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MINE


The quarterly projections are absolute bullshit, and everyone seated at this mahogany table knows it.

I lean back in my leather chair, steeping my fingers together, watching Patterson flounder through his presentation like a terrified first-year analyst instead of my VP. The numbers don't lie, but apparently, Patterson does. We are three minutes into this pathetic dog-and-pony show, and I have already spotted two glaring discrepancies that simply do not add up.

I should fire him. I would have already, if I gave a single damn about anything beyond maintaining absolute control of the empire I built from nothing. 

"Mr. Shaw?" Patterson's voice cracks, a fissure in his composure. "Do you have questions about the third-quarter margins?"

I have questions about why he thinks I'm stupid enough not to notice he's been skimming off the top, but that particular conversation won't happen here. Not yet. I prefer my executions private. Exact and restrained the way my father should have handled his betrayals instead of letting them bleed him dry.

"Continue," I say, my voice flat, revealing nothing

The room remains suffocatingly silent, save for Patterson's nervous, shallow breathing and the low, expensive hum of the HVAC system. Five executives, ten board members, and every single one of them is afraid to move.

Good. Fear keeps people honest.

Or, at the very least, it keeps them obedient.

My phone buzzes against the table. I ignore it. Then it buzzes again—a double vibration. My assistant's emergency code. I slide the device out of my pocket and glance at the illuminated screen.

New intern starting today. HR sent her up by mistake. She's outside the boardroom.

I'm about to text back that whoever it is can wait until I'm finished disemboweling my VP, but then the heavy oak door opens.

And everything stops.

She is a disaster. That's my first coherent thought.

My second is that I want to be the one who caused it.

Dark hair is falling out of what was probably meant to be a severe, professional bun, escaping in wild tendrils that make my fingers itch to tangle in them. She's wearing a white blouse with one too many buttons undone—not in a way that suggests seduction, but rather a frantic morning rush—and she is juggling a steaming coffee cup in one hand and an overstuffed messenger bag that is actively shedding papers onto the pristine floor of my sanctuary.

"Oh god, I'm so sorry—" She freezes, the words dying in her throat as her eyes go wide, taking in the room full of suits staring back at her. "I thought this was—they said third floor conference room—"

"This is the executive boardroom," my COO Marcus says. His tone isn't unkind, but it cuts through the silence. "Third floor general conference is down the hall."

Her cheeks flush the most perfect, vivid shade of pink I have ever seen. It travels from her neck to her hairline in seconds, and something dark and hungry unfurls in my chest at the sight.

"Right. Of course. I'm so sorry, I—"

She bends down to snatch up the wayward papers, and gravity takes over. Her bag slides off her shoulder, upending itself and spilling more contents across the carpet. A laptop clatters down. Pens roll away. A worn paperback lands face-up: some supermarket romance novel featuring a shirtless, muscled man on the cover.

Someone snickers.

Her flush deepens to a crimson burn that makes my mouth water. She scrambles to shove everything back into her bag, her movements jerky with mortification. She won't look up. She refuses to meet anyone's eyes, shrinking into herself like she's trying to disappear.

Submissive body language. Instinctive. Natural.

And absolutely fucking devastating.

My cock twitches behind my zipper, surging with interest for the first time in months. When was the last time anything genuinely aroused me instead of just providing mechanical release?

"Leave it," I say.

The command cuts through the air like a whip. She freezes instantly, half-crouched, one hand hovering over her laptop. Perfect. She responds to authority like she was born for it.

"Stand up."

Slowly, she does. Her eyes finally lift to mine, and the impact hits me like a fist to the center of my chest. Dark eyes, intelligent despite the chaos surrounding her, with something wounded lurking beneath the surface. Something fragile that calls to every predatory instinct I've spent years honing. Something that makes me want to either protect her or ruin her.

Definitely both.

"What's your name?" I ask, keeping my voice low and controlled, even as something primal and possessive starts clawing its way up my throat.

"Elena. McNeil. I'm the new MBA intern for the strategy division."

Her voice is steadier than I expected, and the contradiction fascinates me—competent professional on the surface, but I can see her pulse fluttering at her throat. Good. I don't want someone who breaks easily. Where's the satisfaction in conquering something that offers no resistance?

"Elena." I let her name sit on my tongue, testing the weight of it, watching her reaction. Another flush of color hits her skin, deeper this time. Her breath catches, just slightly, causing her chest to rise. She feels it too. This pull. This electricity. "You're aware you just interrupted a board meeting."

"Yes, sir. I'm very sorry. It won't happen again."

Sir.

She said it automatically, reflexively, and I doubt she even realizes the significance of it. But I do. I hear the natural deference in the syllable, see the way she is unconsciously making herself smaller, less threatening. The way her hands twist together in front of her waist like she's fighting the urge to clasp them behind her back.

Like she's fighting the urge to kneel.

I should dismiss her. I should let her scurry off to whatever meaningless intern work awaits her in the strategy department. Instead, every instinct I possess is screaming at me to keep her here, to test how far that natural submission goes.

Instead, I stand.

I'm six-three, broad-shouldered, and I've spent years perfecting the art of using my physical presence to suck the oxygen out of a room. I watch her register my height, her eyes widening as I move around the massive conference table toward her. Her pulse flutters visibly at the hollow of her throat, a hummingbird trapped under skin, and the sight makes my blood sing with dark satisfaction.

"Pick up your things," I say quietly, stepping into her personal space until I can smell her shampoo—something clean and simple that makes me want to bury my face in her hair. "Slowly."

She blinks. Confused. But she obeys.

Christ, she obeys without question.

She drops to her knees—and the sight nearly undoes me. I have to lock my jaw to keep from groaning out loud as she starts gathering the scattered papers, slower this time. I stand directly over her, looking down at the delicate curve of her neck, the way her hair falls forward to curtain her face. I find myself imagining my hand fisted in that dark hair, pulling her head back, exposing that throat to me completely while she looks up at me with those wide, trusting eyes.

Mine. The word slams into my consciousness with brutal certainty.

The room is dead silent. Everyone is watching this interaction, trying to figure out what the hell I'm doing.

I'm figuring out if she is what I think she is. What I need her to be.

She stands, clutching her bag tight against her sternum, and she has to tilt her head back to meet my eyes. She's maybe five-six. The perfect height for me to—

Focus, Shaw.

"Third floor, down the hall, second door on the left," I say, my control falters in my voice "Don't be late again."

"No, sir. Thank you, sir."

There it is again. Sir. It vibrates through me straight to my half-hard cock, and I have to resist the urge to reach out and trace the line of her jaw, to see if her skin is as soft as it looks.

She practically runs from the room, and the heavy door clicks shut behind her, sealing us back in the tomb of the boardroom.

I return to my seat, ignoring the confused, wary looks from my executives. Patterson is still standing at the front of the room, looking like he is waiting for permission to continue breathing.

"We're done here," I say, waving a hand. "Patterson, my office in twenty minutes. The rest of you, out."

They file out quickly, sensing the shift in the atmosphere. Only Marcus lingers by the door.

"You okay?" he asks.

"Fine." Even I don't believe myself.

"That was... intense. She's just an intern, Dec."

I look at him, and whatever he sees in my face makes him raise his hands in immediate surrender.

"Right. None of my business. I'll just—" He backs toward the door. "Try not to scare her off in her first week?"

I'm not planning to scare her off. I'm planning to own her completely.

He leaves, closing the door softly.

I pull out my phone and text my assistant.

Send me the file on Elena McNeil. Everything.

The response is immediate: On your desk in five minutes.

I should be thinking about Patterson's embezzlement. I should be strategizing about the forensic audit I'm going to have to order, about the board's reaction when I fire a VP for theft.

Instead, I am thinking about the way Elena looked on her knees. The way she said sir without being asked. The romance novel in her bag—I caught the title before she shoved it away. Something about submission, dominance. The kind of book you don't read unless you're curious. Unless you're hungry for something you don't know how to ask for.

Unless you're aching for someone to take control and give you permission to want what you're afraid to want.

My assistant delivers the file. I open it, scanning the data with the same ruthless efficiency I apply to hostile takeovers.

Elena McNeil. Twenty-four. Top of her class at Columbia's MBA program. Undergrad at a state school on a full academic scholarship. Student debt: $180,000. Parents deceased. No siblings. References are all glowing.

No romantic attachments listed. No disciplinary issues. A model student, by all accounts.

And completely alone in the world.

I flip through her application essay. Ambitious. Focused. Determined to prove herself in a male-dominated field. Every word calculated and careful, revealing nothing of the woman underneath.

But I saw her. I saw the real Elena in that moment when she fell to her knees.

And completely, utterly unaware of what she is really looking for.

But I know.

I've spent fifteen years learning to read people, to spot the submissives who hide behind professional competence. The women who channel their desperate need for surrender into perfectionism and control. The ones who work themselves to exhaustion because they don't know how to let go.

The ones who fantasize about someone strong enough to make them let go.

The ones who dream about being owned so completely they don't have to be strong anymore.

She walked into my boardroom by accident.

But nothing that happens next will be an accident.

I pick up my desk phone and dial HR, my pulse racing with with contained satisfaction.

"This is Declan Shaw. The new strategy intern, Elena McNeil—I want her reassigned."

"Mr. Shaw? Is there a problem?"

"No problem. Reassign her to executive operations. Effective five days from now. She'll report directly to me."

A pause on the other end of the line. "That's... highly unusual for an intern, Mr. Shaw."

"Then it's fortunate I don't require your opinion on what is usual." Or your permission to claim what's mine.

"Of course. I'll process the change immediately."

I hang up.

The way she looked at me plays on a loop in my mind. Nervous, yes. Embarrassed, definitely.

But underneath? Something dark and needy that matches the hunger clawing through my chest.

Curious. Hungry.

Mine.

She doesn't know it yet. She doesn't know that I'm going to pull apart her carefully constructed life and show her what she really needs. She doesn't know that by the time I'm done, she'll beg me for things she can't even name yet. She doesn't know that I'll teach her to crave my control like air.

She doesn't know that the moment she walked through my door, she sealed her fate.

She doesn't know that I've been waiting my entire life for someone like her to submit to me.

I lean back in my chair, looking out over the sprawling Manhattan skyline, my body thrumming with satisfaction and barely controlled need.

Three months. That's how long her internship contract runs.

Three months to teach her exactly who she belongs to.

Three months to make her mine in every way that matters.


AT HIS DISCRETION


The spreadsheet doesn't make sense.

I have been staring at the glowing grid of Patterson's quarterly report for twenty minutes, cross-referencing numbers until my eyes blur, but the conclusion remains sharp and undeniable: something is wrong. The third-quarter operational costs are inflated by almost thirty million dollars, swelling the budget like a bruise, yet there is no corresponding expenditure breakdown to explain it.

There is just a vague, lazy line item labeled "consulting fees."

Thirty million dollars in consulting fees that appeared out of thin air in July and August, only to vanish completely in September.

I feel sick.

I am exactly three days into my internship at Shaw Industries—three days of fetching coffee and learning the printer codes—and I think I just found evidence of grand larceny. The kind of discovery that either makes careers or destroys them. No middle ground.

"Fuck," I whisper, the word sharp in the silence.

I glance around the empty bullpen, suddenly paranoid someone might have heard.

It is 11 PM on a Thursday. I am completely alone on the third floor, surrounded by the ghosts of strategies past, the smell of stale industrial carpet, and the low, electric hum of computers left running overnight.

I should leave this alone. The smart thing to do—the safe thing to do—would be to close the file, delete my cursory notes, and pretend I never saw anything. I should go home, eat instant ramen, and sleep. I should protect myself like I've learned to do since my parents died and left me alone in the world.

Instead, my fingers move across the keyboard with trembling determination. I pull up the August bank statements.

There.

Wire transfers to a shell company in Delaware. Five separate transfers, ranging from 400k to 8M each, and every single one of them is signed off by Patterson. The VP.

"Fuck," I say again, the word louder this time, shattering the stillness

My hands are shaking so badly I have to pull them away from the desk, curling them into fists to stop the tremor. This is bad. This is career-ending bad—for Patterson, obviously, but potentially for me, too, if I handle this wrong. It's the intern's paradox: if I report it and I'm mistaken, I look incompetent and hysterical. If I report it and I'm right, I'm the whistleblowing intern who got a VP fired in her first week.

No one hires the snitch. Either way, I'm screwed.

But if I don't report it...

I close my eyes, and for a second, I can hear my father's voice from fifteen years ago, back when he was still healthy, before the cancer took his mind and then his body. You see something wrong, you speak up. That's what integrity means, Elena.

He didn't live long enough to see what desperation does to a person's principles. 

It was easy for him to say. He had tenure. He had job security and a pension. I have $180,000 in suffocating student loans and a three-month internship that might not even convert to a full-time offer.

I need this job. I need it like I need oxygen. My loan payments kick in six months from now, and at $2,100 a month, I will be drowning if I don't land something permanent soon. 

But thirty million dollars is thirty million dollars.

I take a shaky breath and screenshot the evidence, my pulse thundering in my ears. I email it to myself on my personal encrypted account, then systematically delete my browser history. Paranoid? Maybe. But if Patterson has the balls to embezzle from a man like Declan Shaw, he definitely has the balls to destroy the evidence and the person who found it.

The person who could destroy him.

Declan Shaw.

Just thinking his name makes my pulse spike, sending a jolt of heat through my veins that has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the dark, forbidden pull I've been trying to ignore for three days.

I've barely seen him since I burst into that board meeting—the single most humiliating moment of my professional life. I was so flustered after escaping that room, my face burning so hot I thought I might faint, that I got lost trying to find the right conference room. I ended up in a janitor's closet. A janitor actually found me standing there two minutes later, staring at a row of wet mops, on the verge of tears.

Great first impression, Elena. Stellar.

But Declan...

God, the way he looked at me.

I can still feel his gaze moving over me. I remember the way he looked at me, like he could see straight through my carefully constructed professional facade to everything I was trying to keep hidden—all my hunger, all my need, all the dark fantasies I've never dared voice aloud.

He is intimidating as hell—tall, broad-shouldered, with silver threading through his dark hair and these intense, glacial blue eyes that seem to calculate your net worth and your deepest, darkest secrets simultaneously.

He looks at me like he knows exactly what I think about when I touch myself late at night.

He's also older than I expected. Late forties, maybe? The business profiles I read in school made him sound younger, but there is a weariness around his eyes that speaks to years of war, of building an empire from nothing but grit and ruthless determination.

And the way he said my name...

Elena.

Low and rough. Like he was tasting it. Like he was testing how the syllables felt in his mouth before he decided what he wanted to do with them.

I shake my head, forcing the memory away before it can spiral into the dangerous territory.

I don't have time for stupid, cliché intern crushes on CEO's who barely know I exist. 

I have embezzlement to report.

I grab my phone, my thumb hovering over the screen like it's radioactive. I pull up the company directory and stare at the list of executive contacts, my heart pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat.

Who do I tell?

HR? They'll escalate it to... Patterson, probably, since he's the VP and technically oversees financial compliance. That's a dead end wrapped in a suicide mission.

The COO, Marcus Reed? He seems nice enough, but I know for a fact he and Patterson golf together every Sunday. I've seen the photos framed in the executive lounge. I can't risk it. I can't risk everything on the hope that friendship won't trump integrity.

That leaves one option.

The only option.

The most dangerous option.

Declan Shaw.

My finger hovers over his name on the screen, and my entire body goes hot with a mixture of terror and unwelcome want. There is a direct office line and an assistant's email listed below it. There is absolutely no way I am getting through directly—the man runs a multi-billion dollar conglomerate. He doesn't take calls from interns at midnight.

But his assistant might.

I take a sharp breath, steeling myself, and dial before I can chicken out and spend the rest of my life wondering what if.

It rings four times. Then: "Mr. Shaw's office."

The voice is crisp, professional, female. It cuts through my panic, and I suddenly realize I have no idea what time it is in... wherever Declan is. Is he in New York? London? Tokyo? 

"Hi, um, this is Elena McNeil. I'm an intern in the strategy division, and I need to speak with Mr. Shaw about an urgent matter."

A pause. I can practically hear her checking the clock and rolling her eyes. "Mr. Shaw is in the office, but he is currently unavailable. You can schedule a meeting with your supervisor regarding any issues and—"

"It's about financial irregularities I found in the quarterly reports," I interrupt, desperation tightening my voice. "It can't wait."

Another pause, longer this time. Heavier. Like she's recalibrating, realizing this might not be a routine call from some hysterical intern. "Hold, please."

Silence. The hold music doesn't even kick in. It's just dead air, stretching between me and whatever comes next. My heart won’t slow, and I’m suddenly aware of how quiet the room is.

What if she just hangs up? What if I've blown my one chance by—

Then a different voice cuts in. Male. Deep. Dry and resonant.

"This is Declan Shaw."

Oh god.

My mouth goes dry. My entire body floods with heat and terror, and something I shut down immediately. He's actually on the phone. With me. At midnight.

"Mr. Shaw. I'm—I'm sorry to bother you so late. This is Elena McNeil, I'm the—"

"I know who you are."

The certainty in his voice stops me cold, steals the breath from my lungs. He knows who I am? I've been here three days. I'm a rounding error in his payroll system. I'm nobody.

So why does he sound like he's been waiting for my call?

"Right. Um." My throat feels like sandpaper. "I was working on the quarterly analysis—just as practice, for my own learning—and I found some discrepancies in Patterson's report. Wire transfers that don't match the operational costs. I think... I think he might be embezzling."

Silence.

It stretches so long, filling the space between us like a living thing, that I wonder if the call dropped. Or if he's deciding whether I'm worth the trouble I'm about to cause.

"Mr. Shaw?"

"Where are you right now?" His voice is steady, but the quiet intensity behind it makes me nervous.

"Third floor. The strategy bullpen."

"Stay there. I'm coming down."

My pulse jolts. "You don't have to—"

"Stay. There."

The command is absolute, slicing through any protest I might have made. He hangs up before I can respond, leaving me staring at my phone in the sudden, deafening silence.

Declan Shaw is coming here. Now. To see me.

I'm either about to save my career or destroy it completely.

I look down at myself, panic hitting all at once. I'm wearing faded jeans and an oversized Columbia sweatshirt because I didn't expect to see anyone at 11 PM, let alone the CEO. My hair is thrown up in a messy, careless ponytail. I'm not wearing a scrap of makeup.

I look like exactly what I am: a broke grad student playing dress-up in the corporate world.

I should change. I should run to the bathroom and fix my hair. I should—

No. This is about embezzlement, not my appearance. Get it together, Elena.

But even as I tell myself that, I can't ignore the way my body is reacting to the knowledge that he's coming. The way my pulse has kicked into overdrive. The way my skin feels too tight, too hot.

The way I'm already wet just thinking about being alone with him.

I pull up the files on my laptop, organizing my notes with trembling fingers. I force myself to inhale, exhale. Try to slow my breathing. Try to pretend I'm not about to fall apart.

Twelve minutes later, the elevator dings down the hall.

He's here.

Heavy footsteps follow, rhythmic and purposeful. They sound like he owns every inch of this floor, every fiber of the carpet. Like he owns everything and everyone on it.

Then he's there.

Declan Shaw fills the doorway like he was designed for it. He's wearing charcoal slacks that fit impeccably and a crisp white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, exposing thick, powerful forearms dusted with dark hair. No tie. The top button is undone, revealing a hint of the strong column of his throat. He looks like he's been working late, too, but somehow exhaustion only makes him look more commanding. More dangerous.

His eyes—that piercing, icy blue—find mine across the empty office, and I feel pinned to my chair like a butterfly in a collector's display. Caught and claimed.

"Show me," he says.

I nod, turning my laptop toward him with hands that shake despite my best efforts. He crosses the room in three long strides, rounding my desk to invade my personal space without a second of hesitation. He leans over my shoulder to look at the screen.

And everything changes.

His presence hits me, immediate and destabilizing. He smells like sandalwood and crisp linen, with an underlying hint of scotch. It makes me want to press my face against his throat and breathe him in until I'm dizzy with it.

Focus, Elena.

"Here," I say, and I'm proud that my voice sounds steadier than I feel, even though my entire body is vibrating with awareness. I point to the cells with a finger that barely trembles. "The consulting fees don't match any contracts in the vendor system. And these wire transfers—" I switch tabs to the bank records. "They go to a shell company. Five transfers over two months, totaling thirty million. Then nothing."

His jaw tightens, a muscle feathering near his ear as he scans the numbers. He is silent for a long moment, and I become hyperaware of how close he is. His hand is braced on the edge of my desk, inches from mine. I can feel the heat radiating off his body, soaking into my side like sunlight through glass.

I want to lean into him. I want to turn my face up and see what he'd do if I—

Stop.

"You found this tonight?" he asks, his voice low, right next to my ear.

The rumble goes straight through me, vibrating low in my core.

"Yes, sir."

His eyes flick to mine at the title, something dark and unreadable passing through them—something that steals my breath. Then he straightens, pulling his body away from mine, and the loss of warmth is instant and devastating.

I want it back. I want him back.

He pulls out his phone, all business now, but I catch the way his gaze lingers on me for just a moment too long.

"Send me everything. Screenshots, your notes, all of it. Use this email." He shows me the screen—a private address, not his company one.

I forward everything rapidly while he hits a contact and lifts the phone to his ear, his movements sharp and decisive.

"Marcus. I need you in the office. Now." A pause. "I don't care what time it is. Twenty minutes."

He just summoned his COO to the office at midnight. With two words.

He hangs up, then makes another call immediately. "Legal. Get me outside counsel for a forensic audit. I want a team here first thing tomorrow morning. No, keep it off the internal comms."

He ends the call, slides the phone into his pocket, and looks at me.

"You did the right thing bringing this to me."

"I wasn't sure if I should—"

"You should. Always." His voice drops an octave, the gravel returning, and something in his tone makes my stomach clench with need. "This company has zero tolerance for theft. Patterson is done."

The finality in his tone makes my spine go rigid, warmth spreading where I don’t want it. This is what real power looks like. No theatrics or noise. Just cold, absolute certainty. He just ended a man's career with two phone calls.

