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CHAPTER ONE: THE INTERVIEW
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The office tower scraped the Manhattan skyline like a blade, cold and gleaming in the pale morning light. Emilia Hale stood at its base, dwarfed by the sheer force of glass and steel. Her reflection trembled in the lobby’s polished doors—wide hazel eyes, flushed cheeks, and a thrifted pencil skirt that clung to her thighs like desperation. The strands of hair she’d pinned up hours ago were already falling loose, frizzing in the city’s humidity. She swallowed hard, her fingers curling around the fraying strap of her handbag.

She didn’t belong here. That truth sat heavy on her shoulders, undeniable and choking.

Inside, the lobby was cathedral-silent, broken only by the low whirr of elevators and the occasional click of designer heels on marble. A receptionist with a surgically perfect smile barely glanced up.

“Emilia Hale?” she asked, voice glassy.

Emilia nodded. “Yes. I’m here for the—”

“Top floor. Mr. Vale’s expecting you.”

There was no warmth. No direction. Just a dismissive flick of manicured fingers toward the elevator bank.

Emilia forced her legs forward. Her nerves screamed with every step, each tap of her heels sounding like gunshots in the polished hall. The elevator doors slid open with a sigh, swallowing her in cool, silver silence. She pressed the button marked PH. Penthouse. Of course.

As the elevator ascended, she gripped the railing behind her, knuckles white. This was her last chance. She had thirty-eight dollars in her account. A roommate threatening eviction. A mother in hospice she hadn’t seen in six months. This job wasn’t just survival—it was salvation. Even if the listing had been vague. Even if the agency warned her Mr. Vale was “particular.”

When the doors opened, silence met her. Not the silence of an empty office—but one held taut with power. The hallway was sleek and minimalist, the walls a shade of charcoal that seemed to devour light. No assistants. No sound. Just a massive door at the end, carved from dark wood and steel, like the gates of something sacred and dangerous.

Her heels clicked once on the marble.

Twice.

Then she knocked.

A beat passed before a voice responded, deep and cold.

“Enter.”

Emilia’s hand trembled on the handle. She stepped inside.

Dominic Vale sat behind a desk that could’ve anchored a battleship, its black surface empty except for a leather-bound notebook and a single fountain pen. Floor-to-ceiling windows loomed behind him, casting jagged lines of morning light across his face. He didn’t look up.

He didn’t have to.

Every atom in the room bent toward him. He was gravity incarnate.

She stood frozen, the door hissing shut behind her.

Finally, he looked up.

His eyes were a shade of steel that belonged in a storm, not a man. His gaze was direct. Brutal. There was no flicker of welcome in it. Just... calculation. She felt it pass over her like a current—her clothes, her shoes, her breathing. Her worth.

“You’re late.”

“I—I’m sorry, I was trying to—”

“I didn’t ask for reasons.”

His voice wasn’t loud. But it didn’t need to be.

“I...” She swallowed. “I’m Emilia Hale. From the agency.”

“I know who you are.” He leaned back in his chair, hands steepled beneath his chin. “Twenty-one. No degree. Raised in Maine. Father deceased. Mother terminally ill. You dropped out of community college six months ago after your financial aid was revoked. You’ve worked at three diners, two warehouses, and one adult bookstore in Bushwick. None of your former employers listed you as rehirable.”

Emilia’s stomach twisted. “How did you—?”

“I vet everyone who walks through my door. Thoroughly.”

“Then... why am I here?”

Dominic stood.

He didn’t just move—he unfolded. A controlled force, all muscle and intent. The suit he wore molded to his form with precision. No tie. The top button of his shirt undone, revealing a hint of tanned skin and a slash of collarbone. He walked around the desk with the fluidity of a predator that had never once doubted its place at the top of the chain.

“You’re here,” he said, circling her, “because I requested you.”

“But I don’t qualify for this position. There are candidates with degrees, experience—”

“I don’t care about degrees.”

He stopped in front of her.

“I care about control.”

She tilted her chin. “Control of what?”

He stepped closer.

“You.”

The air left her lungs in a stutter.

He didn’t touch her. Didn’t need to. Just looked—eyes boring through layers of fabric, into skin, into bone.

“You’re obedient,” he murmured. “Starving. Desperate. And not so naive as you pretend to be. You know exactly what you walked into.”

She stared at him. “If this is about—”

“This is about power,” he said. “Mine. Yours. Whether you can hold your spine straight when I decide to test it.”

