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The Wrong Room

Margot should never have come here.

She knew it the moment the elevator doors opened onto a floor that shouldn't exist—somewhere between the 14th and 16th of a building her GPS insisted was under renovation. The kind of place that didn't appear on blueprints, didn't show up in city records, didn't exist for anyone who hadn't been given the right words to say.

The Reserve, Claudia had called it. "A private club for people who are tired of pretending."

Margot had laughed. Claudia was always finding exclusive things—restaurants with unlisted numbers, rooftop bars you needed a password to enter, gallery openings where the art cost more than apartments. This was just another of her adventures.

Except that the man at the street-level entrance hadn't asked for a password. He'd asked for her name, checked a list, and said, "Ms. Ashford is expecting you. Thirty-second floor." He'd handed her a black card with no markings except a silver 'R' embossed in the corner. "For access. Don't lose it."

Now she stood in a foyer of dark wood and darker velvet, the bass of something classical-adjacent thrumming through the floor like a second heartbeat. The air smelled of gardenia and something headier—sandalwood, maybe, or the musk of expensive cologne warmed by body heat. Candlelight flickered in recessed alcoves, casting shadows that seemed to breathe, and she wondered what the hell Claudia had gotten her into.

Her friend was supposed to meet her here. Some networking event, she'd said. "Wear something black. Something you feel powerful in."

Margot had worn Valentino—a black sheath dress that cost a month's salary and made her feel like a weapon. Heels that added four inches and the confidence that came with them. Her armor for a Tuesday night in Manhattan.

She checked her phone. Two texts from Claudia:

Running 20 mins late. Get a drink at the main bar. Through the curtain, turn left.

And then, five minutes later:

Actually, make that 40. Marcus is being impossible. Just explore. You'll fit right in.

Explore. Right.

The foyer opened onto a corridor lined with heavy curtains in jewel tones—emerald, sapphire, a red so deep it was almost black. Soft light pooled at intervals, leaving shadows between. Music drifted from somewhere ahead, layered with conversation and the occasional laugh, but there was something else underneath. Something she couldn't quite identify.

Margot turned left as instructed. Found the main bar—a sleek expanse of Carrara marble veined with gold, brass fixtures polished to mirrors, where beautiful people in beautiful clothes drank beautiful drinks. The bartender's hands moved with choreographed precision, ice clinking into crystal, amber liquid catching the light. She ordered a Macallan 18, neat, because it was what her father had taught her to drink and because ordering whiskey in a room full of champagne felt like a small act of rebellion.

The first sip burned warm and smoky down her throat. She let it settle, then sipped again. Watched. Tried to understand what kind of place this was.

The patrons were the kind of people she saw at museum galas and charity auctions—polished, moneyed, carefully curated. But there was something different in the way they moved, the way they looked at each other. An undercurrent she couldn't name.

A woman in a white silk gown crossed the room, and Margot noticed she walked slightly behind the man she was with, her eyes cast down, her hand resting in the crook of his elbow with a particular kind of stillness. Waiting. That was the word. She looked like she was waiting.

For what?

Margot finished her whiskey faster than she'd intended. Ordered another. Claudia still hadn't appeared.

The bartender—a woman with cheekbones that could cut glass—set down her drink with a knowing smile. "First time?"

"Is it that obvious?"

"You're watching everyone like you're trying to solve them." The bartender polished a glass that was already spotless. "Most people here already know what they want. They're just looking for someone to want it with."

"And what do most people here want?"

The smile sharpened. "To stop pretending."

* * *
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Twenty minutes later, Margot was lost.

Not dramatically lost—she knew she was still in the building, still on the thirty-second floor, still somewhere within the velvet-and-shadow labyrinth of The Reserve. But the corridor she'd taken from the bar didn't lead back to the foyer, and the hallways seemed to multiply, curtained doorways branching off in directions that made no architectural sense.

She'd been looking for a restroom. Had followed signs that led her past private lounges where people reclined on velvet chaises, past a library thick with the smell of old leather and old money, past a room where a string quartet played Debussy for an audience of two.

And then the signs stopped, and the lighting changed—dimmer, warmer, amber instead of white, the spaces between pools of light growing longer—and she realized she had crossed into somewhere she wasn't supposed to be. The air here was different. Heavier. It smelled of beeswax candles and something darker, something intimate—sweat and silk and the ghost of pleasure.

She should turn back. She knew she should turn back.

But the curtain ahead was slightly parted, and through the gap she could see—

A woman kneeling.