"Will you need me to—to testify or something? For the investigation?"

"Yes. You'll be interviewed by the auditors." He studies me for a moment, his gaze sweeping over my face like he's memorizing every detail. "This won't hurt your internship, Elena. If anything, it demonstrates integrity."

Relief floods through me, making my knees weak. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. You earned it." He glances at the files still open on my laptop, the timestamps visible. "You were doing extra work. On your own time."

"I wanted to understand the full picture. The assignment I was given was too narrow to make sense of the data."

One corner of his mouth lifts. It's almost a smile, but sharper. More dangerous. More predatory. "Initiative. It's a rare quality."

He's still looking at me, and the silence stretches between us like a taut wire. I become acutely, painfully aware that we are alone on this massive floor. That it is almost midnight. That he is standing close enough that I would only have to lean forward slightly to brush against him.

"I should let you handle this," I say quickly, reaching to close my laptop, needing something to do with my hands before I do something stupid. Like reach for him. "I'm sure you have a lot to do."

"I do." But he doesn't move. He doesn't back away. If anything, he seems to settle deeper into my space. "How are you finding the internship so far? Besides uncovering financial crimes?"

Is he... making conversation? With me? At midnight?

"It's good. Challenging. Everyone has been helpful."

"Everyone?"

"Well. Most people." I think about the senior analyst who told me to get him coffee yesterday, assuming I was a personal assistant because I'm a woman. "It's competitive. But I expected that."

"And you don't mind competition."

It isn't a question. Somehow, looking at me with those discerning eyes, he already knows the answer. He's reading me like I'm an open book, and I should be terrified by how exposed that makes me feel.

Instead, it makes me wet.

"No, sir. I don't."

There is that look again. Intense and assessing. Like he's cataloging my responses, filing them away for later use. 

The elevator dings. Marcus Reed steps out, looking rumpled and annoyed. His eyes land on me, then Declan, and confusion crosses his face.

"What's the emergency?" Marcus asks.

"Patterson's been embezzling. Elena found the evidence." Declan gestures to my laptop. "I need you to secure his office. Nothing gets touched until the auditors arrive."

Marcus's eyes widen. "Jesus. How much?"

"Thirty million. Possibly more."

"Fuck." Marcus runs a hand through his hair, then seems to remember I'm there. "Sorry. I mean—"

"It's fine," I say. "I've heard worse."

Marcus gives me a tired smile. "I bet you have. Columbia MBA program, right? My alma mater. Cutthroat as hell."

"Still is."

"Well, you just saved this company a lot of money and headache. Nice work."

The validation feels good. Better than it should. 

Declan's phone buzzes. He glances at it, then looks at me. "It's late. You should go home."

"I can stay if you need—"

"Go home, Elena." His voice is firm, brooking no argument. But there's something underneath it—something protective, possessive—that makes my stomach flip and my pulse race. "We'll handle it from here."

I gather my things, shoving my laptop into my bag with hands that shake more than they should. Both men are already deep in conversation, Marcus on his phone arranging for security.

I'm halfway to the elevator when Declan calls out.

"Elena."

I turn, and the intensity in his voice makes makes me still.

He's watching me with that focused attention that makes me feel like the only person in the room. The only person in the world. "Tomorrow morning. 9 AM. My office. We need to discuss your reassignment."

My heart stops. "Reassignment?"

"You're wasted in strategy. I'm moving you to executive operations."

"But I—that's not—" I don't even know what that means. "Don't I need to interview for that?"

“No.” A decision, not a discussion. “9 AM”

Then he turns back to Marcus, dismissing me like he didn't just upend my entire world.

I stand there for a moment, stunned, before my brain catches up and I stumble toward the elevator.

As the doors close, I catch one last glimpse of him. He's looking at his phone, all business, like he didn't just change everything.

Executive operations.

Reporting to Declan Shaw.

I should be thrilled. This is an incredible opportunity.

So why do I feel like I just walked into a trap?

The subway ride back to my apartment in Astoria takes forty minutes. I spend the entire time alternating between elation at potentially getting Patterson fired and anxiety about tomorrow's meeting.

Executive operations. I don't even know what that entails. The job posting I applied for was strategy—market analysis, competitive research, maybe some M&A support. Safe. Predictable.

Executive operations sounds like... what? Being Declan's assistant? Fetching coffee and scheduling meetings?

No. He wouldn't pull me from strategy for that. He said I demonstrated initiative, integrity. He wouldn't waste that on administrative work.

Would he?

By the time I get home, it's past one in the morning. My roommate Sienna is asleep, her bedroom door closed. I brush my teeth, wash my face, and collapse into bed.

But I can't sleep.

I keep thinking about the way Declan looked at me. That penetrating gaze that seemed to see more than I wanted to show. The way he stood so close, invading my space without apology.

The way it made me feel.

I'm not naive. I know what attraction feels like. I had a boyfriend in undergrad, a few meaningless hookups in grad school. But this... this is different. It’s visceral.

Declan Shaw is forty-seven years old. A billionaire CEO. Completely, utterly out of my league in every conceivable way.

And yet.

I roll over, punching my pillow into submission.

This is stupid. He's my boss—well, he will be, apparently. Tomorrow. Nothing can happen. Nothing will happen.

He probably doesn't even see me that way. I'm just an intern who happened to find something important. That's all.

I almost believe it.

***

I arrive at Hart Industries at 8:45 AM, wearing my most professional outfit—black slacks, white blouse, blazer. My hair is twisted into a neat bun. Minimal makeup. I look competent. Professional.

Completely unremarkable.

The executive floor is on fifty-two. I've never been up here before. The elevator opens onto a reception area that screams old money—marble floors, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan, modern art that probably costs more than my entire education. The silence up here is heavy, expensive.

A woman in her fifties sits behind a glass desk. She looks up as I approach.

"Elena McNeil," I say. "I have a 9 AM with Mr. Shaw."

She smiles warmly. "Of course. He's expecting you. Go right in."

She gestures to the double doors behind her.

I take a breath and knock.

"Come in."

His voice sends a jolt straight through me.

I open the door.

Declan's office is massive, a cavern of glass and steel. One wall is entirely windows, offering a view of Central Park that most people only see in movies. The opposite wall is lined with bookshelves. His desk is a sleek slab of dark wood, minimalist except for two monitors and a single framed photo I can't make out from here.

He's standing by the windows, hands in his pockets, his silhouette backlit by the morning sun.

He turns as I enter.

"Close the door."

I do, my hand trembling slightly as I turn the handle. The click of the latch echoes in the room.

He doesn't tell me to sit. He just watches me from across the room, taking his time, letting the silence build.

"Patterson's been suspended pending investigation," he says finally. "The auditors arrived at seven this morning. By end of day, we'll have enough to press charges."

"That fast?"

"When I want something done, it gets done." He moves toward me with quiet intent. "The board is convening an emergency meeting this afternoon. Your testimony will be part of the evidence packet."

"Okay." My voice sounds small in this huge office.

He stops a few feet away. Close, but not too close.

"You're wondering why you're here."

"You said reassignment. Executive operations."

"I did." He tilts his head slightly, studying me. "Do you know what that means?"

"No, sir."

"It means you work when I say, where I say," he says. "Special projects. Research. Due diligence. Whatever I need."

"That sounds like... a lot of responsibility for an intern."

"It is." His eyes don't leave mine. "Think you can handle it?"

It's a challenge. I recognize the tone. He's testing me.

"Yes."

"Yes, what?"

My breath catches in my throat. "Yes, sir."

Something flickers in his expression. Satisfaction, maybe.

"Good." He moves to his desk, picking up a folder. "This is your new contract. Read it. If you have questions, ask."

I take the folder, opening it.

It's not a standard internship agreement. The title reads Discretionary Consulting Agreement. I scan the terms.

Compensation: $10,000 per month.

Holy shit. That's more than double the intern stipend.

Duration: Three months, with option to extend.

Responsibilities: Provide research, analysis, and consulting services at the discretion of Declan Shaw, CEO.

At his discretion. That's vague.

I keep reading.

Availability: Consultant agrees to be available for assignments as needed, including outside standard business hours.

Confidentiality: Consultant agrees to maintain strict confidentiality regarding all work product, communications, and Company information.

There's more—standard NDA clauses, intellectual property rights. But those two sections nag at me.

"Available as needed," I say slowly. "Does that mean...?"

"It means if I need you at 11 PM on a Saturday, you're available." His voice is matter-of-fact. "This isn't a nine-to-five position, Elena. If you want predictability, stay in strategy."

I should stay in strategy. This is too much, too fast.

But $10,000 a month. That would cover my loan payments with enough left over to actually save money. It would buy me freedom.

"What kind of projects?" I ask.

"Depends on what I need. Sometimes it's market research. Sometimes it's competitor analysis. Sometimes..." He pauses, his gaze heavy. "Sometimes I need someone I can trust to handle sensitive information."

Like Patterson's embezzlement.

"And you trust me?" I don't know why I ask. I shouldn't question it.

"You proved yourself last night." He leans against his desk, arms crossed over his chest. "Integrity isn't something I can teach. You either have it or you don't."

The praise warms me, settling deep in my chest.

"When would I start?"

"Today. Now." He nods toward the folder. "Sign it."

"Don't you want me to... take it to a lawyer? Read it more carefully?"

"Do you need to?"

It's another test. I can feel the weight of it.

I scan the contract one more time. The terms are generous. The work is vague, but not unreasonable. And working directly with Declan Shaw—learning from him—that's an opportunity I'd be insane to pass up.

"No," I say. "I don't need to."

I pull out the pen from my bag, flip to the signature page, and sign my name in blue ink.

Elena McNeil.

When I look up, he's watching me with an expression I can't read, his eyes dark.

"Good girl," he says softly.

The words hit me hard, warmth gathering where I can’t ignore it. My reaction is instantaneous and humiliatingly sharp. I’m suddenly hyperaware of every inch of space between us, of the way the air in the room seems to have thinned.

He takes the folder from my hands, his fingers brushing against mine. It creates a spark of static. Deliberate? Or accidental?

"Your desk is outside my office. You'll work there unless I need you in here." He sets the contract aside. "First assignment: I'm meeting with a potential acquisition target next week. Tech startup, AI-driven analytics. I need a full workup—financials, leadership team, product viability. You have three days."

Three days. Most analysts would get a week for that kind of deep dive.

"I can do that."

"I know you can." He moves back to the windows, hands in pockets. "One more thing."

I wait.

"What you saw last night—Patterson's theft—that stays between us and the people who need to know. Don't discuss it with other interns. Don't mention it to friends. Understood?"

"Of course."

He turns to face me completely. "I'm serious, Elena. Discretion isn't optional. If I find out you've talked about company business outside this office, the consequences will be severe."

The threat is clear, hanging in the air. But underneath the warning is something else. Something possessive.

"I understand, sir."

He nods. "Good. Get to work."

Dismissed.

I turn to leave, my hand gripping the cold metal of the door handle, when he speaks again.

"Elena."

I look back.

His eyes are dark, intense, pinning me to the spot.

"Welcome to the executive floor. Try not to get in over your head."

He says it casually, but I can feel the weight behind the words. I walk out, closing the door softly behind me.

He's wrong, of course. I'm not just over my head.

I'm already under.


UNLESS YOU MEAN IT


She has been sitting at that desk for six hours, and she hasn't looked up once.

And I can't stop watching her.

Technically, I'm supposed to be reviewing the merger documents for the Singapore deal—a transaction worth four billion dollars that requires my absolute attention. Instead, I'm watching Elena through the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that separates my office from the executive antechamber, my focus fracturing every time she shifts in her chair.

This is what obsession feels like. The slow burn of wanting something you can't yet have.

She's completely absorbed in the acquisition research I assigned her. Her posture is rigid, perfect—spine straight, shoulders squared like she's bracing for impact. She's typing frantically, pausing only to scribble frantic notes on a yellow legal pad before diving back into the data with ruthless efficiency.

She hasn't taken a lunch break. She hasn't checked her phone. She hasn't done anything except work with a terrifying singleness of purpose that makes my pulse race with contained gratification.

She's trying so hard to prove herself. To prove she belongs here.

To prove she deserves what I'm offering.

Most people—especially interns, and even most of my junior analysts—would pace themselves on a three-day assignment. They would take long lunches, chat by the coffee machine, stretch the work out to fill the allotted time.

Not her.

She attacks the task like she has something to prove. Like she's trying to extract a confession from the data. Like her life depends on getting every detail perfect.

Because it does. And we both know it.

Smart girl.

The vibration of my phone against the mahogany desk breaks my focus. I glance down, irritated by the interruption.

Marcus.

Board meeting at 3. Patterson's lawyer is trying to negotiate a quiet exit. Not happening.

I type back immediately: Good. Press charges.

Patterson made his choice when he decided to steal from me. He mistook my silence for ignorance, my patience for weakness, and now he gets to live with the consequences of that catastrophic error. I built this company from nothing—I worked eighty-hour weeks until my eyes bled, slept on the floor of my first office, and sacrificed everything that mattered to create an empire that would last.

I don't tolerate theft. I don't tolerate betrayal. I tolerate very little, actually.

Except, apparently, the distraction of watching a twenty-four-year-old intern who has absolutely no idea what she has just signed up for. What I'm going to do to her. What I'm going to make her beg for.

The contract sits on the corner of my desk, a monument to her trust. Her signature is stark against the white paper—confident, no hesitation in the loops of her name. She signed it without a lawyer. She signed it without negotiating, without asking for time to think, without questioning the deliberately vague clauses that should have set off every alarm bell in her brilliant mind.

Trusting.

Or desperate.

Probably a dangerous cocktail of both.

Exactly what I need.

I minimize the merger file and pull up the background check I ordered the morning after she stumbled into my boardroom. I have read it a dozen times in the last forty-eight hours, but I read it again anyway, cataloging the beautiful tragedy of her life like I'm memorizing scripture.

Elena Marie McNeil. Only child. Her father was a literature professor at SUNY Albany—died of pancreatic cancer when she was sixteen. Her mother was a high school teacher—killed in a car accident two years later on an icy road. No other family listed.

She put herself through undergrad on a patchwork of scholarships and loans, working two jobs, graduating summa cum laude while most of her peers were getting drunk and sleeping until noon. She got into Columbia's MBA program on a full merit scholarship that covered tuition but left her to drown in living expenses.

She's been drowning her entire adult life, fighting just to keep her head above water.

Hence the $180,000 in additional debt.

The number stares back at me, and something primal kicks in. To me, that sum is negligible—pocket change, a rounding error. To her, it's a mountain.

The report includes her academic records. Perfect grades across the board. A thesis on emerging markets in Southeast Asia—it's a sophisticated analysis, the kind that shows real, high-level strategic thinking. Her mind is razor-sharp.

Sharp enough to challenge me. To make this interesting.

Also included: a scrub of her social media footprints. She doesn't post much. A few photos with friends, mostly other grad students looking exhausted in libraries. No boyfriend. No evidence of romantic relationships in the past two years.

She has been too busy surviving to have a life.

Too busy being strong to let anyone see her weakness.

I know that feeling intimately.

But it's the psychological profile I requested that is the most illuminating. High achievement orientation. Severe perfectionist tendencies. A strong, deep-seated need for approval from authority figures—likely stemming from early parental loss. She seeks structure. She craves certainty.

And buried at the bottom, flagged in red by the security analyst: Possible submissive tendencies in romantic relationships, based on browser history from personal devices.

I paid a significant premium for that level of detail. Worth every penny.

The report showed search terms that would make her blush that perfect shade of pink if she knew I had seen them. Searches for BDSM erotica. Specifically stories about dominant older men and younger, inexperienced women. Power exchange dynamics. Stories about surrender, about being owned, about finding peace in submission.

She had been reading that kind of content for at least a year, always in private browsing mode, always late at night when the rest of the world was asleep and she could finally acknowledge what she really wanted.

Curious.

Hungry.

Ashamed.

Perfect.

The moment I read that file, I knew.

She is exactly what I thought she was. She is what I have been looking for without even realizing I was searching. 

She is someone smart enough to challenge me intellectually, but submissive enough to surrender completely when the time comes. She is strong enough that breaking her down will actually mean something. It won't be a collapse; it will be a yielding. A choice.

A gift.

But I won't take it. She has to give it.

She has to beg me to take it.

That's the rule I set for myself a year ago, after Vivian. After I learned the hard, bitter difference between someone who submits because they want to and someone who submits because they think they have to.

After I learned that forced submission isn't submission at all—it's just elaborate resentment.

I won't make that mistake again. I don't want a performance. I don't want someone going through the motions to secure a paycheck or a ring.

Elena will come to me willingly, crawling on her hands and knees, or she won't come at all.

But she will come. I can see it in every line of her body. Every instinctive "sir" that slips from her lips.

The contract is the first test.

I included vague language about availability and discretion on purpose. Terms that could mean anything. Terms that should have set off alarm bells for someone as smart as her.

Available as needed. At my discretion. Those aren't business terms—they're ownership terms.

If she had pushed back, if she had asked for clarification or tried to negotiate boundaries—I would have respected that. I would have known she wasn't ready, and I would have kept our relationship purely professional.

But she didn't.

She signed it.

She looked at the cage, saw the open door, and walked right inside.

And this morning, when I called her a good girl, I saw the reaction register immediately.

I watched her pupils dilate, swallowing the dark iris until her eyes were almost black. I watched the flush creep up her neck, a map of her desire painted on pale skin. I watched her thighs press together under the desk, an instinctive, microscopic movement she probably didn't even realize she made.

But I noticed. I notice everything about her.

She felt it.

She felt the weight of my approval, the dark promise in those words.

She just doesn't know what it means yet.

But I'm going to teach her.

My assistant's voice crackles through the intercom, pulling me back from the edge of my thoughts. "Mr. Shaw, the board is gathering in Conference Room A."

"I'll be there in five."

I close the background check file, lock my computer, and stand. Through the glass, I can see Elena is now on a phone call, holding the receiver against her shoulder while she takes frantic notes with her free hand. She is likely talking to someone at the startup I'm looking at acquiring, digging for the skeletons in their closet.

Thorough. Relentless. Perfect.

Good.

I step out of my office. She glances up as I pass, ending the call immediately, and I stop at the corner of her desk.

"I have a board meeting," I say, watching the way she straightens in her chair, giving me her complete attention. "I'll be unavailable for the next two hours."

"Understood." She hesitates, pen hovering over her legal pad like she's afraid to ask. "Should I... do anything with what I find? Send you notes as I go, or wait until the research is complete?"

"Send me a summary by end of day. Preliminary findings only."

"Yes, sir."

There it is again. That word. It slips out of her like a reflex, like breathing, and every time she says it my cock twitches with anticipation.

I lean down slightly, resting my knuckles on her desk and lowering my voice so only she can hear me. Close enough that I can see the fine grain of her skin, smell the faint trace of her perfume.

"Elena."

She looks up at me, her eyes wide, startled by the sudden proximity. I can see her pulse fluttering at the base of her throat.

"Stop calling me sir."

Her flush deepens instantly, crimson flooding her cheeks like spilled wine. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to—it's just habit, I—"

"I didn't say I minded." I hold her gaze, letting the silence stretch until her breath catches, until the air between us grows heavy and charged. "I said stop. Unless you mean it."

Confusion flickers across her face, warring with something else. Something darker. She doesn't understand the distinction yet. She thinks it's just politeness.

I leave her sitting there, flustered and pink and completely off-balance, and head to the board meeting.

Perfect.

Patterson's termination takes forty-five minutes. It is a sterile, brutal affair. His lawyer tries to argue that the evidence is circumstantial, that the wire transfers could have legitimate explanations buried in sub-ledgers. The team of forensic auditors I hired dismantle that argument in under three minutes with a single spreadsheet and the kind of precision that makes me glad I pay them obscene amounts of money.

Patterson sits there, sweating through his expensive Italian suit, and says nothing. He looks small. Defeated. Broken.

Good. I want him to understand exactly what he's lost.

When the vote comes, it's unanimous. Termination with cause. Criminal charges to follow.

"Effective immediately, Patterson is no longer an employee of Shaw Industries," I say, standing to signal the end of the proceedings. "Security will escort you from the building. You have one hour to remove personal items from your office under supervision. Any attempt to access company systems or contact current employees will be considered corporate espionage."

Patterson finally speaks, his voice trembling like a child's. "Declan, please. We've worked together for eight years. Can't we—"

"No." I don't raise my voice. I don't need to. The word lands, final. "You stole from this company. From me. There is nothing to discuss."

You betrayed my trust. You thought I was weak. Now you learn what happens to people who make that mistake.

His face crumbles, and for a moment I almost feel something that might be pity. Almost.

Security arrives and escorts him out. The board members file out in uncomfortable silence, most of them avoiding eye contact with me. They are wondering if I'm going to audit all of them next.

I am. But they don't need to know that yet.

Marcus lingers after everyone else leaves, leaning against the doorframe with the casual posture of someone who's known me for fifteen years.

"That was brutal," he says quietly.

"It was necessary."

"Yeah." He pinches the bridge of his nose, looking tired in a way that makes me realize he’s getting older too. "Listen, about the intern—Elena. You really think moving her to executive operations is a good idea?"

Careful, Marcus. You're walking into dangerous territory.

I keep my expression neutral, turning to gather my files. "Why wouldn't it be?"

"Because she's smart, Declan. Really smart. And you have a tendency to... consume people."

I stop. Set down the folder. Turn to face him completely.

"Consume."

"You know what I mean." His voice is steady, but I can see the concern in his eyes. "You push hard. You demand everything. You don't just want excellence—you want perfection, total dedication, complete surrender to your vision. Most people can't handle the pressure cooker you live in." He meets my eyes, his expression serious. "She's twenty-four years old. Don't break her."

If only you knew what I'm really planning.

I smile, but there is no warmth in it. "I don't break people, Marcus. I find out what they're made of."

"That's exactly what I'm afraid of."

He leaves before I can respond, and I'm left standing in the empty boardroom, his warning echoing in the silence.