Her voice was a whisper. “Is this part of the job description?”

“No. This is the job.”

She backed a step. He followed, slowly. Deliberately.

“You’ll answer to me and no one else. I don’t care if you’ve never written an email in your life. I can teach you tasks. I cannot teach instinct. Or silence. Or submission.”

“I’m not submissive.”

“Good,” he said, almost softly. “That makes it more fun.”

She shook her head, her voice unsteady. “Is this legal?”

His mouth curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile.

“You think I concern myself with laws?”

She clenched her fists. “You said you wanted an assistant.”

“I want an extension of myself. Someone who moves when I move. Who knows when to speak, when to listen, when to kneel.”

Her heart thudded painfully.

“I’m not a toy.”

“No,” he agreed. “You’re a tool. One I plan to sharpen until it cuts.”

She tried to turn. He caught her wrist, gentle but firm. The contact sent a jolt through her spine.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said.

“But you want to own me.”

“Yes.”

She looked up into his eyes, into the abyss that lived there. And for one terrifying second, she saw the truth.

He already did.

“Take off your blouse.”

She stiffened. “Excuse me?”

“I want to see how far you’ll go.”

Her fingers hovered at the first button. She should’ve said no. Should’ve turned and walked out. But instead, she asked, “Why me?”

His voice dropped to a gravel whisper. “Because you walked in here trembling, and you’re still standing. That makes you rare. That makes you mine.”

One button. Two. She stopped at the third, blouse parting slightly.

“Do you want the job?” he asked.

Her voice was dust. “Yes.”

“Then give me your obedience. One layer at a time.”

She dropped the blouse to the floor.

And Dominic Vale stepped forward like a man granted his favorite sin.

Her breath caught as his hand lifted, fingers brushing lightly against her bare collarbone—not grabbing, not forcing. Just... claiming.

“You start tomorrow,” he murmured. “Eight sharp. No panties. No excuses.”

He walked back to his desk, as if nothing had happened.

The moment snapped like a spell.

She gathered her blouse, heart in her throat, and walked to the door on legs that barely held.

“Emilia,” he said without looking up.

She paused.

“Don’t make me regret choosing you.”

The elevator ride down felt like drowning.

But somewhere beneath the panic, a flicker of something darker curled in her belly.

Not fear.

Excitement.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE RULES

[image: ]


The alarm blared at 6:00 AM sharp.

Emilia jolted awake, heart hammering, tangled in thrifted sheets soaked with sweat. Her roommate’s snores drifted from the next room, the hallway light flickering overhead. Everything smelled like mildew and cheap perfume. Her world—this one—was the same pit it had always been.

But today, it didn’t matter.

Because she was going back to him.

She showered in lukewarm water, scrubbing her skin until it was pink. Then she stood motionless in front of the mirror, staring at the pale, unfamiliar version of herself that looked back. Her chestnut hair still frizzed at the ends, her eyes still bore the same quiet storm of doubt. But something beneath the surface had shifted. Her body hummed. Every nerve was wired tight, awake, as if something dormant inside her had stirred and didn’t plan on sleeping again.

Don’t make me regret choosing you.

His words rang in her skull, louder than the alarm, louder than the voices of reason screaming at her to back out before it was too late.

No panties. No excuses.

She hesitated, breath shallow as she pulled the fitted skirt up her thighs with nothing beneath it. Her skin felt exposed. Alive. Like the air was already touching places it shouldn't. She layered her blouse on last, white and crisp, buttoned to her throat. The juxtaposition of modesty and defiance made her pulse race.

He was testing her.

And she wasn’t going to fail.

When the elevator doors opened at Vale Enterprises, she stepped into the pristine lobby with her chin high. The receptionist from the day before barely looked up, but this time there was the barest twitch of interest in her eyes.

“Ms. Hale,” she said. “He’s waiting.”

Same hallway. Same massive door.

She knocked.

“Enter.”

His voice, that voice, slid over her like oil over silk.

She stepped inside.

Dominic Vale was already standing. Tailored black slacks. Bare feet. Black dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. He’d discarded his jacket somewhere, and a cup of espresso steamed on his desk. The man had no right being that composed, that lethal, at this hour.

“Shut the door.”

She obeyed.

His eyes tracked her every move, dragging over her hips, her blouse, her throat. She could feel the tension sparking in the air between them like static. Unspoken, electric.

