tried to spit it out, but she leaned forward. Even as she fucked him, Jessica watched his eyes widen as he whimpered and tried to shout or scream.

But then she came, and there was that pain, and the ecstasy swept across his body. There was that coalescing arousal that seemed to spin and swirl into something utterly undeniable.

She pulled back, and he had already climaxed. So had she. He rolled over onto his side, he was coughing. He spat out the cigarette, and now he climbed onto his hands and knees.

When he looked up, he saw Jessica, Lucy, and Miranda poised above him. Instantly, he understood he would always be owned. This was just the beginning.

Lucy leaned down, and she whispered, "Thank us. Thank us for training you. Thank us for showing you the way."

"Thank you for training me!"

Lucy wasn't done. "And you're going to sell your company, aren't you? You're going to sell your company to Julia Vega. Say it."

"I'm going to sell my company," he agreed. "I'll sell it to Julia Vega for whatever she wants."

"That's right, slave," Lucy said. "But don't worry. This is going to give you so much more time at home, and I'm sure these two are going to have fun with you. Aren't you a lucky boy?" She flashed him another one of those beautifully intoxicating grins because there was nothing he could do to stop her. There was nothing he could do to stop any of them.

The End
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The Verger Treatment

James has power and respect, so he views the people around him as servants and tools. Still, he isn’t invulnerable—no matter what he thinks. His wife suggests a wellness retreat, so James is brought to Crestwood Asylum, a facility where wealthy individuals are imprisoned, trained, and broken. They can be modified with surgery and electroshock therapy, and later sold off as personalized slaves or monetized. James initially feels secure, but his world is about to change when he is stripped, shaved, and locked in a straitjacket. His "cure" begins with a diagnosis, chastity, intensive punishment, and surgery. This is the first novella about a facility where anyone can be enslaved as they’re subjected to surgery and brainwashing. The cruel doctors and surgeons know what it takes to transform any patient.

*This 34,000-word novella features extensive domination, bondage, cuckolding, chastity training, feminization, electroshock therapy, medical play, surgery, and more. All characters are consenting adults over the age of 18.

Jasmine’s Sissy

Jasmine, a traditional girl with a passion for fashion, started her own business. Now she needs a model to showcase her clothing, so she picks Michael. He’ll be perfect! With the right incentives, Jasmine manipulates him into modeling for her. She designs various outfits for him, but eventually wants to own him entirely. She plans to tie him down, force him to clean her apartment, and even creates an adorable uniform for him. Michael may struggle to resist, but if it comes down to a battle of wills, he’ll lose. There’s no way this boy can compete against a woman like Jasmine.

*This 27,000-word novella features female domination, sissification, feminization, chastity training, spankings, and more. All characters are consenting adults over the age of eighteen.

Black Widows

Miranda uses her beauty, charisma, and gravitas to attract men. She teasingly taunts them until she gets bored. Her new husband, Christian, faces a darker fate as Miranda's true intentions are to strip him of his assets, dignity, and freedom. Miranda's two daughters, Alyssa and Katrina, help her tease and humiliate Christian; these women can work together to break him. Christian is locked in chastity and trained to crawl as Miranda enjoys herself. Outnumbered and outsmarted, he doesn’t stand a chance against this woman and her two daughters.

*This 26,000-word novella features extensive female domination, cuckolding, humiliation, findom, light CBT and SPH. All characters are consenting adults over the age of 18.

Bullied Cuckold

Dylan feels like a lucky guy since he’s dating Alyssa. She’s so pretty—definitely out of his league. It won’t last. Dylan gets into a fight with Ryan, a guy who bullied him all through high school. Alyssa can only watch. And when it’s done, she’s turned on. She can’t help it. More importantly, Alyssa decides to have sex with Ryan whenever she wants, and Dylan can't stop her. He offers everything he has, but he can’t satisfy his girl. As Alyssa explores this new side of herself, she humiliates Dylan and teaches him to obey his superiors. Pretty soon, she’ll have this boy on his knees as he begs and pleads and gives up everything.

*This 9,000-word story features cuckolding, extensive humiliation, male chastity training, reluctant bi, elements of SPH, and more. All characters are consenting adults over the age of 18.
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