I return to my office. Through the glass, I can see Elena is still working, now surrounded by printed documents and Post-it notes, creating some kind of complex color-coded system on her desk. She is organizing information in a way that makes sense to her brilliant mind, creating order out of chaos.

It is almost seven PM when she finally knocks on my glass door.

"Come in."

She enters carrying her open laptop and a chaotic stack of printed pages. Somewhere in the last six hours, she has taken off her blazer, and the office climate control is fighting a losing battle against the heat of the electronics. Through the thin white silk of her blouse, I can see the faint, shadowed outline of lace.

She hasn't noticed. She's too focused on the work, her mind completely occupied by the data she's holding.

But I notice. I notice everything.

"I have the preliminary summary," she says, stopping in front of my desk. Her voice is slightly hoarse—she's been talking on the phone for hours, working her way through contact lists. "Do you want me to email it, or—"

"Walk me through it."

She blinks, startled. "Now?"

"Unless you have somewhere else to be."

"No, I just—okay." She sets her laptop down on the edge of my desk, turning the screen toward me. Her fingers are steady despite the exhaustion I can see in the set of her shoulders. "The company is Nexus Analytics. Founded three years ago by two MIT grads. Their AI platform is genuinely impressive—predictive modeling that is roughly eighteen months ahead of their nearest competitors. They have secured twelve corporate clients, including two Fortune 500 companies."

She pulls up a slide showing a hockey-stick revenue projection.

"Current valuation is hovering at $20 million. They are looking for a buyer because their seed funding is bleeding out and they haven't achieved profitability yet. Revenue is growing, but not fast enough to outpace their burn rate."

Smart analysis. She's cutting straight to the heart of it.

"What's the problem?" I ask, leaning forward.

"The founders. One of them—Jason Chan—has a history of volatile conflicts with partners. He left his last startup under contentious circumstances. There was a lawsuit regarding IP theft, settled out of court." She pulls up another document, a legal brief. "The other founder, David Morse, is brilliant but has absolutely no business experience. He's a pure technologist."

"So if I acquire them, Chan is a liability and Morse is lost without technical direction."

"Yes." She meets my eyes, her gaze steady despite the brutal conclusion she's about to deliver. "I would recommend acquiring the technology and the IP, but not keeping the founders on in leadership roles. Bring them on as consultants for a six-month transition, then move them out."

Smart.

Ruthless, even.

She's recommending I destroy these men's dreams and take everything they've built.

She has no idea how much that pleases me.

"What makes you think they would agree to that?"

"Because they're desperate. Their burn rate is $4M a month and they have four months of runway left before they crash and burn. If they don't sell soon, they will have to shut down entirely or take a terrible, dilutive deal from a vulture capital firm."

She has done her homework. More than homework—she's done the kind of deep-dive analysis that would take most of my senior analysts a week. In six hours.

She's brilliant. And she's mine.

"Send me the full report when it's ready," I say. "This is good work, Elena."

The praise seems to light her up from the inside, a warm glow that she tries to hide but can't quite suppress. She tries to hide it, pressing her lips together, but I see the way her shoulders relax, the small, satisfied smile she can't quite contain.

She wants my approval. She needs it like oxygen.

And I'm going to use that.

"Thank you, sir—" She catches herself, eyes widening in horror. "Sorry. Mr. Shaw."

There it is again. Even when she's trying not to say it, it slips out.

"Declan."

She stares at me, freezing like a deer in headlights. "What?"

"When we are alone," I say, keeping my voice low and level, watching her reaction carefully, "call me Declan."

"That's... I don't think that's appropriate."

She's fighting it. Good. I don't want easy surrender.

"Why not?"

She gestures vaguely between us, her hand fluttering like a trapped bird. "Because you are the CEO and I am an intern. There is a hierarchy."

"There is." I lean back in my leather chair, steeping my fingers, watching her squirm under the weight of the offer. "And I am telling you that when we are alone, behind closed doors, you can call me Declan. Unless you are more comfortable with sir."

The flush is back, creeping up her neck to stain her cheeks the color of wine. She knows I am playing with her, testing boundaries, but she doesn't know how to navigate the terrain yet.

She doesn't know the rules of this game.

But I'm going to teach her.

"Declan," she says finally, testing the weight of it on her tongue.

The sound of my name in her voice—hesitant, soft, almost reverent—does something visceral to me. It overrides my self-control, making my cock instantly harden.

Perfect.

"Better." I glance at the Patek Philippe on my wrist. "It's late. Have you eaten?"

"I had coffee."

"That isn't food."

"I'm fine, really. I can grab something on the way—"

"Sit down, Elena."

The command lingers between us, dense with implication. She freezes, caught in the liminal space between the door and my desk, and I can see the war playing out in her expression—the part of her that wants to argue, to assert independence, versus the part that instinctively wants to obey.

The part that recognizes authority when it sees it.

The part that craves someone to make the decisions for once.

Obedience wins.

It always does, with her.

She sits in the chair across from my desk, pressing her laptop in as if to make herself smaller.

Beautiful.

I pick up my phone and dial my assistant's extension. She is long gone, but the executive night service picks up immediately.

"This is Declan Shaw. I need dinner delivered to my office. Two orders—get me the usual from Marcello's, and..." I look at Elena, sizing her up. "What do you like?"

"I'm really not hungry—"

"Pasta? Steak? Seafood?"

She swallows hard, and I can see her throat work with the motion. "Pasta is fine."

"Pasta primavera, extra vegetables," I tell the service. "Thirty minutes."

I hang up and set the phone down. Elena is staring at me like I have lost my mind.

"You didn't have to do that."

"You have been working for six hours without a break. You are going to eat." I close my laptop with a snap that makes her jump slightly. "Besides, I want to talk to you."

Alarm flickers across her face, sharp and sudden. "Did I do something wrong? Is the report not—"

"The report is excellent." I stand, moving around the desk to the small, intimate conference table by the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city lights of Manhattan are sprawling out below us, a grid of gold and darkness that makes the office feel like a private world. "Come here."

She follows, still clutching her laptop as if it can protect her from whatever comes next. I take it from her hands—her skin is warm where our fingers brush—set it aside on the credenza, and gesture to the chair.

She sits.

I take the seat across from her. Not at the head of the table. Closer. Close enough to watch every micro-expression that crosses her face.

"Tell me about yourself," I say.

"My resume is in the—"

"I've read your resume. I've read everything there is to read about you." I cut her off, the statement dropping into the silence."I want to hear it from you."

She shifts uncomfortably in her chair, smoothing a wrinkle in her slacks that doesn't exist. A nervous gesture. "What do you want to know?"

"Why Shaw Industries? You could have interned anywhere. You have the grades for Goldman, McKinsey, any of the top consulting firms where they grind interns into dust for sport. Why here?"

She is quiet for a moment, her eyes tracing the grain of the wood table as she chooses her words with the same care she used on the spreadsheet.

"Because you built something from nothing," she says finally. Her voice gains strength as she speaks, passion bleeding through the professional veneer. "Most CEOs at your level inherited their companies or climbed corporate ladders rung by rung. You started with a single patent and turned it into a multi-billion dollar portfolio in under two decades. That's... that's what I want to learn. I don't want to learn how to manage wealth. I want to learn how to build something that lasts."

Good answer. Honest. Ambitious.

"And the debt? $180,000. That is substantial."

Her jaw tightens, a sharp line of tension that transforms her face. "You really did read everything."

"I don't make decisions without information, Elena." I lean forward slightly, invading her personal space just enough to make her heart rate jump. "You are carrying a financial burden that a lot of people your age can't even imagine. That kind of pressure changes a person. It makes you hungry in ways others aren't."

"Is that why you hired me?" Her eyes snap to mine, and there's an edge to her voice that I like. "Because I'm desperate?"

There's fight in her. Good. I don't want someone who rolls over easily.

"I hired you because you're smart, capable, and you have integrity. The debt is just context." I hold her gaze, refusing to let her look away. "But yes, I am aware that you need this job. I am aware that you cannot afford to fail."

"That sounds like leverage."

"It is." I don't soften it. I don't insult her intelligence by pretending otherwise. "I'm not going to lie to you. You need what I am offering. That gives me power in this dynamic."

She stands abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor with a harsh sound. "I should go."

"Sit down."

"Mr. Shaw—"

"Declan. And sit. Down."

The command is quiet, but it lands cleanly, stripping away her defiance.

She stands there, trembling slightly. She's angry. She's scared. And underneath both of those things, radiating off her in waves, she's aroused.

I can see the way her chest rises and falls with rapid, shallow breaths. I can see the way her hands are fisted at her sides, nails digging into her palms. I can see the way her thighs press together almost imperceptibly.

She's fighting herself as much as she's fighting me.

"I am not going to coerce you, Elena," I say, keeping my voice low and steady, giving her an anchor in the storm of her own confusion. "If you want to leave right now, walk out that door. The elevator is down the hall. I won't stop you. Your internship continues as normal, you get the $10,000 a month, and we maintain a strictly professional relationship. Nothing more."

She hesitates, and I can see her processing the options, weighing the risks.

"Then why does it feel like there's a 'but' coming?"

"Because there is."

I stand slowly, unfolding my height, giving her ample time to move away if she wants to. She doesn't move. She holds her ground like the fighter she is.

Perfect.

"But if you stay," I continue, my voice dropping lower, more intimate, "if you sit back down and have dinner with me, if you let this conversation continue—you are choosing it. Not because you need the money. Not because you are afraid of losing your job. But because you want to."

"Want to what?" Her voice is barely a whisper, a thread of sound in the quiet office.

There it is. The question I've been waiting for.

"Find out what happens next."

We are standing close now. Not touching, but close enough that I can see the frantic pulse hammering at the hollow of her throat. Close enough to smell her shampoo—something floral and cheap that she probably bought at a drugstore.

I find myself wanting to replace it with something expensive. Something complex and proprietary that smells like she belongs to me.

"This is insane," she breathes. "You're my boss."

"I am."

"I could report you to HR."

"You could." I tilt my head slightly, studying her. "Will you?"

She is breathing hard, her eyes searching mine for... what? Safety? Danger? Permission?

"I don't... I don't even know what this is," she admits.

"Neither do I. Yet." I take one deliberate step back, giving her the space she thinks she wants. "But I know what I saw when I called you a good girl this morning. I know what I see right now."

"And what's that?"

"Someone who is tired of being in control all the time. Someone who wants to let go but doesn't know how." I move back to the table, putting physical distance between us to emphasize that the choice is entirely hers. "I am offering you a chance to figure it out. In private. No pressure. No expectations."

Liar. I have so many expectations I can barely contain them.

"Just dinner."

"Just dinner," I confirm. For now. "And conversation. That's all."

She looks at the heavy oak door. She looks at me. She looks back at the door.

Choose, Elena. Choose what you really want.

Then, slowly, she sinks back into the chair.

A private satisfaction flickers; my expression doesn’t change.

Good girl.

"Good choice," I say simply.

Dinner arrives twenty minutes later. We eat in relative silence, the only sounds the clinking of silverware and the distant hum of the city outside. It isn't uncomfortable, though. She is thinking, processing the shift in our reality. I let her.

"Can I ask you something?" she says finally, twirling pasta around her fork, staring at the spiral.

"Anything."

"Why are you really doing this? Moving me to executive operations, this—" she gestures vaguely between us, "—whatever this is."

"Because I see potential in you."

"That isn't an answer."

"It’s the only answer I have right now." I set down my fork and wipe my mouth with the linen napkin. "I am forty-seven years old, Elena. I have built a company worth $3.2 billion. I have more money than I could spend in five lifetimes. I can have almost anything I want, usually before I even know I want it."

"Must be nice."

"It’s empty."

The admission surprises me. I don't usually talk about this. I don't usually talk to anyone about the void that success leaves behind.

"Success without challenge is just... existence," I say. "I have spent the last five years going through the motions. Building wealth for the sake of building wealth. Acquiring companies just to see if I can."

"Until?"

"Until three days ago. When you walked into my boardroom carrying too many things, spilling coffee, and looking completely out of your depth." I smile slightly at the memory. "And then last night, when you found Patterson's theft and brought it to me without a second of hesitation. You could have ignored it. You could have buried it to avoid making waves. But you didn't."

"That's just basic integrity."

"No. It’s courage." I lean forward, capturing her gaze and refusing to let it go. "Most people in your position—an intern with massive debt and no job security—would have protected themselves first. They would have looked the other way. You protected the company. That is rare, Elena. You are rare."

She is quiet for a long moment, processing the weight of the words.

"And if I say no?" she asks softly. "To... whatever this is becoming? If I walk out of here and decide I just want to be an analyst?"

"Then we have a strictly professional relationship. You do excellent work, I pay you well, and in three months you leave with a stellar recommendation and enough money to make a significant dent in your debt." I keep my voice steady, ensuring she hears the absolute truth in it. "Nothing bad happens, Elena. I'm not a predator. I don’t take what isn’t yours to give."

"Then what kind of man are you?"

"The kind who knows exactly what he wants and isn't afraid to pursue it." I pause, letting the silence stretch. "But only if it is offered freely."

She stands, picking up her empty plate with a nervous clatter. "I should clean up."

"Leave it. The cleaning staff will handle it."

"Right. Of course." She hovers awkwardly by the table, her fingers twisting together. "So... what now?"

"Now you go home. You get some rest. You come back tomorrow at nine."

"That's it?"

"That's it." I stand, walking her toward the heavy double doors. "Unless you have questions."

She has dozens. I can see them swirling in the depths of her dark eyes, questions about protocol, about boundaries, about the heat radiating between us. But she doesn't ask them. She isn't ready to voice them yet.

"Good night, Declan," she says softly.

The sound of my name on her tongue—hesitant, illicit—is becoming addictive. It hits me harder than the scotch will later.

"Good night, Elena." I open the door for her, but before she can step through, I speak again. "One more thing."

She turns back, looking up at me.

"Tomorrow. Wear a skirt."

Her eyes widen, her breath stuttering audibly. "What?"

"You heard me. A skirt. Professional, of course. But a skirt." I let the command hang in the air between us, heavy and charged. "If you are not comfortable with that, wear whatever you want. Wear slacks. It won't affect your employment."

I lean in, just an inch.

"But I would like you to wear a skirt."

She should tell me no. She should tell me it is inappropriate, that I am crossing a line. She should walk out and never come back.

Instead, she swallows hard. She nods.

Just once. A tiny, jerky motion.

Then she turns and leaves, practically fleeing down the hallway.

The moment the elevator doors close behind her, I lock my office door.

My cock has been straining against my zipper since she walked in here with that preliminary report, thick and throbbing, and watching her struggle with the decision to stay or go has left me painfully hard. The way she nodded when I told her to wear a skirt—that tiny, submissive gesture of acquiescence—nearly made me cum in my pants like a teenager.

I need release before I can think clearly again.

I return to my desk, loosening my belt with hands that aren't quite steady. My fingers work my zipper down, and I free my cock with a groan of relief. I'm rock-hard, flushed dark with blood, a bead of pre-cum already glistening at the swollen head.

I haven't been this desperately aroused in years. Maybe ever.

I wrap my hand around my length—thick enough that my fingers barely meet—and the first stroke sends lightning up my spine.

Fuck.

I close my eyes and let myself sink into the fantasy.

Elena walks into my office tomorrow morning wearing that skirt I demanded. Something fitted, professional, that hugs every curve. Her hair is down, the way I've been imagining it. She's nervous, I can see it in the way she twists her hands together.

I stroke myself slowly, building the pleasure.

"Close the door, Elena. Lock it."

She obeys without question, and the sound of the lock clicking into place makes her breath catch.

"Come here."

She approaches my desk on shaky legs, her cheeks already flushed that perfect shade of pink.

"Kneel."

My hand moves faster now, my cock pulsing in my grip.

Her eyes widen, but she doesn't refuse. She sinks to her knees in front of my desk, looking up at me with those dark, trusting eyes. She's exactly where she belongs.

"Do you know what I want, Elena?"

"Yes, sir." Her voice is barely a whisper.

"Tell me."

"You want me to... to use my mouth on you."

"Good girl."

I'm leaking steadily now, using the slickness to ease my strokes. My other hand grips the edge of my desk hard.

I stand, moving around the desk to stand in front of her. My cock is already out, hard and thick and ready. I watch her eyes widen as she takes in the size of me.

"Open your mouth."

She does, her lips parting, her pink tongue visible. Waiting.

I fist my hand in her dark hair, controlling her, and guide myself to her mouth. The first touch of her lips against my cock makes me groan.

"Take it. All of it."

My strokes are rough now, my hips thrusting into my fist as I lose myself in the fantasy.

She struggles at first—I'm thick, too much for her inexperienced mouth—but she tries. God, she tries. Her lips stretch around my girth, her tongue working the underside of my shaft as I push deeper.

"That's it. Just like that. Such a good girl for me."

Tears gather in the corners of her eyes as I hit the back of her throat, but she doesn't pull away. She wants to please me. Needs to.

I fuck her mouth slowly, watching my cock disappear between those perfect lips over and over. Watching her struggle to take me. Watching her submit.

"You look so fucking perfect on your knees for me. This is where you belong, isn't it? Serving me. Pleasing me."

She moans around my cock, the sound nearly ending me.

I'm right on the edge now, my balls drawn up tight, pleasure building at the base of my spine like a loaded spring.

I pull her hair harder, controlling the pace, fucking her mouth with purpose now.

"I'm going to come down your throat, and you're going to swallow every drop. Understand?"

She nods as much as she can with my cock buried in her mouth, and that submission—that complete surrender—destroys me.

The orgasm crashes over me. I cum hard, pulse after pulse, thick ropes of cum erupting from my cock and coating my hand, my desk, everything. It goes on and on, more intense than anything I've felt in years, until I'm shaking with the force of it.

"Fuck," I groan into the empty office, the word torn from my chest.

My phone buzzes against the cool wood.

I'm still holding my cock, still catching my breath, cum dripping from my fingers, when I glance at the screen.

Vivian.

Heard you fired Patterson. Drinks to celebrate?

The intrusion of her name—her presumption that she still has access to me—kills the post-orgasm haze instantly. I stare at the message for a long moment, my jaw tightening, then delete the thread without responding.

Vivian. My ex-fiancée. The scar tissue I carry with me.

For a long moment, I just stand there, my softening cock still in my hand, staring at where her message used to be.

When was the last time I came that hard? From just my imagination?

Never. The answer is never.

I clean myself up methodically—tissues from my desk, careful attention to every detail. Restoring order to my appearance, to my office, to my thoughts. But even as I tuck myself back in and straighten my clothes, I can feel a cold satisfaction settle deep in my chest.

Tomorrow, she'll wear a skirt.

And one day—soon—this fantasy will become reality.

She'll kneel for me. She'll take my cock in that sweet mouth. She'll learn exactly what it means to be mine.

I stand at the window, watching the city lights blur into a sea of gold and electric blue, and allow myself a slow, predatory smile.

She will come back tomorrow. And she will be wearing a skirt.

Not because I forced her. Not because she fears for her job. But because she wants to please me. She wants to see what happens when she obeys. She wants to feel the specific, intoxicating thrill of following an order that has nothing to do with business and everything to do with her surrender.

She doesn't understand it yet. She doesn't have the vocabulary for what she is feeling.

But I do.

And I am going to teach her. Slowly. Carefully.

Until she is begging me for more.

I stay in the office until midnight, forcing myself to review contracts and finalize the details of the Singapore deal. But my focus is fractured. My mind keeps drifting back to her.

The way she argued with me about the contract. The fire that sparked in her eyes when she thought I was leveraging her desperation against her.

She has a spine. That's good. I don't want a doll. I don't want someone who rolls over at the first sign of dominance.

I want someone who fights it. I want someone who makes me work for every single inch of surrender.

Vivian. My ex-fiancée.

We were together for two years. She was beautiful, sophisticated, came from old money. On paper, she was perfect. In practice, she was miserable.

She wanted the lifestyle I could provide—the galas, the properties, the access—but she didn't want the man I actually was. When I finally told her what I needed—the control, the dominance, the complete and total surrender—she agreed. But she agreed because she thought it was the price of admission. She thought it would secure the diamond ring.

But submission born from obligation isn't submission at all. It is martyrdom.

She grew to resent every rule, every command, every moment of yielding. It poisoned us. Until one night, she broke down and admitted she hated all of it. Hated me for wanting it.

I ended it the next day.

Since then, I have kept things simple. Contracts with professionals who understood the dynamic. Transactions, not relationships. Clean. Safe.

Empty.

Elena is different.

She doesn't know what she wants yet. She hasn't admitted it to herself. But I see it. I see it in the way she responds to my voice. In the way she says sir without thinking, the word slipping out like a secret. In the books she reads late at night when she thinks no one is watching.

She is a submissive who has spent her entire life being strong. Being in control. Being the responsible one who holds the world up on her shoulders.

She is exhausted.

I can give her what she needs. The freedom that comes from surrendering control to someone who knows how to hold it. The quiet peace that comes from letting someone else make the decisions, from letting someone else carry the weight.

But only if she chooses it.

Only if she asks.

I close my laptop, the screen fading to black, and head home to my penthouse in Tribeca. It is too big for one person, decorated in minimalist grays and blacks that my interior designer chose. I have barely personalized it.

Because it isn't a home. It's just a place I sleep.

I pour myself two fingers of rare scotch and stand at the glass wall of the living room, looking out over the sprawling city.

Elena is out there somewhere. Probably in some cramped apartment in Queens or Brooklyn, lying in bed, staring at the ceiling.

She's thinking about tonight.

She's thinking about the way I looked at her. The way I told her to wear a skirt.

She's wondering if she is going to do it.

She will.

I know she will.

And when she walks into my office tomorrow morning, dressed the way I asked her to, the dynamic will shift irrevocably. We will both know what it means.

It isn't a game.

It's an inevitability.


THE CHOICE


I'm standing in front of my closet in my underwear at 7:30 AM, staring at three skirts I haven't worn since my last round of desperate interviews.

This is insane.

I should wear pants. I should put on my favorite black slacks, march into Declan's office, and tell him that his "request" was inappropriate and I won't be following wardrobe instructions like some kind of doll. I should tell him I am an MBA candidate, not a dress-up toy.