The image froze Margot in place. The woman was exquisite—dark hair spilling down her bare back, spine perfectly straight, hands resting palms-up on her thighs. She wore nothing but a collar of black leather and a look of utter serenity.

Before her stood a man in a charcoal suit, his back to Margot, his hand extended. He wasn't touching the woman. Just holding his hand above her head, close enough that she would feel his warmth, far enough that the anticipation must have been excruciating.

"Ask," he said. His voice was quiet but carried.

"Please." The word came out like a prayer. "Please, Sir."

"Please, what?"

"Please touch me. I've been good. I've waited. Please—"

His hand lowered, fingers threading through her hair, and the sound she made—the relief, the gratitude, the raw need—

Margot's breath caught. Her pulse hammered against her ribs. She felt heat bloom low in her belly, an ache she hadn't felt in months. Maybe years.

She should look away. Should turn around, find her way back to the bar, pretend she'd never seen this.

But she couldn't move.

"You're in the wrong room."

The voice came from behind her—low, male, with an accent she couldn't place. French, maybe. Or something older.

Margot spun. And forgot how to breathe.

He was tall. That was the first thing she registered—tall enough that she had to tilt her head back even in four-inch heels. Dark hair, slightly disheveled. A face that was too angular to be handsome, too arresting to be anything else. His nose had been broken at least once. There was a scar through his left eyebrow, silvered with age. His eyes were the color of whiskey in firelight, and they were fixed on her with an intensity that made her feel like prey.

He wore black—black shirt of some fabric that looked impossibly soft, black trousers tailored to perfection, no tie, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms roped with muscle and traced with ink that disappeared beneath the fabric. His hands were at his sides, relaxed, but there was nothing relaxed about his presence. He filled the corridor like a storm waiting to break, and even from three feet away, she could feel the heat radiating from him.

"I was looking for the restroom," she managed. Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"No, you weren't."

"Excuse me?"

"The restroom is three hallways back. You passed it." He took a step closer, and she fought the urge to step back. "You came here because you were curious. Because you saw the curtain and wanted to know what was behind it."

"That's presumptuous."

"That's accurate." Another step. She could smell him now—something expensive and masculine, leather and cedar and the faintest hint of smoke. "You've been watching since you arrived. I've been watching you watch."

Her stomach flipped. "You've been—"

"You ordered Macallan. Neat. You've had two. You're here with someone who hasn't arrived, and you've spent the last forty-five minutes trying to understand what kind of place this is." He tilted his head, studying her the way she studied paintings—like he was looking for the truth underneath the surface. "Would you like me to tell you?"

"I think I've figured it out."

"Have you?" His lips curved, not quite a smile. "Then why is your pulse visible in your throat? Why are your pupils dilated? Why—" his gaze dropped, just for a second, "—are you pressing your thighs together?"

Heat flooded her face. She was. She hadn't even realized.

"That's—"

"Arousal. Curiosity. The beginning of understanding what you actually want." He stepped close enough that she could feel his heat, though he still wasn't touching her. "You watched them. The woman is on her knees. The man who made her wait. And something inside you recognized it."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Liar."

The word should have offended her. Instead, it sent a pulse of heat between her legs.

"I should go find my friend."

"You should." He didn't move. "But you won't."

She should argue. Should brush past him, find Claudia, leave this place, and never come back. Should do any of the sensible things the sensible Margot would do—the Margot who ran a department at one of the city's most prestigious museums, who had a carefully constructed life and carefully constructed walls and absolutely no business standing in a secret hallway with a strange man who looked at her like he could see through every one of them.

"Why won't I?" she heard herself ask.

"Because you've been searching for something. Something you can't name. Something you've never been able to find in the safe men you've dated, the careful relationships you've constructed, the controlled life you've built." He raised his hand, and her breath stopped—but he didn't touch her. Just held his fingers an inch from her jaw, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his skin. "You came here looking for answers. I can give them to you."

"You don't even know my name."

"I know what matters." His hand still hovered, not touching. The anticipation was unbearable. "I know you're aching right now. I know your body is responding to me in ways your mind hasn't caught up with. I know that if I closed this distance—if I put my hand on your throat and told you to get on your knees—part of you would obey before you'd decided to move."

She should be outraged. Should slap him. Should run.

Instead, she whispered, "And the other part?"

"The other part would fight. Would challenge. Would make me earn every inch of surrender." The not-quite-smile returned. "That's the part I'm interested in."

"I'm not—" She had to stop, swallow, try again. "I'm not someone who just... with strangers..."