But even as I think it, my hand is already reaching for the black pencil skirt.

And my nipples are already hard just thinking about walking into his office wearing it.

It's professional. The hem hits just above the knee. There is nothing scandalous about it, nothing overtly sexual. I could wear this to any office in Manhattan and no one would blink an eye.

Except I'm not wearing it for any office.

I'm wearing it because he told me to.

And I'm already wet.

“You’re up early,” Sienna says, shuffling into my room in her oversized flannel pajamas, wrapping both hands around a steaming mug for warmth. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head in a messy, defying-gravity bun, and she's squinting at me like I'm a particularly difficult math problem she hasn't had enough caffeine to solve. "Since when do you agonize over outfits?"

"I don't. I'm just... it's fine. I'm being weird." I pull the skirt off the hanger, the fabric cool against my overheated palm.

"That's your interview skirt." Sienna leans against the doorframe, taking a sip. "What's going on?"

"Nothing. New assignment, I want to look professional."

"You always look professional. You wore the same rotation of three blazers for two years at Columbia." She studies me over the rim of her mug. "This is about a guy."

"It's not—"

"Oh my god, it is. You're blushing. Your ears are literally red. Who is he? One of the other interns? That Marcus guy you mentioned?"

"It's not about a guy." I can hear how unconvincing I sound. "It's just... my boss kind of suggested I wear a skirt today, and I'm trying to figure out if that's weird or if I'm making it weird."

Sienna's eyes widen, snapping fully open. "Your boss told you what to wear?"

"Not told. Suggested. He said he'd like it if I wore a skirt, but that I should wear whatever I'm comfortable in."

"Elena. That is textbook sexual harassment."

"It's not—" I pull on the skirt, zipping it at my waist. It fits perfectly, snug but not tight. The fabric feels different against my skin when I know he asked for it. Everything feels different. "It's complicated."

"Complicated how?" Sienna sets down her mug on my dresser, coming fully into the room now. "Did he threaten your job? Because if he did, I know a lawyer who—"

"No. God, no. Nothing like that." I grab a cream silk blouse from my closet, buttoning it quickly to cover my bra and my traitorous, hard nipples. "He's been... respectful. Professional. He just... asked."

"And you're doing it."

"I'm wearing a skirt to work. Women do that literally every day, Sienna."

"But you're wearing it because he asked you to." Sienna crosses her arms. "That's different."

She's right. Of course she's right. It changes the entire context.

But I can't explain why I'm doing it without admitting things I'm not ready to admit to myself, let alone my roommate. Like the fact that when Declan gives me commands—calm, authoritative, expecting obedience—something inside me responds. Something deep and dormant that makes my stomach flip and my thighs clench and my constantly racing brain go quiet for the first time in years.

Like the fact that I'm so turned on right now I can barely think straight.

"I have to go," I say, grabbing my bag. "I'll be late again tonight, probably. This new assignment is intense."

"Elena—"

"I'm fine, Si. I promise. It's just work."

Another lie.

I leave before she can interrogate me further, practically fleeing the apartment.

The N train is packed during the morning rush hour. I'm wedged between a guy in a suit who smells like too much cologne and damp wool, and a woman listening to trap music so loud I can hear the bass line through her headphones.

I spend the entire forty-minute ride thinking about the skirt.

It feels different than pants. More vulnerable. I'm hyperaware of my bare legs, of the way the nylon tights feel against my skin, of the way the fabric shifts when the train lurches. Of the dampness between my thighs that's been there since I woke up. Every time someone's gaze slides over me, I wonder if they can tell. If I'm wearing a neon sign that says I wore this because a man told me to.

My phone buzzes in my hand. A text from an unknown number.

Coffee is on your desk. Black, two sugars. —D

My heart does something stupid and frantic in my chest, and heat floods through me so fast I have to grip the pole tighter.

He remembered how I take my coffee. From what? Watching me at my desk yesterday? Noticing the cups in the trash?

I shouldn't find that hot. It's observant. Calculating.

I absolutely find that hot.

I text back: Thank you.

Three dots appear immediately, pulsing while he types. Then: Did you sleep well?

That's... not a work question.

Well enough. You?

Declan- No. I was thinking about today.

I stare at the message, reading it three times, dissecting the words. What does that mean? Thinking about work? Thinking about me?

Thinking about me in this skirt?

The train screeches to a halt at my station. I shove my phone in my bag and push through the crowd, my pulse hammering a rhythm against my throat, my entire body thrumming with nervous energy.

By the time I reach Shaw Industries, I'm a mess of nerves and anticipation. I take the elevator to the fifty-second floor, practicing deep breaths, trying to reconstruct my professional mask.

Trying to ignore the growing wetness and throbbing in my pussy.

It's just a skirt. It's just work. Everything is fine.

The elevator doors open onto the silent luxury of the executive floor.

Declan is standing at my desk.

Waiting for me.

He's leaning against the edge of it casually, arms crossed over his chest, ankles crossed. He's wearing charcoal slacks and a black button-down with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, exposing the tendons and dark hair there. His hair is slightly damp, darker than usual, like he showered recently.

He looks up as I approach, and his eyes drop immediately to my legs.

It’s an unspoken claim, trailing up my calves to my thighs to where the skirt ends.

I feel it everywhere. My nipples tighten. I throb with need.

"Good morning, Elena," he says, his voice low, vibrating in the quiet space.

"Good morning." My voice comes out breathier than I intended, a tell I can’t hide.

He doesn't move. Just looks at me, taking his time, drinking in the sight. I feel stripped bare under that gaze, like he can see straight through the professional silk and wool to the confusion and desire underneath.

To how wet I am. To how badly I want him to touch me.

"You wore the skirt," he says.

"You asked me to."

"I gave you a choice."

"I know." I swallow hard, my throat tight. "I chose the skirt."

Something flickers in his expression. Satisfaction. Possessiveness. Something darker and hungrier that makes me forget how to breathe properly.

"Good girl."

There it is again. Those two words.

Good girl.

Two words that shouldn’t mean anything — except they do.

They undo me faster than his hands ever could.

I feel myself getting wetter. It is an immediate, humiliating physical betrayal. We are standing in the middle of a corporate office, he is my boss, the door is unlocked, and this is—

"Your coffee is on your desk," he says, straightening up and stepping back, effectively breaking the spell. The heat in his eyes remains, but his tone shifts back to professional. "I need you to pull some files from the archives. Third floor, records room. Ask for Mitchell—he'll set you up with access."

I pull myself together, shifting mental tracks. "What am I looking for?"

"Acquisition records from 2019 to 2021. Specifically, any deals that fell through in the final negotiation stages. I want to understand the patterns."

It is a legitimate work request. Strategic, analytical, professional. Normal.

So why does it feel like a test?

"I'll get started right away," I say, as I reach for the coffee, grateful for the warmth in my hands.

"Elena."

He steps closer again, erasing the distance I just created. I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. That scent hits me again—sandalwood and fresh linen.

"The records room is a mess," he says softly. "You'll need to do a lot of reaching. A lot of bending."

His eyes drop to my skirt, then slowly travel back up to my face.

Is he... warning me? Or is he imagining me bending over in this skirt?

The thought does something to me, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from making a sound.

"I can handle it," I say, my voice steady despite the rapid flutter of my pulse.

"I'm sure you can." His gaze drops to my mouth, lingering there for a beat too long, before snapping back to my eyes. "Take your time. I want thorough work, not fast work."

Then he turns and disappears into his office, the door clicking shut behind him.

I stand there for a full minute, holding the warm paper cup, trying to remember how to expand my lungs.

Trying not to think about him imagining me bent over in the archives.

Failing completely.

I take a sip. The coffee is exactly how I like it—dark, sweet, still hot. He must have ordered it right before I walked off the elevator.

He is paying attention. He is noticing details I didn't think he saw. He is taking care of me in small, deniable ways.

And lord help me, it's working.

I am wet, confused, and already wanting more.

This is so dangerous.

***

The records room is exactly as advertised: a disaster zone.

Mitchell is a guy in his sixties wearing a cardigan who clearly gives zero fucks about modern organizational systems. He waves a hand vaguely at endless rows of beige file cabinets and tells me, "2019-2021 is somewhere in the back rows, probably. Good luck."

Helpful.

I spend the next two hours searching through mislabeled drawers, cursing under my breath. The files are jammed in tight, requiring force to dislodge. I have to climb on wobbly step stools to reach high shelves, stretching my arms up until my blouse pulls tight across my chest. I have to crouch down to check bottom cabinets, balancing on my heels.

My skirt keeps riding up.

Every time I crouch, the fabric pulls tight, sliding up my thighs, exposing more skin to the cool, dusty air of the archives. I have to keep tugging it back down, smoothing it out.

Every time I bend over, I feel the cool air against the dampness of my underwear.

Every time I reach up, my blouse pulls tight across my breasts, and I'm acutely aware of how hard my nipples are, visible through the thin fabric.

Declan's words echo in my head. You'll need to do a lot of reaching, bending.

He knew. He knew exactly what this would be like.

And he sent me here anyway.

Is he imagining this? Is he sitting in his office fifty floors up, picturing me alone in this silent room, my skirt riding up, stretching and bending for him?

The thought hits me immediately. I still, containing the ache. I am soaked now, my underwear damp and uncomfortable, and the sensation is mortifying and arousing in equal measure.

By noon, I've found most of the files I need. I am dusty, frustrated, and uncomfortably turned on.

My phone buzzes in my pocket.

How's the search going? —D

I take a photo of the stack of manila folders I've collected—about twenty of them—and send it to him.

Found most of them. A few still missing.

The reply is immediate.

Take a break. Lunch. My office, 12:30.

Not "would you like to have lunch." Not "are you free for lunch."

Just a command. An expectation.

I should push back. I should tell him I have plans, that I need boundaries, that this is moving too fast and I need space to think.

Instead, a fresh wave of wetness floods between my thighs.

I'll be there.

At 12:25, I am standing outside his office door, frantically trying to smooth my hair and brush the archive dust off my blouse. I probably look like a wreck.

"Come in," he calls out before I even knock.

How did he know I was there? Can he sense me?

I open the door. He is at his desk, typing something on his laptop. He doesn't look up immediately. He makes me wait. He makes me stand there in the silence while he finishes whatever thought he is capturing.

Finally, he stops typing. He glances up.

"Close the door."

I do.

"Come here."

I cross the room to his desk. He studies me, his eyes taking in the smudge of dust on my sleeve, the flyaway hairs escaping my bun, the slight flush of exertion on my cheeks.

The hard points of my nipples visible through my blouse.

His jaw tightens almost imperceptibly.

"You look like you've been working hard," he observes.

"The records room is chaos."

"I know." He stands, moving around his desk with that predatory grace, and I catch the outline of him against his slacks—thick and half-hard. He's turned on too. "Sit."

He gestures to the small conference table by the window where we had dinner last night. There are two place settings laid out—white linen tablecloths, actual china, heavy silverware.

"Did you order lunch?" I ask stupidly.

"Sit down, Elena."

The command sends a shiver through me. I sit. He takes the chair adjacent to me, not across. Close enough that when he shifts, his knee brushes mine, and the contact makes me jump.

A sharp knock at the door, and his assistant enters with covered silver dishes. She sets them down efficiently, glances once at me with zero expression, and leaves.

Declan uncovers them. There is a large, gourmet salad for me with grilled chicken, and a steak for him.

"I don't remember telling you what I wanted," I say, staring at the food.

"You didn't." He hands me a fork, handle first. "But you need protein and vegetables. You've been living on coffee and stress for three days."

"You don't know that."

"I know you haven't eaten breakfast today. I know you worked through lunch yesterday." His eyes pin me to the chair. "Someone needs to make sure you take care of yourself."

"I can take care of myself."

"Can you?" He cuts into his steak, the knife sliding through the meat effortlessly. "When's the last time you had a full night's sleep?"

I open my mouth to lie, then close it. I don't answer.

"That's what I thought." He takes a bite, chewing slowly, watching me. "Eat."

It's a command, soft but unmistakable.

I pick up my fork and take a bite of the salad. It's delicious—peppery arugula, tangy goat cheese, candied walnuts, a balsamic vinaigrette that hits all the right notes. It probably costs more than I spend on groceries in a week.

We eat in silence for a few minutes. But it isn't uncomfortable. It's... charged. The air between us feels thick, electric. Every movement, every breath, feels significant.

"Can I ask you something?" I say finally, setting down my water glass.

"Always."

"What do you want from me?"

He finishes chewing, sets down his knife and fork with deliberate precision, and turns in his chair to face me fully.

"What do you think I want?"

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

"Then let me be clear." He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, invading my space until I can see the flecks of darker sapphire in his blue eyes. "I want to know if you're what I think you are."

"Which is?"

"Someone who wants to let go. Someone who gets off on being told what to do." His voice drops lower. "Someone who's wet right now because I called you a good girl this morning."

I can't quite breathe right. I'm mortified and turned on in equal measure.

"You can't say that," I whisper.

"Am I wrong?"

I stare at him, my heart thundering against my ribs.

"Am I wrong, Elena?"

"No," I admit, the word barely audible. "You're not wrong."

His jaw tightens, a sharp flex of muscle, and I see him adjust slightly in his seat. The movement draws my eyes down against my will. He is fully hard. I can see the thick, heavy outline of him straining against the charcoal fabric of his trousers, and the sight makes everything worse. It makes me wetter. It makes my nipples tighten painfully against the lace of my bra.

"Do you know what that means?" he asks, his voice rough.

"No." The word is barely a breath.

"It means you need someone to take control. To make the decisions." His eyes are dark, intense. "To give you permission to want what you want."

The words hit me with the force of a revelation. Because some part of me has always known this, hasn't it?

"I don't—I can't—" I stand abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor as I put desperate distance between us. "This is my job. This is my career. I can't afford to fuck this up."

"You won't." He stands too, but he doesn't come closer. He stays on his side of the boundary. "Everything we do, you choose. You want to stop, we stop. You want to keep this professional, we do that. But if you want to explore this—"

He waits until I stop pacing. Until I look at him.

"I can show you. Safely. Privately."

"And what do you get out of it?"

A slow, dark smile curves his lips. "You, letting go. Giving me what I need."

"Which is?"

"Control. The same thing you need to give up."

Oh god.

My mind is racing. This is insane. This is dangerous. This is everything I should run away from.

But god, I want it.

"I need to think," I say, my voice trembling.

"Take all the time you need." He reaches out, slowly, and tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. The touch is gentle, almost tender, but it sends electricity arcing through my entire body. "But while you're thinking, pay attention to how you feel. When I give you an order and you follow it. When you wear something because I asked. When I call you a good girl."

His thumb brushes my cheek, and I have to bite my lip to hold back a whimper.

"Pay attention," he murmurs. "Because I think you already know the answer."

Then he steps back, breaking the contact.

"Finish your lunch. Then back to the records room. I need those files by end of day."

Just like that, we are back to work. Professional. Normal.

Except my underwear is soaked and my hands are shaking and nothing is normal anymore.

I spend the rest of the afternoon in the records room, but I am not thinking about acquisition files.

I am thinking about his words. About control. About the way my body responds to his commands.

I am thinking about the fact that I'm unbearably turned on, have been all day, and it is entirely because of him.

Every time I shift, every time the fabric of my skirt rubs against me, I am reminded of what he said. I think you already know the answer.

By 6 PM, I have found all the files. I bring them back to my desk and start organizing them, creating a summary document.

Most of the failed acquisitions fell apart because of control. The founders couldn't let go. They couldn't trust Shaw Industries. They walked away from lucrative deals because they couldn't submit.

The irony isn't lost on me.

At 7:30, Declan emerges from his office. He looks fresh, composed, as if he didn't shatter my worldview over lunch.

"How's the analysis?"

"Good. Patterns emerging. Most failures are about control issues."

He smiles, knowing. "Funny how that works."

"Hilarious."

He leans against my desk. "You're thinking about this afternoon."

"I'm always thinking."

"Elena. Look at me."

The command pulls at me. I obey.

I look up. His expression is serious, almost gentle.

"You don't have to decide anything tonight. Take your time. Figure out what you want."

"And if I just want professional?"

"Then that's what we have. Nothing bad happens if you say no." He straightens, checking his watch. "Go home. Get some rest. See you tomorrow."

"You're not staying?"

"Dinner meeting. But I'll be back later if you need anything."

He leaves, and I am alone.

I should go home. Process this with someone objective.

Instead, I pull out my phone and search: what does it mean to be submissive.

The results overwhelm me. Articles about BDSM, power exchange, D/s relationships. I click through them, my heart pounding as I recognize myself in almost every description.

Submissives need to please.

They find peace in giving up control.

Submission is trust.

My phone buzzes.

Sienna: Where are you? It's almost 8. Ordering Thai, want your usual?

I text back: Yes please. Be home by 9.

Another text comes through. This time, it isn't Sienna.

Declan: Did you leave?

My fingers hover.

Still here. Finishing up.

Declan- Go home, Elena. That's an order.

I smile despite myself, feeling that familiar pull.

Yes, sir.

I hit send before I can second-guess it.

Three dots appear immediately.

Good girl. See you tomorrow. Wear the skirt again.

I should tell him no. I should set boundaries.

But instead, I text back: Okay.

One word.

One word that changes everything.

By the time I unlock the door to my apartment, the air smells like lemongrass and peanut sauce.

Sienna has Thai food spread out on our tiny kitchen table. She takes one look at my face—at the flush I haven't been able to shake, at the nervous energy vibrating off me—and sighs.

"You're sleeping with your boss."

"I'm not—"

"You're going to sleep with your boss."

I collapse into the chair, stealing a spring roll. "It's complicated."

"That's what women say right before they make catastrophically bad decisions." But her voice is gentle. She pushes a carton toward me. "Talk to me."

So I do.

I don't tell her everything—I can't bring myself to say the words dominant and submissive out loud. But I tell her about the skirt. About lunch. About the way Declan looks at me.

"He's forty-seven," Sienna says when I finish.

"I know."

"And the CEO."

"I know."

"And you're into it."

I nod miserably. "Yes."

She's quiet, thinking. "Is he being an asshole? Threatening your job, pressuring you?"

"No. The opposite. He keeps saying I can walk away anytime."

"But you don't want to."

"No," I whisper. "I really don't."

Sienna squeezes my hand. "Then I have one question: is this what you want, or what you think you should want because he's rich and powerful?"

It's a fair question. And for a second, I hesitate.

"I think..." I take a breath. "I think this is what I've always wanted. I just didn't know how to ask for it."

Sienna studies me, then nods.

"Okay. But the second he crosses a line, you walk. Promise me."

"I promise."

"And be careful. Men like that—men that powerful—they can be dangerous."

"He's not dangerous," I say, though I remember the cold look when he fired Patterson.

"He might be." She squeezes harder. "Don't lose yourself in this."

Too late, I think.

I'm already lost.

That night, I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to sirens and traffic.

But I can't sleep.

I am thinking about tomorrow.

About wearing the skirt again, knowing he requested it.

About the way Declan looks at me.

About what it would feel like to truly surrender to him.

My hand slides between my thighs before I can stop myself. I'm still wet, have been all day. I touch myself, eyes closed, conjuring his voice. I imagine his commands, low and demanding. I imagine the way he called me a good girl.

I come within minutes, biting my lip to stay quiet, my body arching off the mattress.

But it isn't enough.

The physical release is there, but the hunger remains. Because what I really want isn't just the orgasm. I want him to be the one touching me. I want him telling me when I'm allowed to cum. I want him taking control of my pleasure the way he's taking control of everything else.

I grab my phone from the nightstand. I open our text thread. My thumb hovers.

I wore the skirt because I wanted to please you. I'll wear it again tomorrow because you asked me to. Is that what submission feels like?

I hit send.

Wait.

Three dots appear immediately.

Yes, Elena. That's exactly what it feels like. Sleep well. Dream of me.

I turn off the phone and clutch it to my chest.

I close my eyes.

And I do.


PERMISSION


She's wearing the skirt again.

I'm in a video conference with our Tokyo office, half-listening to the VP of Operations drone on about supply chain bottlenecks and vendor delays, but my attention is locked on Elena through the floor-to-ceiling glass wall of my office.

She arrived ten minutes ago wearing a black pencil skirt paired with a pale blue silk blouse that makes her skin look luminous. Her hair is down today, falling past her shoulders in soft, dark waves.

She wore it down for me.

She doesn't realize it yet—or perhaps she's just starting to—but every choice she's making now is for me. The skirt. The hair. The way she texted me last night, asking if this feeling is what submission feels like.

Yes, Elena. It is. And you're a natural at it.

"Mr. Shaw? Your thoughts on the vendor situation?"

I drag my attention back to the screen. "Replace them. If they can't meet deadlines, find someone who can. I don't pay for excuses."

The CFO looks nervous. "It might take several weeks to—"

"Then start today. Next item."

I end the meeting fifteen minutes later, closing the laptop with a snap. My cock has been half-hard since she walked in this morning. The sight of her in that skirt, knowing she wore it because I asked her to, knowing she's starting to understand exactly what she wants—it's taking every ounce of control not to call her in here right now.

But patience is everything.

My phone buzzes. Marcus.

Board wants to discuss Patterson replacement. Meeting at 3.

I text back: Fine.

Another message comes through.

Also—heads up. Vivian is in town. She called asking about you.

Fuck. The last thing I need is my ex-fiancée circling while I'm in the middle of this with Elena.

If she calls again, you don't know anything.

Copy that.

I set down my phone and look back at Elena. She's typing rapidly, occasionally pushing her hair behind her ear—a nervous habit I've cataloged.

I've been observing her carefully. The way she naturally defers to authority. The way she responds to direct commands with visible relief rather than resistance. The way she defaults to calling me "sir" without thinking.

She's been hungry for this her entire life without knowing what to call it.

I press the intercom. "Elena. My office."

Through the glass, I watch her straighten instantly, her hand going to her hair. Nervous. Good.

She stands, smooths her skirt with trembling hands, and walks toward my door.

Every step is poetry.

She knocks.

"Come in. Close the door."

She does, standing just inside the threshold, hands clasped in front of her. Waiting for instruction.

Already learning.

"How's the acquisition analysis coming?"

"Almost done. I should have the final report ready by this afternoon."

"Show me what you have."

She crosses to my desk, setting down her laptop. As she leans over to open the file, her blouse gaps slightly at the neckline. I catch a glimpse of black lace against pale skin.

My cock tightens painfully.

She's wearing nice lingerie under those professional clothes.

"Here," she says, pulling up a spreadsheet. "I've categorized the failed acquisitions by reason for failure. The largest category is founder resistance—they couldn't let go of control even when the financial terms were favorable."

"Psychology over profit," I murmur.

"Exactly. The second category is cultural mismatch. The acquired companies didn't align with Shaw Industries' values."

"Which tells us what?"

She thinks for a moment. "That successful acquisitions require more than financial alignment. They require... submission."

The word hangs between us, tight with implication.

There it is.

"Submission," I repeat slowly. "Interesting choice of words."

Her cheeks flush pink. "I meant—from a business perspective—"

"Is that what you meant?"

She meets my eyes. "Yes."

Liar.

"Close your laptop."

She does, confusion flickering across her face.

"Come here." I gesture to the space directly in front of my desk. "Stand right there."

She moves slowly, positioning herself exactly where I indicated. I stand and walk around the desk, coming to stand directly in front of her.

Close enough to touch.

"I want to try something," I say quietly. "If at any point you're uncomfortable, you say stop and we're done. Understood?"

"I—yes. Understood."

"Yes, what?"

She swallows hard. "Yes, sir."

There it is. The title that comes naturally when she stops overthinking.

"Good girl." I watch her reaction—the flutter of her eyelashes, the way her breath catches. "Turn around. Slowly."

She hesitates for just a split second, then obeys. She turns in a slow circle, letting me look at her from every angle. The skirt hugs her hips perfectly, showing off the curve of her ass.

Perfect.

"Stop." She freezes, facing away from me. "Stay exactly like that."

I move closer, stepping into her space until I'm certain she can feel the heat radiating off my body.

"You did well today," I say, my voice low near her ear. "Wearing the skirt. Coming when I called. Following instructions."

"Thank you." Her voice is barely a whisper.

"Do you know why I'm telling you this?"

"No, sir."

"Because you need to know when you've pleased me." I step closer, not touching her yet, but close enough that if she leaned back even an inch, she'd feel me. "That's important for you to understand about yourself."

"Understand what?" She starts to turn, and I stop her with a hand on her shoulder. Her skin is warm through the thin fabric.

"Don't move. I didn't tell you to move."

She freezes instantly. I can see her pulse at the base of her neck.

"You respond to structure. To clear expectations. To someone else making the decisions." My hand slides from her shoulder down her arm slowly, deliberately. I feel a shiver run through her. "There's nothing wrong with that, Elena. It's just who you are."

"When I give you a command," I murmur, "what do you feel?"

"I don't know."

"Yes, you do. Don't lie to me."

A long pause. Then, so quietly: "Relieved, turned on"

"Why?"

"Because I don't have to decide. I just... do what you say."

"And that feels good."

"Yes." She's trembling now. "It feels good."

My cock is throbbing, straining painfully against my pants. I want to touch more of her. I want to pull her back against me and let her feel exactly what she does to me.

"Turn around."

She does, and her eyes immediately drop to the obvious bulge in my pants. She doesn’t have the experience to hide her reaction—her pupils dilate, her lips part on a sharp inhale, and her body tightens reflexively.

So fucking responsive.

"This is what you do to me. " I don't hide it. I want her to see. "That's what obedience looks like on you, Elena. It makes me so hard."

"I—" She can't seem to form words.

I step closer, closing the distance until there's barely an inch between us. "Tell me something. Are you wet right now?"

Her breath catches. "Yes."

"Yes, what?"

"Yes, sir."

"How wet?"

She's trembling, her eyes wide. "I've been wet since this morning."

Fuck.

"Show me."

Her eyes widen. "What?"

"You heard me. I want to see. Lift your skirt."

"Declan, I—"

"If you want to stop, say stop. But if you want this—if you want to know what this feels like—lift your skirt."

For a moment, she just stares at me. Then, slowly, her hands move to the hem of her skirt. She pulls it up, inch by agonizing inch, until I can see the tops of her thighs, and—

Black lace panties underneath.

"Higher."

She pulls it up to her waist, exposing herself to me completely. I can see the damp patch on her panties, dark against the black lace.

My throat goes dry at the visual proof of her need—the lace clinging, translucent where moisture has seeped through. "You're fucking drenched for me."

"I know." It's almost a whimper.

"Don't move. Don't lower your skirt. Just stand there and let me look at you."

She obeys, her hands fisted in the fabric of her skirt, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

I step closer, my hand moving to her hip. She gasps at the contact, her whole body tensing. I slide my hand around to the small of her back, pulling her flush against me.

She can feel me now. Every thick, hard inch of my cock pressing against her stomach through our clothes.

"Feel that?" I murmur against her ear. "That's how badly I want to fuck you. Right here, right now, bent over this desk. But when I take you for the first time, it won't be rushed. It won't be in my office. You're going to beg me for it first."

"Oh god." Her head falls back slightly, exposing the column of her throat.

I want to bite it. Mark her.

"I'm going to touch you now," I say, my hand sliding from her back to her hip, then lower, to the edge of her panties. "If you want me to stop, say stop. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"Do you want me to stop?"

"No." It's barely a breath. "Please don't stop."

My hand slides beneath the lace, and the moment my fingers make contact with her bare pussy, we both groan. She's not just wet—she's drenched, slick and hot against my fingers.

She's molten against my hand, impossibly wet and swollen as I dip one finger inside her and back out, barely grazing her clit. "This is mine now, Elena. Your pleasure belongs to me. Say it."

"My pleasure—" She gasps, trembling violently, the words barely coherent. "—belongs to you. Yours. Oh god, it's yours, sir, please—"

"Look at me."

Her eyes open, dark and glazed with need.

"Good girl. Keep looking at me. Don't look away."

I find her clit, circling it slowly with while I slide one finger inside her. She's so tight, her body clenching around me immediately.

"Declan—"

"Stay still. Don't move. Just feel."

It's a test of her control, and she's struggling. I can see it in the tension of her body, the way she's fighting the urge to rock her hips, to chase the friction. But she stays still, letting me control her pleasure completely.

Perfect.

I add a second finger, stretching her, and her mouth falls open on a silent gasp.

"You're doing so well," I murmur, pumping my fingers slowly while I rub her clit in tight circles. "Taking my fingers so perfectly. Being so good for me."

"I can't—I need—"

"What do you need?"

"More. Please."

"More what? Use your words."

"More pressure. Faster. Please, sir, I need to cum."

There it is. Begging already.

"Not yet. You cum when I tell you to cum. Understand?"

She whimpers, her whole body shaking with the effort of holding back. "Yes, sir."

I increase the pressure on her clit, my fingers curling inside her to hit that spot that makes her legs shake. She's close—I can feel her body tightening, her walls fluttering around my fingers.

"Please," she gasps. "Please, Declan, I need—"

"I know what you need." I press my forehead against hers, my fingers working her relentlessly now. "Cum for me, Elena. Right now. Cum on my fingers."

The permission is all she needs. She explodes, her body convulsing, a choked cry escaping her throat as her orgasm crashes through her. I work her through it, my fingers stroking, prolonging her pleasure until she's gasping, her knees buckling.

I catch her, wrapping my free arm around her waist to hold her up as the aftershocks roll through her.

"Good girl," I murmur against her hair. "Such a good girl for me."

She’s gone loose against me, trembling, her face pressed to my chest. I withdraw my fingers slowly, deliberately, and a soft sound escapes her.

I bring my hand up between us. My fingers are glistening with her arousal.

"Look at me."

She lifts her head, her eyes heavy-lidded and dazed.

I bring my fingers to my mouth and suck them clean, tasting her. "Fucking perfect."

Her eyes go wide, a fresh flush spreading across her cheeks.

"That," I say, pulling her tighter against me, letting her feel my still-hard cock, "is what happens when you're good. When you obey. When you trust me."

"I—" She can't seem to form a coherent thought.

"Pull down your skirt."

She does, her hands shaking.

"Now sit down. Catch your breath."

She sinks into the chair across from my desk, her legs visibly trembling. I move back around to my side, putting the desk between us—a necessary barrier before I lose control completely and fuck her right here.

"How do you feel?" I ask.

"I can't believe I just—" She laughs shakily, her face flushed. "What did we just do? Jesus, Declan, anyone could have knocked on that door."

"That's makes it so much more exhilarating." I lean back in my chair, forcing myself to adopt a professional tone even though my cock is still throbbing painfully. "What we just did—that's a taste of what this could be. But we need to talk about it. Properly."

"Okay."

"Tonight. Dinner. There's a restaurant two blocks from here—Luciano's. They have private dining rooms. Seven PM. We'll talk about what you want, what I want, and how this works."

She nods slowly, still looking dazed. "Okay."

"Good. Now go back to your desk. Finish your analysis. And Elena?"

She looks up at me.

"Don't touch yourself. Not until I give you permission."

Her breath stutters slightly. "What?"

"You heard me. Your pleasure belongs to me now. You don't cum unless I say you can. Understood?"

For a moment, I think she might refuse. Then: "Yes, sir."

Perfect.

"Good girl. Now go."

She stands on shaky legs and walks to the door. Just before she opens it, she turns back.

"Declan?"

"Yes?"

"Thank you."

I smile. "You're welcome. See you tonight."

She leaves, and I'm left alone with a painful erection and the dark satisfaction of knowing she's mine now.

Completely mine.

The rest of the afternoon is torture. I can see her through the glass, trying to focus on work, but I catch her shifting in her seat every few minutes. She's still aroused, still thinking about what happened in my office.

Good. I want her thinking about it. I want her aching for more.

At 6:45, I text her: Car is outside your building. Don't be late.

Her response: I'll be there.

I arrive at Luciano's early, making sure the private dining room is set up correctly. Intimate but not overtly romantic—a space where we can talk honestly.

At 7:02, Elena arrives.

She's changed into a simple black dress that hits mid-thigh. Her hair is still down, and she's wearing minimal makeup.

She looks nervous. Beautiful.

"You're late," I say as she enters.

"By two minutes. I—"

"I'll forgive you. Sit."

We're seated, wine is poured, and once the server leaves us alone, I lean forward.

"How are you feeling?"

"Nervous. Excited. Still turned on?"

She takes a sip of wine. "All of the above."

"Good. We need to talk about what happened this afternoon. What it means. What you want."

"I want more," she says immediately. "I want to know what this feels like. All of it."

Christ, she's eager.

"Then we need to establish some ground rules. Safewords—red means stop completely. Yellow means slow down. Green means continue. Can you remember that?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Second rule: honesty. You tell me the truth always. I can't take care of you if you lie."

"Okay."

"Third: your consent is paramount. You can withdraw it anytime. This only works if you're choosing it freely."

She nods. "What about rules for you?"

"Smart question." I smile. "I don't share. If we do this, you're mine exclusively. I don't lie to you. I respect your limits. And I always take care of you after."

"When do we start?"

"We already have." I reach across the table, taking her hand. "But there's more to discuss. Limits, interests, what you're comfortable with."

"I don't know what my limits are."

"Then we'll discover them together. But Elena—I need you to understand something. What we did this afternoon was just the beginning. If we continue, things will get more intense. More demanding. Are you ready for that?"

She meets my eyes, steady and sure. "Yes, sir. I'm ready."

And looking at her—at the trust in her eyes, the need, the hunger—I believe her.

She's ready.

And I'm going to give her everything she needs.


INITIATION


The car ride to my Tribeca penthouse takes twelve minutes. Elena sits beside me in the back seat, her hands folded tightly in her lap, her breathing shallow. I don't touch her. Not yet. I let the anticipation build, let her imagination run wild with what's about to happen.

By the time we pull up to my building, she's trembling.

The doorman nods as we pass. The elevator requires my key card. As we ride up in silence, I watch her reflection in the polished steel doors—the way she keeps shifting, the way she bites her lower lip.

She's been wet all day. Aching for this.

The space is massive, flooded with ambient light from floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Hudson. Minimalist furniture in grays and blacks. Expensive art on the walls. Everything perfectly controlled, perfectly ordered.

Just like I'm about to control her.

"Take off your shoes," I say, shrugging out of my jacket.

She does, stepping out of her heels, suddenly shorter, more vulnerable.

I move to the bar cart, pouring two fingers of vodka into a glass. "Drink this. All of it."

She takes the glass with shaking hands and drains it.

"Good girl." I take the empty glass from her, setting it aside. "Now. We discussed your limits and safe words at dinner. Do you remember?"

"Yes".

"Good. One more thing before we start." I step closer, invading her space, my hand coming up to cup her face. "Once we begin, the dynamic shifts completely. You will address me as Sir unless I tell you otherwise. You will follow every instruction I give you. You will ask permission before you cum. And you will tell me immediately if something doesn't feel right. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then let's begin." I step back, my voice dropping into the tone of absolute command. "Strip. Everything. Now."

Her hands go to the hem of her dress, trembling as she pulls it over her head. Underneath, she's wearing black lace—a matching bra and panty set that looks expensive.

The bra comes off next, exposing her breasts—perfect, heavy, nipples already hard. Then the panties slide down her legs, and she's standing before me completely naked, arms at her sides, chest rising and falling rapidly.

The dark patch of arousal on the discarded panties is unmistakable.

"Look at you," I murmur, circling her slowly. "Almost dripping in anticipation. You've been thinking about this all day, haven't you?"

"Yes, sir."

"Did you touch yourself earlier like I told you not to?"

"No, sir. I didn't."

I complete my circle, stopping in front of her. My hand shoots out, gripping her jaw firmly. "Good girl. That took discipline. But now?" I lean in, my lips brushing her ear. "Now you're mine. Every orgasm, every whimper, every desperate plea—all mine."

I release her jaw and step back. "Living room. Walk ahead of me. Slowly. I want to watch that ass."

She moves on shaky legs, and I follow, drinking in the sight of her naked body, the curve of her spine, the sway of her hips.

I settle into the leather armchair facing the windows, the city lights sprawling below us. I strip methodically—shirt first, then pants, pushing my boxer briefs down. My cock is fully erect, swollen and throbbing a drop of pre-cum beading at the slit.

"Come here. Stand in front of me."

She approaches, her eyes locked on my erection.

I reach out, my hands finding her breasts, palming them roughly. "These are mine now." I pinch her nipples hard, twisting until she gasps. "Every inch of you belongs to me."

I lean forward, taking one nipple into my mouth, sucking hard while my teeth graze the sensitive flesh. She whimpers, her hands coming up to my shoulders for balance.

"Hands behind your back," I say, my voice rough against her breast. "Don't touch me unless I say you can."

She obeys immediately, locking her fingers at the small of her back. The position thrusts her breasts forward, offering them to me.

I work my way across her chest, biting and sucking, leaving dark purple marks blooming across her pale skin. Each one makes her gasp, makes her body tremble.

"These marks are mine," I murmur, running my tongue over a particularly dark bruise. "Tomorrow, when you see them in the mirror, you'll remember exactly who put them there. Who owns you."

"Yes, sir," she breathes.

I lean back in the chair, spreading my legs wider, my cock standing proud between them. "On your knees."

She sinks down immediately, settling between my thighs. Her eyes are dark with need, her lips parted.

"You've never had a cock this big before have you?" I ask, wrapping my hand around the base of my cock, stroking slowly.

"No, sir."

"Good. I'm going to teach you exactly how I like it." I guide her head forward with my free hand tangled in her hair. "Open your mouth. Tongue out."

She does, and I tap the swollen head of my cock against her tongue, smearing pre-cum across it. She moans at the taste.

"Wrap your lips around just the head. Suck gently."

She seals her lips around me, her tongue swirling, and the wet heat makes me groan. "Fuck, that's good. Now take more. Slowly. Use your hand on what you can't fit."

She slides down my length, her hand wrapping around the base, stroking in time with her mouth. She gags slightly when I hit the back of her throat, but she doesn't pull away.

"Good girl. Breathe through your nose. Relax your throat."

I let her set the pace for a minute, watching her learn, watching her eyes water as she tries to take me deeper. Then I tighten my grip in her hair.

"My turn. Keep your hands on my thighs and don't move them. I'm going to fuck your mouth now."

I start thrusting, controlling the pace, the depth. She gags again, saliva dripping down her chin, but she keeps her hands planted on my thighs like I told her.

"Such a good girl," I groan, watching my cock disappear between her lips over and over. "Taking my cock so perfectly. You were made for this, weren't you?"

She moans around me, the sounds nearly sending me over the edge. I can feel my orgasm building, my balls tightening.

Not yet. Not like this.

I pull her off with a harsh tug of her hair, my cock slipping from her mouth as saliva drips down her chin.. She's gasping, her face flushed and wet, mascara smudged under her eyes.

"Bedroom. Now."

She scrambles to her feet, unsteady, and I follow her down the hall.

My bedroom is dominated by a massive bed with a wrought-iron headboard. On the nightstand: restraints, toys, implements. Everything I need.

But not yet.

"Stop," I command before she reaches the bed. I sit on the edge of the mattress, legs spread. "Come here."

She approaches, and I grip her hips, positioning her to straddle me.

"You're going to ride me," I say, my hands sliding down to grip her ass. "But you don't cum until I give you permission. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Now lower yourself onto my cock. Slowly."

She positions herself over me, the head of my cock pressing against her entrance. She's so wet I can feel it dripping onto me.

"Down. Take it all."

She sinks down inch by inch, her mouth falling open as I stretch her. When she's fully seated, Every inch of me is inside her, and she's trembling.

"How does that feel?" I ask, my hands locked on her hips, fingers pressing deep into soft flesh.

"Amazing, sir."

"Good. Now ride me. Show me how badly you want this."

She starts moving, lifting herself up and sliding back down, finding a rhythm. Her breasts bounce with each movement, the marks I left standing out starkly.

"Faster," I command.

She obeys, her pace increasing, her breathing coming in sharp gasps. I can feel her pussy fluttering around me, can see the desperation building in her face.

"Don't you dare cum," I warn, my hands guiding her movements, forcing her down harder. "You hold it."

"I—I'm trying—sir—"

"Try harder." I thrust up to meet her, hitting deeper, and she cries out.

I reach between us, my fingers finding her clit, teasing with deliberate pressure.

"Oh god—please—"

"Please what?"

"Please let me cum! I can't—I need—"

"No. Not yet. Keep riding."

She's moaning continuously now, her whole body shaking with the effort of holding back. I can feel her right on the edge, her pussy clenching around me desperately.

I increase the pressure on her clit.

That's all it takes. She breaks, screaming, her orgasm crashing through her without permission. Her body convulses, her pussy milking my cock as she comes apart.

I stop moving immediately, my hand gripping her hip like a vice.

"Did I say you could cum?"

She's still gasping, pussy still clenched around my cock. "No—I'm sorry—I couldn't stop it—"

"I know you couldn't." I ease her off me, my voice firm but edged with dark amusement. "But that doesn't mean there aren't consequences. Bed. Hands and knees. Time to teach my greedy little slut some self-control."

She scrambles to obey, positioning herself on all fours on the mattress, her ass raised, still red from where I gripped her.

I stand, moving to the nightstand to retrieve the leather paddle. When I return, she flinches at the sight of it, but I catch the involuntary response—her body tensing with anticipation.

"Look at you," I murmur, running the cool leather over her ass. "Already dripping again. Such a naughty little slut, getting wet from your own punishment."

"I'm sorry, sir," she whimpers.

"You disobeyed me. Came all over my cock without permission like a desperate little whore." I tap the paddle against her ass lightly. "Bad girls get punished. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"How many do you think a bad girl like you deserves?"

Her voice is small. "Ten?"

"Fifteen. And you're going to count every single one and thank me for it." I rest the paddle against her heated flesh. "If you lose count, we start over. If you forget to thank me, we start over. Color?"

"Green, sir."

"Good girl. Even when you're naughty, you're still my good girl."

I bring the paddle down with a sharp crack. She jerks forward, crying out.

"One! Thank you, sir!"

"That's right. Take your punishment like the bad girl you are." The second strike lands on the other cheek, harder.

"Two! Thank you, sir!"

"You love this, don't you? Getting spanked like a naughty little slut?" I deliver the third strike.

"Three! Thank you, sir! Yes, I—I love it!"

"Of course you do. Look how wet you are. Dripping all over my sheets." Strike four lands hard. "Say it. Tell me what you are."

"Four! Thank you, sir! I'm—I'm your naughty slut!"

"That's right. My naughty slut who can't control herself. Who cums without permission." Strike five makes her whole body jerk. "But you're learning, aren't you?"

"Five! Thank you, sir! Yes, I'm learning!"

I work my way through the rest, alternating cheeks, each strike punctuated by her desperate counting and thanks. Her voice gets more ragged with each one, more breathless.

"Thirteen! Thank you, sir!"

"Almost done. You're taking this so well. Such a good little slut, taking your punishment." Strike fourteen lands hard.

"Fourteen! Thank you, sir!"

"Last one. Make it count." I bring the paddle down harder than all the rest.

She screams. "Fifteen! Thank you, sir!"

I set the paddle aside, running my hands over her heated flesh. Her ass is bright red, marked with rectangular imprints from the paddle, and her pussy is absolutely soaking, juices dripping down her thighs.

"Look at this mess," I murmur, sliding two fingers through her wetness. "You came without permission and you're still dripping wet. Such a dirty girl."

"I'm sorry, sir," she gasps.

"No, you're not. You loved every second of it." I push my fingers inside her, feeling how swollen and sensitive she is. "But you took your punishment so well. Such a good girl for me, even when you're being bad."

I withdraw my fingers and spread her ass cheeks wide, exposing her completely. Her pussy is swollen and glistening, practically begging for attention.

"Stay still," I command. "Don't move unless I tell you to."

I lean down, dragging my tongue slowly from her clit all the way up through her folds. She cries out, her whole body shuddering.