"No. You're someone who's never found anyone worth surrendering to." He lowered his hand, and the loss of his almost-touch felt like a physical blow. "My name is Sebastian Graves. Now we're not strangers."

Sebastian Graves. She knew that name. Everyone in Manhattan knew that name—the reclusive billionaire who'd made his fortune in tech before pivoting to acquisitions, buying up struggling companies and rebuilding them into empires. The man who'd divorced his socialite wife three years ago in a scandal that had dominated Page Six for months. The one they called the ghost, because he'd all but disappeared from public life.

"You're—"

"Stay."

One word. A command, not a request.

And Margot stayed.

* * *
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She didn't know how long they stood there. Seconds. Minutes. Long enough for the string quartet's music to fade and return, for the scene beyond the curtain to end and the participants to leave through some other exit, for the heat in her body to build to something close to unbearable. Her skin prickled with awareness. She could hear her own pulse thundering in her ears, could feel the silk of her dress suddenly too tight, too warm against her flushed skin.

He just watched her. Let her feel what obedience felt like—the strange relief of surrendering the next decision to someone else. Let her understand what it meant to wait for his next word.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter. Almost gentle.

"You felt that. The stillness. The surrender. The relief of letting someone else decide what happens next."

"I felt like I couldn't move." Her voice was hoarse.

"You could have. At any moment. You chose not to." He reached into his pocket, pulled out a card—matte black, like the one she'd been given at the door, but with a QR code where the 'R' should be. "This is a contract. Nine weeks. Every Friday evening through Monday morning. You give yourself to me during those times. Complete surrender. Absolute honesty. And when nine weeks end, we walk away."

"You can't be serious."

"I'm very serious." He held out the card. "Read it. All of it. Every term, every condition, every act I plan to perform with you, on you, for you. If you agree, be at the address specified at 8 PM this Friday. Wear black. Wear nothing underneath."

Her hand was reaching for the card before she'd decided to take it. The moment their fingers brushed—the first actual contact—electricity shot up her arm.

"Why nine weeks?"

"Because eight wouldn't be enough to break you down and build you back up again. And ten would be dangerous."

"Dangerous how?"

Something flickered in his eyes. Pain, maybe. Or memory. "Longer than nine weeks, and this stops being an arrangement. It starts becoming something else. Something I'm not offering."

"And what if I want something else?"

"You don't know what you want. Not yet." He stepped back, and the distance between them felt like a canyon. "Read the contract. Understand it. If you have questions, there's a number at the bottom. If you agree, I'll see you Friday."

"And if I don't?"

"Then you'll spend the rest of your life wondering what would have happened if you'd said yes."

He turned to leave.

"Wait." The word was out before she could stop it. "What do I call you? In this... arrangement?"

He looked back over his shoulder. "Sir. Or Sebastian, when you've earned it."

"And me? What do you call me?"

"That depends." His gaze traveled down her body, slow and thorough, leaving heat in its wake. "Who do you want to be when you're mine?"

The question hit her like a blow. Who did she want to be? Not Margot Blake, with her museum politics and her careful reputation and her parents' expectations. Not the woman who'd spent years building walls so high she'd forgotten there was anything behind them.

A name surfaced from somewhere deep. Her grandmother's name for her. The last person who'd seen the real her before she'd learned to hide.

"Kitten," she said. Her grandmother's term of endearment transformed into something else entirely. "She used to call me that. Before she died. Before I became..."

"Before you became untouchable." He nodded slowly. "Kitten. I like it. Soft enough to pet. Sharp enough to scratch." His eyes held hers. "Read the contract, Kitten. Because once you sign, once you're mine, I won't let you go until our nine weeks are up."

"And then?"

"Then you'll never see me again." The words were final, absolute. "That's non-negotiable."

He walked away, disappearing into the shadows of the corridor, leaving her trembling in a hallway she shouldn't be in, holding a contract she shouldn't want, feeling things she'd spent her entire adult life pretending she didn't need.

* * *
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Claudia found her twenty minutes later, back at the main bar, staring at her third whiskey like it held answers.

"There you are! God, I'm so sorry, Marcus was—" She stopped, took in Margot's expression. "What happened? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I met someone."

"Already? This place works fast." Claudia slid onto the stool beside her, flagged down the bartender. "Tell me everything. Is he hot? Is he rich? Is he—"

"He gave me a contract."

Claudia's eyebrows shot up. "A contract?"

"Nine weeks. Fridays through Mondays." Margot's hand went to her
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