"Fuck, you taste so good," I murmur against her pussy. "So wet. So ready."

I bury my face between her legs, devouring her. My tongue circles her clit in relentless patterns before I slide it lower, pushing deep inside her. I fuck her with my tongue, thrusting in and out, tasting every inch of her while my hands grip her ass, holding her open for me.

"Oh god—sir—please—"

I pull back just enough to speak, my breath hot against her soaked flesh. "You taste fucking incredible." Then I'm back, my tongue plunging inside her again and again, feeling her walls pulse around it, before returning to her clit to suck hard.

"Oh my god—sir—please—"

"Please what?" I ask, pulling back just enough to speak before diving back in.

"I don't know—I can't—"

"You can't what? Can't think? Can't control yourself?" I add a finger, stretching her, my tongue never stopping its assault on her clit. "That's the point, I want you mindless. Desperate. Completely at my mercy."

She's shaking violently now, her legs threatening to give out. I can feel her pussy fluttering around my fingers and tongue, knows she's close again.

"Don't you dare cum," I warn, my voice muffled against her flesh. "You hold it. Show me you learned your lesson."

"I'm trying—please—"

I pull away abruptly, leaving her gasping and empty. "Good girl. You're learning."

I position myself behind her, the head of my cock pressing against her entrance. She's even wetter than before, my saliva mixing with her juices, her body trembling with need.

"Now I'm going to fuck you," I say, my voice rough with barely controlled need. "And when I tell you to cum, you're going to cum so hard you forget your own name. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

I slam into her in one brutal thrust, every inch of me filling her completely. She screams, her back arching, her hands fisting in the sheets.

I don't give her time to adjust. I set a punishing pace, my fingers digging into her hips, pulling her back onto my cock with every thrust. The sound of skin slapping against skin fills the room, mixing with her desperate cries.

"This is what you needed, isn't it?" I reach around to find her clit, teasing and flicking it with my fingers. "To be used. Owned. Fucked until you can't think straight."

"Yes! God, yes, sir!"

I rub her clit in circles, feeling her body tightening around me, knowing she's close again.

"You're mine, Elena. Say it."

"I'm yours!"

"Louder."

"I'm yours, sir! I belong to you!"

"That's right." I increase my pace, my own orgasm building. "Now cum for me. Right fucking now."

She explodes with a scream, her pussy clamping down on me like a vice. The tight heat sends me over the edge—my orgasm slamming through me with brutal intensity. I bury myself deep, my cock throbbing as I cum hard, spilling inside her in thick pulses. The pleasure is so intense it's almost painful, my whole body going rigid as I pump her full of my cum, groaning low and rough.

We stay locked together for a long moment, both trembling, both gasping for air.

Then I pull out carefully, watching my cum drip down her thighs. She collapses onto the mattress, completely spent.

I lie down beside her, pulling her into my arms. Her body has gone slack, pliant, tear tracks glistening on her face.

"How do you feel?" I ask, brushing damp hair from her face.
"Wrecked," she whispers, her voice raw. "In the best possible way."

"You have been." I press a kiss to her temple. "You were perfect, Elena. Absolutely perfect."

I get up, padding to the bathroom to wet a warm washcloth. When I return, I clean her gently, ignoring her hisses as the cloth touches swollen flesh.

"I know," I murmur. "You're going to be sore tomorrow. But it's a good sore. A reminder of who you belong to."

When she's clean, I lie back down, pulling her firmly against my chest. She fits there perfectly, her head tucked under my chin.

"Sleep if you need to."

"I don't want to sleep. I want to keep feeling this." She traces patterns on my chest. "Declan?"

"Mm?"

"Thank you. For seeing what I needed. For giving it to me."

I catch her hand, kissing her knuckles. "Don't thank me. This isn't charity. Dominating you, watching you surrender—I need that just as much as you do."

She's quiet for a moment. Then, smaller, shyer: "Can we do it again later?"

My cock twitches with immediate interest.

"Greedy girl," I whisper. "Yes. After you rest and eat, I'm going to tie you up. And this time, I'm going to find out exactly how many times I can make you cum before you beg me to stop."

She looks up at me, defiance sparking in her eyes. "I won't beg you to stop."

"We'll see." I kiss the top of her head, already planning what I'll do to her next. "We'll see."


MARKED


Ican't stop looking at the bruises.

It's Monday morning, 7 AM. Standing in front of my bathroom mirror under harsh fluorescent lights, I catalog the marks Declan left on my body like a treasure map.

Hickeys bloom across my collarbone and down the slope of my left breast—dark purple fading to sickly green at the edges. There's a distinct bite mark on my hip that's still tender to the touch. And my ass—god, my ass is a masterpiece of overlapping pink and red that hasn't fully faded even after two days.

I'm sore everywhere. My muscles ache, my skin is sensitive, and my pussy feels permanently swollen.

And I've never felt more alive.

Every time I shift, every brush of fabric against my marked skin sends a pulse of heat straight between my thighs. I'm already wet, and I haven't even gotten dressed yet.

"Elena! You're going to be late!" Sienna's voice carries through the thin walls.

I throw on my heavy terry-cloth robe and head to the kitchen, where she's already dressed for work, pouring coffee into travel mugs.

She takes one look at me and freezes. "What the hell happened to your neck?"

I'd forgotten about the hickeys visible above the collar. My hand flies up instinctively. "Nothing. It's fine."

"That's not nothing." She crosses the kitchen in two strides, pulling my hand away. Her eyes widen. "Jesus Christ, Elena. Did he hurt you?"

"No! God, no. It was consensual. I wanted it."

"Wanted what? To be mauled?" She's angry now, that sharp, worried-angry tone. "This is exactly what I was afraid of. Men like him—they take whatever they want."

"Sienna, stop. Please." I pour myself coffee with shaking hands. "I know it looks intense. But I promise you, I'm fine. Better than fine. I'm happy."

"You're marked like someone's property."

"I know."

And I love it. I love looking in the mirror and seeing evidence of what we did. I love the physical reminder that I belong to him.

But I can't explain that to her. She wouldn't understand.

"I need you to trust me," I say quietly. "I know what I'm doing. And if anything felt wrong, I would leave. I promise."

She studies me for a long moment. "You're falling for him."

"I—what? No. It's not—"

"You are. I can see it." She sighs. "Just be careful. Please."

"I will."

By the time I get to the office, I've changed into a high-necked silk blouse that covers most of the marks. But I can still feel them. Every time I move, every time fabric brushes against my sensitive skin, I'm reminded of Saturday. Of Sunday. Of the things he did to me and the things I begged him to do.

My panties are already uncomfortably damp, and it's only nine AM.

Declan's office door is closed when I arrive. I settle at my desk and try to focus on the acquisition data, but my mind keeps drifting. To the feel of rope around my wrists. To the sting of his hand on my ass. To the way he praised me while pushing me past limits I didn't know I had.

To the way his cock felt buried deep inside me while I screamed his name.

My phone buzzes. A text from him.

My office. Five minutes.

My stomach flips, electricity racing down my spine. I wait exactly five minutes—watching the clock tick down—then knock on his door.

"Come in. Lock it."

I do, the lock engaging with a heavy click.

He's leaning against the front of his desk, arms crossed, looking at me with an intensity that makes my knees weak and my pussy throb.

"Come here."

I cross the room. He immediately pulls me close, one hand tangling in my hair to tilt my head back while the other slides down to cup my ass. He squeezes the still-tender flesh, and I gasp.

"Still sore?" he murmurs against my ear.

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He squeezes harder, and I whimper, fresh wetness flooding between my thighs. "I want you feeling me all day. Remembering who you belong to."

"I haven't stopped thinking about it."

"Show me." He releases me, stepping back. "Unbutton your blouse. I want to see my marks."

I glance at the glass walls. "Someone might see—"

"I don't care. Show me."

My hands shake as I unbutton the blouse, parting the silk to reveal the hickeys blooming across my chest. His eyes darken with possession as he surveys his handiwork.

"Fucking beautiful. Every mark, every bruise—perfect." He traces one with his finger, and I shiver, my nipples hardening visibly through my bra. "Did your roommate see?"

"Yes."

"What did you tell her?"

"That it was consensual. That I wanted it."

"Did she believe you?"

"I don't think so. She's worried about you hurting me."

He's quiet for a moment, then pulls me close again. "If anyone ever makes you doubt this, doubt us, you tell me immediately. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He kisses me, slow and deep, his tongue sliding against mine until I'm breathless. When he pulls back, my knees are weak. "Button up. We have work to do."

I start on the buttons, my fingers fumbling, my body still humming with need.

"Elena?"

"Yes, sir?"

"Tonight. My apartment. Seven PM. Don't be late."

"I won't."

"And wear a skirt. No panties."

"My pulse drops straight to my clit. My thighs press together against the sudden throb. 'Yes, sir.'"

I somehow manage to focus on work for the next few hours. I'm putting the finishing touches on the Morgan acquisition report when a shadow falls across my desk.

"Elena. Got a minute?"

I look up, surprised. It's Marcus Reed. The COO doesn't usually seek me out directly.

"Of course. What can I help you with?"

"Actually, I was hoping we could grab coffee. There's something I want to discuss." He smiles, friendly and warm. "About your future here."

My heart starts pounding. Is this about Declan? Does he know?

"Um, sure. When?"

"How about now? There's a place downstairs."

I glance at Declan's office. His door is still closed—he's on a conference call.

"Okay."

We take the elevator down to the lobby café. Marcus orders for both of us without asking what I want, and we settle at a small corner table.

"So," he says, leaning back. "I've been watching your work. The analysis you've been doing is exceptional."

"Thank you."

"I mean it. You have instincts that take most people years to develop." He leans forward. "I think you're wasted in a temporary position. I'd like to recommend you for our associate program. Extremely competitive—we only take two candidates a year—but I think you'd be perfect."

My breath falters. The associate program is exactly what I've been dreaming of since business school.

"That's... wow. Thank you, Marcus. I'd love to be considered."

"Good." He smiles, and there's something in his expression that makes me pause. Something too intent. "I was also thinking—completely separate from work—that maybe we could get dinner sometime. Outside of work. Just the two of us."

Oh.

Oh no.

"Marcus, I'm—I'm flattered, but—"

"It's just dinner. No pressure. I just think you're interesting and I'd like to get to know you better." He reaches across the table, his hand almost touching mine. "What do you say?"

"I can't. I'm... involved with someone."

His expression shifts, the warmth cooling. "Someone serious?"

"Yes. Very serious."

"Lucky guy." He leans back, crossing his arms. "Well, the offer for the associate program still stands. That's purely professional."

"Thank you. I really appreciate it."

We finish our coffee in stilted small talk. When we return to the office, the elevator doors open onto the fifty-second floor.

Declan is standing by the glass wall. Watching us.

Even from this distance, I can see the tension radiating from him. His jaw is set like stone, his eyes dark.

Shit.

The rest of the afternoon drags. Declan doesn't text me again. Doesn't call me into his office. Doesn't even look through the glass wall.

By six PM, the silence is deafening. I'm anxious, confused, vibrating with nervous energy.

Finally, at 6:45, my phone buzzes.

Leave now. Car is waiting. Don't make me wait.

I grab my bag and rush downstairs. The black town car is idling at the curb, and I slide into the backseat. The driver doesn't speak, just pulls into traffic.

As the city blurs past, I remember Declan's instruction.

No panties.

I glance at the partition between me and the driver. It's closed. I slide my hand under my skirt, shimmying my hips, and manage to slide the lace down my legs. I step out of them, folding the scrap of fabric and tucking it into my purse.

The air conditioning hits my bare pussy, sudden and shocking.

I'm already wet, juices coating my inner thighs.

By the time we arrive at his building, I'm throbbing with need.

The elevator ride feels endless. When the doors finally open and i open the door to his apartment it's dim, lit only by city lights.

He's standing by the windows, still in his suit minus the jacket. His hands are in his pockets, his shoulders rigid.

He doesn't turn around.

"Lock the door," he says. His voice is cold, stripped of warmth.

I do, my fingers fumbling with the deadbolt.

"Come here."

I cross the room. When I'm within reach, he spins me around in one fluid motion and presses me face-first against the cold glass of the window.

His body pins me there—solid, heavy, dominant. I can feel every inch of him against my back. Below us, Manhattan sprawls like scattered diamonds.

"Did you enjoy your coffee with Marcus today?' His lips brush my ear, voice threaded with possession.

"It wasn't—he asked me to discuss work—"

"And then he asked you out."

"Yes, but I said no—"

"I know you said no." His hand slides up my thigh, deliberate and possessive, bunching my skirt at my waist. "But seeing another man want what's mine? That made me realize we need to reinforce some things."

His hand finds me, bare and soaking wet.

"No panties, just like I asked." His fingers slide through my slick folds, teasing. "Your pussy is always so wet for me. But I think someone forgot who she belongs to today. Time for a reminder."

"Yes, sir," I breathe.

"Good girl." He pushes two fingers inside me, and I gasp, arching against him. "You're mine, Elena. And tonight I'm going to make sure you feel that in every inch of your body."

He thrusts deep, curling his fingers, working me while I'm pinned against the glass.

"When another man looks at you the way Marcus did, I want you thinking about this. About who owns this pussy." His fingers find my clit, rubbing and teasing. "Understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

"I'm going to mark you tonight. Use you. Make you cum so many times you can't think straight." He withdraws his fingers, and I gasp at the sudden emptiness, my body already craving more. "But first, you need to understand the rules. When you're mine, you tell me about situations like that. You don't handle other men's interest alone. Understand"?

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He delivers a sharp slap to my pussy—not anger, but dominance, claiming. The sting tears a cry from me, and God, I need him inside me.

"You like that, don't you? Like being reminded who you belong to."

"Yes, sir!"

Another slap, and I'm dripping, my thighs shaking. "Say it."

"I belong to you, sir!"

"Again. Louder."

"I belong to you!"

He pulls me away from the window, spinning me to face him. His eyes are dark with hunger. His hand closes around my throat—gentle but unmistakable—thumb brushing my lower lip.

"I'm not angry with you, Elena. But I am going to fuck you until you can't remember anyone's name but mine. Until every muscle in your body knows exactly who it answers to." He guides me toward the couch. "Bend over. Hands on the cushions. Show me that pretty ass."

I do, assuming the position without hesitation, my body already trembling with anticipation. He flips my skirt up, his hand running over my ass in appreciation.

"Ten spanks. You're going to count them and thank me for each one. This isn't punishment—this is me claiming what's mine. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good girl." His hand comes down with a resounding crack. The sting blooms across my skin, pleasure mixed with pain.

"Count them. Ten. And say 'I belong to you, sir' after each one."

He strikes again.

"One," I gasp. "I belong to you, sir."

Another strike, harder. "Two. I belong to you, sir."

He finds a rhythm. Strike. Sting. Burn.

By five, I'm whimpering, tears gathering. By eight, the tears are spilling over. By ten, I'm shaking uncontrollably, desperate and aroused and so wet I can feel it dripping down my thighs.

"Ten," I sob. "I belong to you, sir."

He stops. His hand rests on my reddened ass, soothing the sting.

"Good girl," he murmurs. "You took that so well."

He leans down, kissing the tear tracks on my cheek, then pulls me upright. His eyes are dark, burning with hunger.

"Bedroom. Now."

I stagger into the bedroom on trembling legs. He follows, already yanking off his tie.

"Strip. Everything. Now."

I strip quickly, my breathing uneven, until I'm standing naked before him. He circles me slowly, his gaze dragging over my body with obvious hunger.

"On the bed. On your back. Spread your legs."

I climb up, lying flat as he opens the nightstand. He pulls out thick jute rope, a black silk blindfold, and sets several other items on the nightstand that I can't quite see.

"Arms and legs wide."

My pulse races as he works expertly: left wrist to the headboard, then right. He cinches my ankles to the footposts, splaying me completely open. Vulnerable. Exposed.

He presses the blindfold over my eyes. Darkness swallows me.

"How's that feel?"

"Terrifying... and thrilling."

"Good." I hear the drawer slide. "Tonight I'm pushing you harder, Elena. You need to remember you're mine—no one else's. And I'm going to edge you until you're begging, until you can't think about anything but my permission to come."

"Yes, sir."

"Safe words?"

"Red to stop. Yellow to slow."

"Good girl. Now, you don't cum tonight unless I explicitly tell you to. If you cum without permission, we start over. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"And one more thing—you're going to tell me exactly what a desperate little slut you are for me. I want to hear every filthy thought. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

Something cold brushes my nipple. Ice. I gasp as the chill makes my nipples peak painfully. He glides the cube in tight circles, drawing moans from me, then repeats on the right. He trails the ice down my belly, teasing my navel... lower, until the cold kiss brushes my throbbing clit.

I jerk against the bonds, my pussy clenching.

"I love how your body reacts to me." He holds the ice there until it melts, the cold water dripping down to pool beneath me. "Tell me what you are."

"I'm... I'm yours, sir."

"More specific. What kind of girl gets this wet from being tied up and teased?"

My face burns with humiliation and arousal. "A... a slut, sir."

"That's right. My needy little slut." The ice trails lower, and I feel it press against my entrance. "Say it."

"I'm your needy little slut, sir!"

He pushes the ice inside me, and I gasp at the shocking cold. Then I hear a buzz—an electric hum.

"A vibrator." He presses it against my clit while the ice melts inside me. The contrast of cold and vibration is overwhelming. "Don't you dare cum."

"I—fuck—sir, it's too much—"

"You can take it. You're going to take everything I give you tonight." He grinds the toy against my swollen clit, and I feel the orgasm building fast.

"Please, sir, I'm close—"

"I know." He pulls the vibrator away immediately, leaving me gasping and shaking. "But you don't get to cum yet. Not even close."

I make a desperate sound, my hips bucking uselessly against nothing.

"Tell me how badly you want to cum."

"So badly, sir. Please, I need it—"

"No. You need to learn patience." I hear him moving, then feel the bed dip. "Open your mouth."

I do, and he guides his cock to my lips. I can feel how hard he is, thick and hot against my tongue.

"Suck." He pushes inside, filling my mouth. "Show me what a good little cocksucker you are."

I wrap my lips around him, sucking eagerly, my tongue working the underside of his shaft. Then I feel the vibrator again—this time pressed directly against my clit while I'm helpless to do anything but take his cock in my mouth.

The dual sensation is torture. Pleasure builds rapidly as I struggle to focus on sucking him, my moans vibrating around his length.

"That's it. Choke on my cock while I edge this greedy pussy." He thrusts deeper into my throat while the vibrator buzzes relentlessly. "Don't you dare cum."

I'm right on the edge, my body trembling violently, when he pulls both away—his cock from my mouth, the vibrator from my clit.

"No!" The word escapes before I can stop it.

"No?" His voice is dark with amusement. "Did you just tell me no?"

"I'm sorry, sir, I didn't mean—"

"Oh, you meant it. You're so desperate to cum you forgot your manners." I feel his weight shift on the bed. "Guess we need to teach you some patience."

His mouth descends on my pussy without warning. His tongue is hot and skilled, licking through my folds, circling my clit with maddening precision. I'm already so sensitive that within seconds I'm right back on the edge.

"Please, sir, please let me cum—"

He pulls away. "No."

I let out a choked cry of frustration.

"You're dripping all over my sheets like a desperate whore," he murmurs, sliding two fingers inside me. "Tell me what you are."

"I'm a desperate whore, sir!"

"Whose whore?"

"Yours! Only yours, sir!"

He curls his fingers, finding that spot inside me that makes me gasp and shake, while his thumb works my clit. The pleasure builds impossibly fast. "You're my property. My toy. Mine to use however I want."

"Yes, sir!"

Just as I'm about to fall over the edge, he stops. Withdraws completely.

I actually cry out in frustration, pulling against the ropes.

"Color?"

"Green," I gasp. "Green, sir, please—"

"Good girl." I hear him moving around. "Because we're nowhere near done."

More ice trails over my overheated skin—across my breasts, down my sides, over my hipbones. Then his mouth is on me again, his tongue pushing inside me while his fingers work my clit.

I'm incoherent now, begging constantly, a stream of "please sir please" that I can't stop.

"You want to cum so badly, don't you?"

"Yes! Please, sir, I'll do anything—"

"Anything?" He adds a third finger, stretching me. "You'd let me fuck any hole I want?"

My breath catches. "Yes, sir."

"Say it. Tell me what you'll let me do."

"You can... you can fuck any hole you want, sir. I'm yours. All of me."

"Good girl." He pulls his fingers out, and I feel him move on the bed. "But first, I'm going to fuck this pretty pussy and see if you can follow orders."

He lines up his cock and pushes inside in one smooth thrust. The fullness after all that teasing is almost too much. I'm so swollen, so sensitive, that just having him inside me nearly triggers an orgasm.

"Don't you dare," he warns, his voice rough. "You hold it."

He starts moving, slow and deep, each thrust hitting spots that make me shake. His fingers find my clit, rubbing and flicking and teasing, until it's almost too much.

"Please! Sir, please, I can't hold it much longer—"

"Yes, you can." He increases his pace, fucking me harder. "You're going to hold it until I'm ready to let you cum. Until I'm buried in that tight ass and you're screaming for me."

He pulls out suddenly, and I hear him reaching for the nightstand.

"This is going to stretch you." I feel cool lube being drizzled over my ass, then his fingers working it in, stretching me carefully. "But you're going to take it like a good girl, aren't you?"

"Yes, sir."

He works me open slowly, adding more lube, more fingers, until I'm ready. Then I feel the broad head of his cock pressing against my tight entrance.

"Breathe," he commands. "Relax and let me in."

He pushes forward slowly, and the stretch is intense, almost too much, but the fullness is incredible. When he's fully seated inside me, we're both breathing hard.

"Fuck, Elena. So tight." He reaches for something. "Now let's see if you can follow orders."

The vibrator comes to life against my clit, and the combination of sensations—his cock in my ass, the toy on my clit—is absolutely overwhelming.

"Please, sir! Please let me cum! I need it so badly—"

"Not yet." He starts moving, fucking my ass in slow, deep strokes while the vibrator buzzes relentlessly. "Tell me who you belong to."

"You! I belong to you, sir!"

"Tell me what you are."

"I'm your slut! Your whore! Your toy—please, sir, I'm begging you!"

"Tell me you'll never smile at another man like you smiled at Marcus."

"Never! I'll never—I'm only yours—please!"

He increases the intensity of the vibrator. "Cum. Right fucking now. Show me who owns this body."

Permission crashes through me like a tidal wave. My orgasm is explosive, violent, ripping through every nerve ending. I scream, pulling against the ropes, my entire body convulsing. The pleasure is so intense it's almost painful, wave after wave crashing over me.

He fucks me through it, his own rhythm faltering as his orgasm hits. He groans, his cock pulsing inside me as he fills me.

We collapse together, both trembling and gasping. He turns off the vibrator and gently eases out of me. I feel empty, used, completely wrung out.

He smiles, pressing a kiss to my forehead, then works the knots free. He massages my wrists and ankles carefully, checking for any damage.

"You were perfect," he murmurs. "So fucking perfect for me."

He gathers me into his arms, and my body feels like liquid, completely spent.

"That was..." I can't even form words.

"That was you learning that you're mine. Completely." He strokes my hair. "No one else gets to see you like this. No one else gets to touch you. Understood?"

"Yes, sir. Only yours."

"Good girl." He carries me to the bathroom. "Let me take care of you."

"You took everything," he murmurs, kissing my temple.

"I'd take anything from you."

He rolls me onto my back, his expression serious. "Would you? Even if I asked for something difficult?"

"Like what?"

"Like making this real. Not just a dynamic. A real relationship."

My heart stops. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying I don't want this to just be about sex and power. I want more. I want you, Elena. All of you."

"I want that too," I whisper. "I've wanted that since the beginning."

He kisses me, deep and slow and tender. When we break apart, he's smiling.

"Good. Because you're stuck with me now."

"I can live with that."

We lie in comfortable silence. Then his phone buzzes. He ignores it.

It buzzes again. And again.

"You should check that," I say.

He sighs and reaches for it. His expression darkens as he reads.

"What's wrong?"

"Vivian." He shows me the screen. Multiple missed calls and texts.

We need to talk. It's important.

Stop ignoring me.

I know about her.

My stomach drops. "She knows about us?"

"Apparently." He types a response. "I'll handle it."

"How?"

"By making it very clear that she has no claim on me and no right to interfere." He sets the phone down. "Don't worry about Vivian. She's just trying to cause problems."

But I am worried. Because if Vivian knows, who else knows? And what will happen if this goes public?


EXPOSURE


Vivian is waiting in my office when I arrive Tuesday morning.

I stop dead in the doorway, my jaw tightening. She's sitting in my leather executive chair—a deliberate power play—wearing a crimson dress that probably cost more than most people earn in six months. Her blonde hair is perfectly styled, her makeup immaculate.

She looks exactly like the woman I used to know. The one I thought I loved before I realized she was performing a role.

"How did you get in here?" I ask, my voice cold.

"I'm still on the board, Declan. I have keycard access." She stands slowly, moving around the desk with deliberate ease. "We need to talk."

"No. We don't." I step inside and close the door. "You need to leave. Now."

"I know about the intern." She stops, crossing her arms. "Elena McNeil. Twenty-four years old. Drowning in six figures of student debt. And apparently fucking her way to the top."

White-hot rage floods through me. "Watch your fucking mouth."

"Oh, did I hit a nerve?" She smiles, but it's brittle. "What are you doing, Dec? Reliving our relationship with someone younger and more desperate? Does she do everything you tell her to? Does she pretend to like it the way I did?"

"Get. Out."

"Not until you hear me out." She moves closer, invading my space. "You're making a mistake. She's using you for money and position. Just like—"

"Just like you did?" I step toward her, using my height to loom over her. "Don't project your gold-digging onto Elena. She's nothing like you."

Pain flickers across her face. "I loved you. I know you don't believe that, but I did. I tried to be what you needed."

"You tried to perform what you thought I wanted. There's a difference." I move past her to my desk, needing distance. "Elena doesn't perform. She surrenders. She trusts. She's everything you weren't."

"Does she know what you're really like? What you'll demand from her eventually?" Vivian's voice rises. "Does she know you'll never be satisfied? That you'll always want more control, more submission, until there's nothing left of her?"

"That's not what happened with us."

"Isn't it? I gave you everything, Declan! I followed your rules, obeyed your commands, let you control every aspect of my life. And it still wasn't enough!" Her voice cracks, years of resentment pouring out. "You wanted me to enjoy being degraded. You wanted me to beg for your approval like some desperate—"

"Stop." I slam my hand on the desk. "You're rewriting history. You were miserable because you wanted the ring, not the collar. You wanted the lifestyle, not the man."

"And you think she's different? You think some broke grad student isn't jumping at the chance to fuck a billionaire?" Vivian's laugh is harsh. "God, you're delusional. She's playing you, Dec. And when she's gotten what she wants—the job, the money, the connections—she'll leave just like I did."

"You didn't leave—I ended it when you finally admitted you hated what we had. She stays because she wants it." I lean forward. "Now get out of my office. And stay the fuck away from Elena."

"Or what?"

"Or I'll have you removed from the board. Don't think I can't. I have enough votes to bury you."

Her face goes pale. "You wouldn't."

"Try me. Touch her, talk to her, even look at her wrong, and I will destroy everything you've built here. Are we clear?"

She stares at me for a long moment, genuine hurt in her eyes. "You loved me once."

"I thought I did. But I was in love with the idea of you, not the reality." I pull out my phone. "Leave right now! Or I'm calling security. "

She grabs her purse, heading for the door with forced dignity. But she pauses at the threshold.

"She'll break, Declan. Just like I did. And when she does, remember I warned you."

Then she's gone.

I stand there, breathing hard, hands clenched. Through the glass wall, I can see Elena at her desk, focused on her computer, completely unaware of the storm.

She's wearing a high-necked blouse, hiding the marks I left. The thought of those marks—my marks on her skin—calms the rage.

Vivian is wrong. Elena won't break.

But doubt creeps in anyway.

What if I do demand too much?

My phone buzzes. Marcus.

My office. Now.

Fuck.

Marcus is standing by the window when I enter, arms crossed.

"Close the door," he says without turning.

I do.

"Vivian was just here. Making accusations about you and Elena."

"They aren't accusations. They're facts." No point lying. "Elena and I are involved."

He turns to face me, disbelief etched on his features. "Jesus Christ, Declan. She's an intern. Your intern."

"She's twenty-four years old. An adult capable of making her own decisions."

"Does she have a choice? Really? When you're her boss, when she needs this job, when you hold her entire future in your hands?" He paces. "This is a lawsuit waiting to happen."

"I'm not making excuses. I'm in a relationship with Elena. A consensual relationship between two adults."

"You're falling in love with her," he says, studying me.

The words stick in my throat. "I care about her."

"You're in love with her," he repeats, shaking his head. "Jesus, Dec. You barely know her."

"I know enough. I know she's brilliant and brave and honest. I know she challenges me. I know that when I'm with her, I feel like myself for the first time in years."

Marcus is quiet for a long moment. "I asked her out yesterday. For coffee. I didn't know about you two."

My hands clench. "I know."

"She turned me down. Said she was involved with someone." He shakes his head ruefully. "I should have guessed it was you. The way she looks at you—"

"How does she look at me?"

"Like you hung the moon. Like she'd do anything you asked without hesitation." He pauses. "It scares me, Declan. That level of devotion from someone so young, so vulnerable—it's dangerous."

"You think I don't know that? You think I'm not terrified of hurting her?" I move to the window. "But I can't walk away."

"Then you need to handle this properly. Move her to a different department after her internship. Have HR draw up paperwork. Make it official so there's no question of coercion."

"I will. After her internship ends. She needs to earn her place on merit."

"Smart." He sits down heavily. "But Declan—if you hurt her, if this goes south, I will personally destroy you. Are we clear?"

"Crystal."

I'm still wound tight when I return to my office. The confrontation with Vivian, the lecture from Marcus, the underlying fear that everyone might be right.

I need Elena. I need to touch her, ground myself in her submission.

I pull out my phone.

My office. Now. Lock the door.

She appears within thirty seconds, slipping inside and engaging the lock. She's nervous—I can see it in her twisted hands, her darting eyes.

"Vivian was here," I say without preamble.

Her eyes widen. "What did she want?"

"To warn me away from you. To tell me I'm making a mistake." I cross to her, my hand sliding to the back of her neck. "She's wrong."

"Is she?" Her voice trembles slightly. "Everyone seems to think this is a bad idea. Sienna, Marcus, Vivian—"

"Do you think it's a bad idea?"

She searches my eyes. "No. But I'm scared."

"Of what?"

"Of this ending. Of you realizing I'm not worth the trouble. Of—" She breaks off.

"Of what, Elena?"

"Of falling in love with you and having it not be enough."
The words pierce straight through me. She's already falling. Just like I am.

"Come here," I murmur, pulling her close. "Listen to me. What we have—it's not a mistake. It's not wrong. And it sure as hell isn't ending because other people don't understand."

"Promise?"

"I promise." I kiss her gently. "Now. I need you to do something for me."

"Anything."

"Go home early. Pack a bag. Go to my apartment—the doorman has a key for you. Shower, eat something, and wait for me. I want you naked and waiting in my bed."

Her breath stutters "Yes, sir."

"Good girl. Now go."

The rest of the day drags. By the time I get home at seven-fifteen, I'm wound tight with need.

I find her exactly as instructed.

She's naked, lying in the center of my bed, her dark hair spread across white pillows. Her eyes follow me as I enter.

Fucking perfect.

"Good girl," I murmur, shrugging off my jacket. "You followed instructions."

"I always follow instructions."

"I know." I loosen my tie, stepping toward the bed. "And tonight, I'm going to show you exactly what that earns you."

"How long have you been wet for me?" I ask, my voice rough.

"An hour, maybe more. I lost track."

"Were you touching yourself? Thinking about me?"

She flushes. "Yes, sir."

"What were you thinking about?"

Her cheeks burn. "Your hands on me. Your cock inside me. Whether you'd make me beg or just take what you wanted."

"And what do you need right now?"

"You, sir. Only you."

I strip methodically, letting her watch. My cock is already hard, thick and leaking with anticipation. I open the nightstand: silk rope, a black blindfold, a bullet vibe, nipple clamps with a delicate chain connecting them.

Her eyes widen at the clamps.

"Scared?" I ask.

"A little," she admits. "But excited."

"You should be both." I grab the rope. "Hands above your head."

She lifts her arms without hesitation. I bind her wrists to the headboard, then spread her legs wide, securing her ankles. She's completely exposed, glistening and perfect.

"You look like a feast," I murmur. "Spread out and waiting for me."

"Tell me what you see," she breathes.

"I see my personal playground. Every inch of you mine to use however I want." I drape the blindfold over her eyes. "Now you only feel. No distractions."

"I trust you," she whispers.

"Good. Because tonight, I'm not going easy on you."

I kneel between her legs, running my hands over her body—squeezing her breasts, pinching her nipples until she gasps, trailing down her sides to her hips.

"Already shaking and we haven't even started."

I pick up the nipple clamps. "These will hurt. But you'll love it. Color?"

"Green, sir."

I attach the first clamp to her left nipple. She cries out, her back arching. The second clamp goes on the right, and the chain connecting them dangles between her breasts.

"How does that feel?"

"It burns—but good—fuck—"

"Good." I tug gently on the chain, and she moans. "These stay on. And every time you move, you'll feel them."

I click on the bullet vibe and press it to her clit. She jerks against the bonds, a desperate sound escaping her throat.

"Stay still," I command. "You don't cum without permission."

"Yes—sir—"

I work the vibe in circles, watching her struggle. When she's right on the edge, trembling and gasping, I pull it away.

She makes a choked sound of frustration.

"Such a needy little slut," I murmur, setting the vibe aside. "Let me taste how desperate you are."

I bury my face between her legs, my tongue sliding through her slick folds. She's soaking wet, the taste of her juices flooding my mouth. I lick her clit in slow, gentle circles while my hand slides lower.

I press one finger against her tight little asshole while my tongue continues working her clit. She tenses initially, then slowly relaxes as I push inside, just to the first knuckle.

"Oh god—"

"That's it. Take my finger." I work it deeper, twisting gently while my mouth devours her pussy. The combination has her writhing against the bonds, the nipple clamps swaying with each movement.

"Sir—please—it's too much—"

"You can take it." I add a second finger to her ass, stretching her carefully while sucking her clit hard. She's trembling violently now, right on the edge.

"Please let me cum!"

"No." I pull my mouth away but keep my fingers buried in her ass, pumping slowly. "No."

I withdraw my fingers and sit up, positioning myself near her face. With my clean hand, I slide two fingers into her dripping pussy, pumping deep. She moans, her hips trying to follow my hand.

When my fingers are coated in her juices, I withdraw them and hold them to her lips.

"Open your mouth. Taste yourself."

She does, and I push my fingers inside. She sucks them clean, her tongue working between them, moaning at her own taste.

"Good girl. Such a dirty girl, sucking your pussy off my fingers." I withdraw them and stand. "Now I want that pretty mouth on my cock."

I untie her wrists but leave the blindfold on. "On your knees on the bed. Hands behind your back."

She scrambles into position, the chain between her nipples swaying. I guide my cock to her lips.

"Open."

She parts her lips, and I push inside, groaning at the wet heat of her mouth. I grip her hair, controlling the pace, watching my cock disappear between her lips.

"That's it. Take it deeper." I thrust until I hit the back of her throat. She gags slightly but doesn't pull away. "You love sucking my cock so much, such a good whore, I moan."

I fuck her mouth for a minute, savoring the sight of her blindfolded and bound, nipples clamped, taking my cock so perfectly. But I'm not ready to cum yet.

I pull out, my cock glistening with her saliva. "Back down. On your back. Spread your legs."

She obeys immediately.

"Now, where were we?" I slide two fingers inside her pussy, pumping slowly. "Oh yes, you were begging to cum."

"Please, sir, please—"

"Not yet." I add a third finger, stretching her, while my thumb finds her clit. "You're going to take everything I give you first."

I remove the blindfold, untie her feet. Her eyes are glazed, mascara smudged.

"On your hands and knees."

She scrambles to obey, the clamps swaying with the movement, making her gasp. I position myself behind her, fisting my hand in her hair and pulling her head back.

"Tell me who you belong to."

"You, sir!"

I push inside her in one brutal thrust, holding her by the hair. The angle is deep, claiming, and she screams.

"That's right. Mine." I fuck her hard, using my grip on her hair to control her movements. My other hand wraps around her throat—lightly, establishing dominance.

"Please—sir—I need to cum—"

"Then cum. Right fucking now, cum on my cock"

She breaks, her pussy clenching around me violently. I fuck her through it, my own orgasm building. Just before I cum, I pull out and flip her onto her back.

"Open your mouth."

She does, and I stroke myself twice before cumming across her face and breasts, marking her. Thick strings of cum land on her lips, her chin, coating the clamps still attached to her nipples.

"Don't move. Don't wipe it off." I grab my phone and take a photo. She looks wrecked—tears and cum mingling on her face.

"Good girl. Now swallow what's in your mouth."

She obeys, her tongue darting out to lick her lips clean.

I fetch a warm cloth and gently clean her face, then carefully remove the nipple clamps. She hisses as blood rushes back.

"How do you feel?" I ask, gathering her into my arms.

"Amazing"

"You are." I pull her against my chest. " And you're mine."

We lie in silence for a while. Then she speaks.

"Declan?"

"Mm?"

"What Vivian said—about you demanding too much, about me breaking—"

"Elena—"

"No, let me finish." She props herself up. "I need you to know that this doesn't break me. It makes sense. For the first time in my life, I feel like I can just... be myself."

"I know."

"Do you? Because sometimes you seem like you're waiting for me to wake up and realize this is fucked up."

She's not wrong.

"I'm worried I'll go too far," I admit. "That one day you'll look at me the way Vivian did."

"I'm not her. I don't want this because I think it'll get me something. I want it because it's who I am." She pauses. "And you're kind of tolerable when you're not being an asshole at work."

I laugh. "Tolerable?"

"Occasionally pleasant."

"High praise."

She's quiet for a moment. "This is more than just the dynamic though. You know that, right?"

"Yeah. I know."

"Good. Because I'm not doing this just for the sex. Even if the sex is really fucking good."

"Just really fucking good?"

"Don't fish for compliments."

I pull her closer. "We'll figure it out. The relationship part, the work part, all of it."

My phone buzzes. I ignore it.

It buzzes again. Multiple texts from Marcus.

Vivian is causing problems. Talked to two board members.

She's threatening to make the relationship public.

We need damage control. Call me.

Fuck.

"What's wrong?" Elena asks, reading my expression.

"Vivian. She's threatening to tell the board about us."

"Does she have proof?"

"Just speculation. But that might be enough." I set the phone down. "I'll deal with it tomorrow."

"Declan—"

"Tomorrow," I say firmly. "I'm not letting her ruin tonight."

Elena doesn't argue, but I can see the worry in her eyes. She knows as well as I do that Vivian won't stop.

But for now, for tonight, she's here. She's mine. And that's enough.


NO GOING BACK


Iwake up Wednesday morning to seventeen missed calls from Sienna.

My stomach drops. I'm still at Declan's apartment—we fell asleep tangled together after talking until nearly three AM. He's still sleeping, one arm draped possessively across my waist.

I carefully extract myself and grab my phone, heading to the bathroom so I don't wake him.

The first text from Sienna is from last night at 11 PM.

Where are you? You didn't come home.

Then 1 AM: Elena, I'm worried. Call me.

3 AM: I went into your room looking for your insurance card. I found things in your nightstand.

My blood runs cold.

We need to talk. Now.

I call her immediately. She answers on the first ring.

"What the hell, Elena?" Her voice is tight with anger and worry. "Rope? A blindfold? Is Declan hurting you?"

"Sienna, I can explain—"

"Can you? Because from where I'm sitting, this looks like a man with all the power in the world doing things to you that leave marks. Jesus Christ, El."

"It's not like that. I already told you it's consensual. It's what I want."

"How can you want this? How can you want someone to tie you up and—and whatever else he's doing to you?"

"Because it's about trust! About finding someone who understands what I need." I'm trying to keep my voice down, but it's hard. "This is who I am, Sienna."

"What you need is to see that this isn't normal. This isn't healthy."

The words sting.

"You don't understand," I say quietly.

"No, I don't. I don't understand how my smart, independent best friend could let someone do this to her and think it's okay."

"Because it is okay! For me! I've been pretending to be someone else my whole life, and I'm exhausted. With Declan, I can finally just... be."

"Be what? His toy? His plaything?" Sienna's voice rises. "Elena, you're sleeping with your billionaire boss who's old enough to be your father. And now I find out he's tying you up and leaving marks all over you. Do you hear yourself? This is textbook abuse!"

"It's not abuse!"

"Then what is it? Because from where I'm sitting, you're a broke intern with massive debt letting a powerful man do whatever he wants to you. That's not a relationship—that's exploitation!"

"It's not abuse! It's a relationship between two adults who—"

"Two adults with completely unequal power! You're an intern who literally cannot afford to lose this job. How is that not coercive?"

"Because I could walk away tomorrow and he'd still give me a good reference. Still help me find another position. Still make sure I'm okay. He's told me that repeatedly."

"And you believe him?"

"Yes. I do." I take a breath. "I love him, Sienna."

Silence again.

"You barely know him."

"I know enough. I know he sees me. Really sees me. I know he takes care of me in ways no one else ever has. I know that when I'm with him, I feel more myself than I've ever felt."

"Or maybe you feel like he wants you to feel."

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?" She sighs. "Elena, I can't watch you do this to yourself. I can't watch you disappear into this... whatever you want to call it."

"I'm not disappearing. I'm finally appearing."

"Then prove it. Come home tonight. Spend time with me, with your friends. Show me you still exist outside of him."

"I can't tonight. I have—"

"A board presentation. I know. I saw it on your calendar." Her voice softens slightly. "El, I'm not trying to be cruel. I'm trying to protect you. Because I love you and I'm scared for you."

"I know. And I love you too. But I need you to trust me on this. Trust that I know what I'm doing."

"I want to. I really do." She pauses. "Just... be careful. Please. And if anything ever feels wrong, you call me. Immediately. No matter what time."

"I promise."

We hang up, and I stand there in Declan's enormous bathroom, staring at my reflection. The marks on my body have faded slightly, but they're still visible. Reminders of what we did, who I am with him.

Sienna sees these marks as evidence of abuse.

I see them as evidence of love.

When I return to the bedroom, Declan is awake, propped against the headboard with his phone.

"Everything okay?" he asks, setting it aside.

"Sienna found... evidence. Rope, the blindfold we left there the other day" I climb back into bed, curling against his side. "She knows it's you. She's not handling it well."

His jaw tightens. "What did she say?"

"That you're abusing me. That the power dynamic is coercive. That this isn't normal." I press closer. "She doesn't understand."

"Most people don't." He strokes my hair. "Does anyone else know?"

"Just her. But she could tell people if she wanted to."

"Fuck." He's quiet for a moment. "Elena, if this is causing problems with your friends, with your life—"

"Don't." I cut him off. "Don't suggest we stop. I can't lose you just because other people don't understand us."

"I wasn't going to suggest that. I was going to say we need to be more careful. More discreet." He tilts my face up. "But I also need you to understand that this—us—it's going to come with sacrifices. Some people won't accept it."

"I know. And I don't care."

"You say that now. But what about when it's not just Sienna? What about when it affects your career, your reputation?"

"Then I deal with it. Because you're worth it."

He kisses me, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, stealing my breath. When we break apart, there's something intense in his eyes.

"I have to ask you something," he says. "And you can say no. There will be no consequences."

"What is it?"

"You have that board presentation today. At two PM."

My stomach tightens. "Yes. The Morgan acquisition analysis."

"I want to give you something to focus on. Something to remind you that you're mine."

"What do you mean?"

He reaches into the nightstand and pulls out a small device—sleek, black, about the size of my thumb.

A vibrator.

"It's remote controlled," he explains. "You wear it inside you during the presentation. I control it from my phone. No one will know except us."

My eyes widen. "You want me to wear a vibrator during a board presentation?"

"I want you to remember who you belong to. I want you to feel me with you, supporting you, even in the most professional setting." He meets my eyes. "But only if you want to. This is a request, not a command."

"You're crazy"

"Yes."

"It's risky."

"Yes."

"If anyone finds out—"

"They won't. I'll be subtle. Just enough to remind you I'm there. To keep you focused on me."

I should say no. Should tell him it's too much, too dangerous, too inappropriate.

But the thought of it—standing in front of the board, giving the presentation I've worked so hard on, while feeling him control my pleasure—it's intoxicating.

"Okay," I whisper. "Yes. I'll do it."

His eyes darken with heat and possession. "You never stop surprising me. So fucking fearless."

The morning passes in a blur. I go home to shower and change, enduring Sienna's worried looks and pointed silence. I choose my most professional outfit—black pencil skirt, white blouse, blazer. Armor for battle.

At one PM, I return to Shaw Industries. Declan is in meetings all morning, but he texts me at 1:30.

Come to my office. Now.

I go, locking the door behind me. He's standing by his desk, and the look in his eyes makes my knees weak.

"Come here."

I cross to him, and he turns me around, pressing me forward over his desk.

"Hands flat on the desk. Don't move."

I feel him lift my skirt, sliding it up to my waist. Then my panties are pulled down to my knees.

"Spread your legs."

I do, and I feel the cool silicone of the vibrator pressing against my entrance. He slides it inside slowly, carefully, making sure it's positioned correctly.

"How does that feel?"

"Dirty. Like I'm yours. Like everyone will know what you're doing to me."

"Good." He pulls my panties back up, arranging them so the vibrator stays in place. Then he smooths my skirt down. "All set. No one will know."

He pulls out his phone and opens an app. Suddenly, the vibrator pulses to life inside me.

I gasp, my hands gripping the desk.

"That's setting three," he murmurs. "There are ten settings. I'll keep it low during your presentation. Just enough to remind you of me. But if you do well..." He increases the intensity, and I moan. "...you get rewarded."

"Declan—"

"Sir," he corrects, turning off the vibrator.

"Yes, sir."

"Good girl." He helps me stand, straightening my blazer. "Now. Tell me about your presentation."

I run through the key points, trying to focus despite the foreign object inside me. He listens intently, occasionally asking questions, checking my readiness.

"You're going to do beautifully," he says when I'm finished. "You know this material inside and out. You're smart, prepared, and confident."

"What if I mess up?"

"You won't. But if you feel yourself faltering, focus on me. I'll be sitting at the head of the table. Let that ground you."

"Okay." I take a breath. "I can do this."

"I know you can." He kisses me softly. "And tonight, after you've impressed the entire board, I'm going to fuck you in every position I've been fantasizing about all day."

A shiver runs through me. "Promise?"

"Promise. Now go. Conference Room A. Show them what you're made of."

The boardroom is intimidating. Long mahogany table, leather chairs, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan. Ten board members are already seated when I arrive, including Declan at the head of the table.

I don't see Vivian. Relief washes through me.

"Ms. McNeil," the board chairman says. "Please, begin whenever you're ready."

I move to the head of the table, connecting my laptop to the display screen. Deep breath. You've got this.

"Good afternoon. Today I'll be presenting my analysis of the Morgan acquisition opportunity and recommendations for moving forward."

I click to the first slide, and immediately feel the vibrator pulse to life inside me. Low, barely noticeable, but there. A reminder.

I glance at Declan. He's looking at his phone, expression neutral, but I know. He's controlling it. Controlling me.

"Morgan Analytics represents a significant opportunity for Shaw Industries," I continue, forcing my voice to stay steady. "Their AI platform is eighteen months ahead of competitors, with proven results across multiple industries."

The vibrator pulses again, slightly stronger. I grip the edge of the table.

"However, there are concerns regarding the founding team's ability to integrate into our corporate structure..."

I'm finding my rhythm now, moving through slides, explaining complex financial data and strategic considerations. The vibrator keeps pulsing—never strong enough to be distracting, just enough to keep me hyperaware. Aware of my body. Aware of Declan watching me. Aware that I'm his.

Questions come from various board members. I answer them confidently, my analysis solid, my recommendations clear.

Every time I nail an answer, the vibrator pulses—a reward, an acknowledgment. Good girl.

Finally, after forty-five minutes, I reach my final slide.

"In conclusion, I recommend Shaw Industries proceed with the acquisition, but with specific terms that protect our interests and ensure successful integration. Thank you for your time."

The room erupts in discussion. Most of the board members are nodding, asking follow-up questions, clearly impressed.

Declan stands. "Excellent work, Ms. McNeil. This is exactly the kind of analysis we need. I'll take your recommendations under advisement."

It's dismissal. Professional, appropriate. But his eyes say something else entirely.

I gather my materials and leave the room on shaky legs. The vibrator is still pulsing gently, a constant reminder of what just happened. Of what I just did.

I did it. I gave a major presentation to the board while wearing a vibrator controlled by the CEO.

And I fucking nailed it.

My phone buzzes. Declan.

My office. Ten minutes. Leave the toy in.

Arousal spikes through me instantly. Ten minutes. I can last ten minutes.

When I reach his office, he's standing by the windows, tie loosened, looking like he wants to devour me.

"Lock it."

I do.

"Come here."

I cross to him, and he immediately pulls me into a searing kiss, his tongue invading my mouth while one hand grips my ass. His cock is thick and hard, straining against his pants as he presses into me.

"You were perfect," he breathes against my lips. "So fucking perfect. Standing there, giving that presentation, knowing what you were wearing. Knowing I was controlling you. I've been hard as steel watching you fight to stay composed. Watching you obey me in front of all those people."

"I almost lost it a few times."

"But you didn't. You stayed focused, stayed professional, impressed every single person in that room." His hand slides under my skirt. "You deserve a reward."

He turns up the vibrator—high, intense—and I cry out, my knees buckling. He holds me up, one arm around my waist, while his other hand works my clit through my panties.

"Cum for me," he commands. "Right here, in my office, where anyone could walk by and see. Cum for me, Elena."

I do, biting my lip to stay quiet, shaking as the orgasm tears through me. He keeps the vibrator on high throughout, prolonging the pleasure until I'm gasping and trembling.

Finally, he turns it off. I sag against him, spent.

"Good girl," he murmurs. "Such a good girl."

"I need it out," I whisper. "I can't—I need—"

"I know." He helps me to the small private bathroom attached to his office. "Take it out. Clean up. Then we're going back to my place."

"We have work—"

"Fuck work. I need you. Now."

We barely make it to his apartment before he's on me. Clothes torn off, hands everywhere, mouths desperate and hungry.

He takes me against the door—hard, fast, claiming. Then again on the couch. Then in the shower. Then finally, slowly, tenderly, in his bed.

By the time we collapse together, exhausted and sated, it's after midnight.

"Elena," he murmurs against my hair.

"Mm?"

"I love you."

The words are clear, unambiguous. Not "falling in love." Just love.

"I love you too," I whisper. "So much."

He pulls me closer. "I know this is complicated. I know there are obstacles and people who don't approve and professional risks. But I need you to know—I'm all in. Whatever happens, wherever this goes, I'm with you."

"I'm with you too." I kiss his chest. "We'll figure it out. Together."

We fall asleep like that, tangled together, two people who found something unexpected and refuse to let it go.

I wake to my phone ringing. It's barely six AM.

Marcus Reed.

"Hello?" I answer, groggy and confused.

"Elena. We have a problem." His voice is tense. "Vivian leaked information to the press. About you and Declan. It's going to be in the business section this morning."

My blood runs cold. "What?"

"She told a reporter that Declan is in an inappropriate relationship with an intern. That he's using his position to coerce you. The story goes live in two hours."

"But that's not—we're not—"

"I know. But it doesn't matter what's true. What matters is what it looks like." He pauses. "You need to get to the office. Now. We need damage control."

"I'm at Declan's apartment."

Silence.

Then: "Of course you are. Get dressed. Both of you. Be here in an hour. We'll figure this out."

He hangs up.

Declan is already awake, sitting up, his expression dark.

"I heard," he says. "Vivian finally made her move."

"What do we do?"

"We fight. We tell the truth. We show them that this is real, that it's consensual, that it's none of their goddamn business." He pulls me close. "But Elena—it's going to get ugly. People are going to say terrible things. About both of us. Are you ready for that?"

"I don't know," I admit. "But I know I'm not giving you up. No matter what anyone says."

"Good." He kisses me fiercely. "Then let's go to war."


FALLOUT


The headline hits at 7:32 AM.

"Shaw Industries CEO in Inappropriate Relationship with Intern: Power Imbalance Raises Questions"

I stare at my phone in the back of the car Declan sent for me, feeling like I might throw up. There's a photo—grainy, taken from a distance, but unmistakably us leaving his building together three nights ago. My hand in his. His arm around my waist.

The article is worse than the headline.

Sources close to Shaw Industries report that CEO Declan Shaw, 47, has been engaged in a sexual relationship with Elena McNeil, 24, a temporary intern in the executive operations department. The relationship raises serious questions about consent and workplace ethics, given Shaw's position of authority and McNeil's precarious employment status.

"She has no choice but to comply," says one anonymous board member. "He controls her paycheck, her future, her entire career. How can that be consensual?"

Shaw Industries has not yet responded to requests for comment.

My hands are shaking so badly I almost drop the phone.

The car pulls up to Shaw Industries, and I see news vans already gathering. Reporters with cameras. This is a nightmare.

Marcus Reed is waiting in the lobby. He ushers me past the cameras—ignoring shouted questions—and into the elevator.

"Declan's in his office," he says. "Legal is drafting a statement. We need to move fast."

"What do we say?"

"The truth. That you're both adults, that the relationship is consensual, that appropriate workplace protocols will be followed." He looks at me seriously. "But Elena—this is going to get worse before it gets better."

"I'm not running."

"Good. Because Declan needs you to be strong right now."

The elevator doors open to the executive floor. Through the glass walls, I can see Declan in the conference room with lawyers and PR staff. His jaw is tight, his posture rigid.

He sees me and something in his expression shifts—just for a moment, the iron control cracks and I see the fury underneath.

Not at me. At them. At anyone who dares question what we have.

***

DECLAN

I've been in high-stakes negotiations with billionaires, hostile takeovers, board coups. None of it compares to the rage I feel seeing Elena's name dragged through the press because of me.

"We issue a joint statement," my lawyer—Katherine Martin—is saying. She's one of the best in the city. "You confirm the relationship, emphasize that it's consensual and between two adults, and announce that Ms. McNeil is being moved to a different reporting structure to eliminate any conflict of interest."

"That makes it look like we're admitting wrongdoing."

"No, it makes it look like you're being responsible." Katherine doesn't pull punches. "You're lucky this is just a PR problem and not a legal one. Yet."

"She's right," Marcus adds. "We get ahead of this, we control the narrative."

"Vivian." I spit her name like poison. "I want her off the board. Today."

"You can't—"

"Watch me. She leaked confidential information to damage this company and harm Elena. That's grounds for immediate removal."

The door opens. Elena walks in, and every muscle in my body tightens with the need to go to her, to hold her, to protect her from all of this.

But we're surrounded by lawyers and PR professionals and Marcus, so I stay seated.

"Ms. McNeil," Katherine says. "Good, you're here. We need your signature on this statement."

Elena reads it carefully. I watch her face—see the moment she realizes what it means. That we're going public. Really public. Not hiding anymore.

"This says we're in a committed relationship," she says quietly.

"Yes," Katherine confirms. "Is that accurate?"

Elena's eyes find mine across the table. "Yes. That's accurate."

"Then sign here. We'll release it within the hour."

The statement goes out at 9 AM.

Shaw Industries acknowledges that CEO Declan Shaw and strategy consultant Elena McNeil are in a personal relationship. The relationship is consensual and between two adults. To ensure there is no conflict of interest, Ms. McNeil's reporting structure has been modified effective immediately. Shaw Industries maintains the highest standards of workplace ethics and is confident this arrangement meets those standards.

"Elena is a brilliant strategist who has earned her position through merit and hard work," Shaw stated. "Our personal relationship does not change her professional value to this company."

The internet explodes.

Half the commentary is supportive: Two adults can date whoever they want. Get over it.

The other half is vicious: Gold digger. Sleeping her way to the top. He's a predator using his power.

***

ELENA

By noon, I've seen hundreds of comments dissecting my appearance, my background, my motives. Strangers who've never met me are convinced they know exactly who I am and what I want.

It's Sienna's text that finally makes me put the phone down.

I'm sorry. I didn't understand before, but I see how hard you're fighting for this. For him. If you love him, really love him, then I support you. Come home tonight. Let me take care of you for once.

I'm crying when Declan finds me in his private bathroom, trying to pull myself together.

"Elena." He pulls me into his arms.

"They think I'm using you. That I'm some desperate gold digger who—"

"They're wrong. And the people who matter know they're wrong." He threads his fingers through my hair, guiding my gaze to his. "We're having an emergency board meeting at three PM. I'm moving to have Vivian removed for breach of fiduciary duty."

"Can I be there?"

"No. This is board-only." He kisses me until I'm breathless, his hand tangled in my hair. "Tonight. After this is over. Come to my apartment."

"I'll be there."

***

DECLAN

The board meeting is exactly as ugly as I anticipated.

Vivian arrives looking perfectly composed, like she didn't just commit corporate sabotage.

"Shall we begin?" the chairman asks.

I stand. "I'm calling for an immediate vote to remove Vivian Larson from the board, effective immediately, for breach of fiduciary duty and violation of confidentiality agreements."

Vivian's smile doesn't waver. "On what grounds?"

"You leaked confidential information about my personal life to the press with the specific intention of damaging this company's reputation."

"I leaked nothing. I simply confirmed facts when asked by a reporter." She leans back in her chair. "Or are you denying that you're sleeping with a twenty-four-year-old intern who depends on you for her livelihood?"

"I'm not denying that I'm in a relationship with a brilliant consultant who happens to be twenty-four years old. What I'm denying is that there's anything inappropriate about it."

"The court of public opinion disagrees."

"The court of public opinion doesn't run this company. I do." I turn to the rest of the board. "Vivian has demonstrated that she's willing to damage Shaw Industries to pursue a personal vendetta against me. That makes her a liability. I'm calling for a vote."

The chairman clears his throat. "All in favor of removing Vivian Larson from the board?"

Eight hands go up. Including Marcus's.

"Opposed?"

Three hands, including Vivian's.

"The motion passes. Ms. Larson, you're removed from the board effective immediately. Please surrender your credentials and leave the building."

For the first time, Vivian's composure cracks. "You can't do this."

"I just did." I keep my voice cold. "Security will escort you out. And Vivian? If you come near Elena again, if you make any more public statements about our relationship, I will sue you for defamation and harassment."

She stands, gathering her things with shaking hands. At the door, she turns back.

"You'll regret this, Declan. When she leaves you—and she will leave you, because no one can sustain what you need forever—you'll regret burning everything down for her."

"Get out."

She goes.

The room is silent for a long moment.

Then Marcus speaks. "Well. That was dramatic."

"Now," I say, sitting back down. "Let's talk about damage control and moving forward."

***

ELENA

I'm waiting in Declan's apartment when he arrives at eight PM. I let myself in with the key he gave me weeks ago, showered, tried to eat something but couldn't.

When he walks in, he looks exhausted. Drained.

"It's done," he says. "Vivian's off the board. The press is starting to move on to other stories. HR is drafting new protocols for workplace relationships." He crosses to me. "We survived."

"Did we?"

"We're still here, aren't we? Still together."

"I love you," I whisper.

"I love you too." He kisses me, then pulls back. "The board wants me to hire a new VP of International Operations. Someone to handle the European expansion we've been planning."

"That makes sense."

"Marcus has someone in mind. Says he's perfect—built two companies before he was thirty-five, knows the European markets inside and out." Declan pours himself a scotch. "Name's Adrian Collins. I'm meeting him for lunch tomorrow."

"Do you want me there?"

"No, this one's preliminary. Just feeling him out." He pulls me close. "Besides, you've earned a day to recover after today."

***

DECLAN

Adrian Collins walks into Luciano's at exactly noon, and my first thought is that Marcus wasn't exaggerating.

Late thirties, wearing a perfectly tailored suit, dark hair, sharp features. Everything about him screams competence and ambition.

We shake hands—his grip is firm—and settle into the private booth I reserved.

"Thanks for meeting on short notice," I say.

"When Declan Shaw calls, you make time." Adrian's smile is easy. "Marcus spoke highly of this opportunity."

We discuss the role—European expansion, new market penetration, building partnerships with international firms. Adrian's resume is impeccable. Stanford MBA, two successful startup exits, connections throughout Europe.

"You'd be reporting directly to me," I tell him. "This isn't a role where you can operate completely independently. I need someone who can take direction but also think strategically."

"I work well within established structures. As long as expectations are clear."

"They will be."

"Good." He leans back. "I did some research on Shaw Industries. Impressive growth, strong culture, innovative approaches." A pause. "I also noticed you've been in the news recently. Personal news."

My jaw tightens slightly. "My relationship with Elena McNeil is—"

"None of my business," Adrian interrupts smoothly. "I wasn't going to comment on it, just acknowledge that I'm aware. I don't care about office gossip. I care about results."

"Glad to hear it."

We discuss compensation, equity, benefits. He doesn't negotiate hard—he doesn't need to. We both know he's worth what I'm offering.

"When can you start?" I ask.

"I could start Monday if the offer is right."

"The offer's right." I extend my hand. "Welcome to Shaw Industries."

We shake, and something in his expression shifts. Just for a moment, I see something calculating behind the professional mask.

But it's gone so fast I convince myself I imagined it.

After he leaves, I sit there for a moment. Adrian Collins is exactly what Shaw Industries needs for the European expansion.

My phone buzzes. A text from Adrian, barely five minutes after he left.

See you Monday. Looking forward to working with you—and meeting the rest of your team.

I respond: Welcome aboard. Monday, 9 AM, we'll get you set up.

His reply comes immediately: Perfect. I have a feeling this is going to be interesting.

***

ELENA - THREE WEEKS LATER

"Elena, have you met Adrian Collins yet?" Marcus asks, stopping by my desk on a Wednesday afternoon.

I look up from the financial models I've been reviewing. "No, not yet. I've heard the name though. New VP of International Operations?"

"That's him. Brilliant guy. He's been here three weeks and has already closed two major deals in Germany." Marcus grins. "Declan's thrilled with the hire."

"That's great."

"He's actually looking for you. Something about wanting strategic input on the Paris market analysis. I told him you're the best we have for European research."

My phone buzzes as if on cue. An internal message from an unfamiliar name.

Adrian Collins: Ms. McNeil, I'm told you're the person to talk to about European market strategy. Do you have time for a meeting today? -AC

I respond: I'm available after 3 PM. My office or yours?

Yours, if that's convenient. See you at 3. -AC

At 2:58, there's a knock on my door frame.

I look up and—

Oh.

Adrian Collins is not what I expected.

Younger than most executives here, maybe late thirties. Tall, lean build, wearing a charcoal suit with the jacket off and sleeves rolled up. Dark hair, intense green eyes, and there's something about the way he carries himself.

Confident. Controlled. Commanding.

My stomach does something strange.

"Ms. McNeil?" His voice is smooth, cultured. "Adrian Collins. Thanks for making time."

"Of course. Please, come in." I gesture to the chair across from my desk. "Marcus said you wanted to discuss Paris?"

"Among other things." He sits, and I notice he takes up space naturally—not aggressively, but like someone who's comfortable in his own skin. "I've been reviewing your analysis on European tech markets. It's exceptional work."

"Thank you."

"I'm serious. Most strategists wouldn't have caught the subsidiary connections you identified in the German market. That level of detail—it's rare."

His words send a rush of satisfaction through me. "I appreciate that."

"I'm building out the international division, and I need someone who understands these markets at that level. I'd like you to consult on several upcoming deals." He pulls out his tablet, showing me a list of potential acquisitions. "If you're interested."

I scan the list. All high-level, all significant. The kind of work that could make or break my career here.

"This is all very... ambitious."

"I don't do anything halfway." His eyes meet mine, and there's something in that look I can't quite name. "I'm told you don't either."

"I try not to."

"Good. Then we'll work well together." He stands, extending his hand. "I'll send over the preliminary files tonight. We can meet weekly to discuss progress—say, Thursdays at two?"

I shake his hand. His grip is firm, his hand warm. "Sounds good."

"Excellent." He pauses at the door. "Elena—Marcus mentioned you're involved with Declan. I want you to know that won't be an issue from my end. I judge people on their work, not their personal lives."

"I... appreciate that."

"Of course. See you Thursday."

Then he's gone.

I sit there for a moment, staring at the empty doorway.

Professional. Respectful. Completely appropriate.

So why does my heart feel like it's racing?

I shake my head and turn back to my work. It's nothing. Just a new colleague. Someone I'll be working with.

That's all.

***

ADRIAN - LATER THAT NIGHT

I'm in my apartment, third scotch in hand, when I finally admit the truth to myself.

Elena McNeil is exactly what I thought she'd be.

Brilliant. Beautiful. And unmistakably submissive.

I saw it in the way she held herself during our meeting. The way she responded when I gave even the smallest direction. The way her pupils dilated when I held her gaze just a beat too long.

She's Declan Shaw's. Everyone knows it. The whole company knows about their relationship now.

But watching her today, seeing that flash of response when I commanded the space, when I took control of the conversation...

She felt it too.

I pull out my phone and stare at Dr. Sarah Miller's contact information.

I should call her. Schedule a session. Talk through what I'm thinking before it becomes a problem.

Instead, I open my email and start drafting a message to Elena about the Paris analysis.

Strictly professional.

For now.

I hit send and down the rest of my scotch.

This is going to be a problem.

But I'm not sure I care.
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