“You’re on time,” he said simply. “Good.”

She remained standing, hands at her sides.

“Walk to the window.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Window. Now.”

Something inside her fluttered—fear or thrill, she wasn’t sure. But she did it. Crossed the polished floor in her heels, back to him, and stood in front of the glass that revealed all of Manhattan below.

“Lift your skirt.”

Her breath caught. “Dominic—”

“Mr. Vale.”

She flinched.

“Say it.”

“Mr. Vale.”

“Lift your skirt.”

Her fingers trembled, but she did it. Slowly. Deliberately. The hem rose past her knees. Then her thighs. Then higher, until the edge of the skirt hovered just beneath her hips. Her bare skin flushed under the cool air and her own heartbeat.

She heard him stand. The soft tread of his feet behind her.

Then silence.

Then his hand. One palm resting firmly on her hip, heavy and claiming.

“You listened.”

Her voice was a rasp. “You gave an order.”

He moved closer. She could feel him behind her—heat, muscle, command. His hand drifted lower, caressing the curve of her ass, fingertips gliding lightly over her bare skin.

“You have the kind of obedience that begs to be corrupted,” he murmured.

She swallowed.

“But there are rules,” he continued, voice smooth and quiet like poison poured in wine. “And you will follow them without question.”

His fingers traced the inside of her thigh.

“Rule one,” he said. “You belong to me when you’re on this floor. Mind, body, breath. If I say kneel, you kneel. If I say beg, you beg.”

His fingers edged higher.

“Rule two. No one touches you. No one speaks to you without my permission. You are mine.”

Her breath shuddered.

“Rule three. If you disobey, I won’t raise my voice. I won’t fire you. I’ll punish you in ways you can’t forget.”

She twisted her head, looking at him over her shoulder. “And if I walk away now?”

He didn’t blink. “I’ll let you go.”

“Just like that?”

“You don’t strike me as a coward, Emilia. But I won’t chase you. Not yet.”

She turned back to the window, the city swimming beneath her. She thought of the job listings she’d checked last night. Of the bill collectors. Of the echoing quiet in her mother’s hospital room when she called.

“I’m not walking away.”

His voice darkened. “Good girl.”

A thrill of heat spiraled down her spine.

He withdrew his hand.

“Turn around.”

She did.

He handed her a tablet. “Your schedule for the day. Meetings, memos, reminders. You’ll sit in on every executive call, transcribe every note, and deliver coffee at exactly ten fifteen. No earlier. No later.”

She looked at the tablet. Sleek, expensive. Personalized.

“I don’t know how to transcribe.”

“Then learn.”

Her lips parted, but no argument came. She took the tablet.

“You’ll wear what I approve. Answer only when I address you. Your desk is outside this door. You sit facing me. At all times.”

“Yes, Mr. Vale.”

He tilted his head. “Do you think I’m a monster, Emilia?”

Her voice was softer than she meant it. “I don’t know what you are.”

He stepped forward, crowding her space again, lifting a hand. Not to touch—but to tangle a lock of her hair between his fingers.

“I’m the only man in this building who will tell you the truth. Everyone else will smile and lie and wait for you to fall. I... will show you exactly what I am.”

“And what is that?”

“A man who takes.”

She held his gaze.

“I’m not afraid of you.”

He smiled then. Not kind. Not warm. But dark and thrilling and wicked as sin.

“You will be.”

The rest of the day blurred like a fever dream.

She sat at her desk—sleek, curved, too open. The glass wall behind her revealed the skyline. The desk in front showed only Dominic Vale’s form moving through shadows and power. She made calls. Typed what she could. Googled business terms and corporate etiquette between tasks, hands shaking but determined.

At exactly ten fifteen, she entered with his coffee.

He took it without thanks. Without looking at her.

And yet.

She felt watched. Claimed. Possessed by invisible threads that tightened every time his gaze swept over her, once, then gone.

At lunch, she sat alone. No one spoke to her. The other assistants watched her like a foreign object, something sharp and wrong.

And she was.

By the time she packed up at six, her spine ached, her thighs burned from holding still, and her skin still buzzed from his touch that morning.

As she stepped into the elevator, her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

Tomorrow, skirt shorter. No bra.
Mr. Vale
Her knees nearly buckled.

She didn’t respond.

She didn’t need to.

Because she’d be there.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE FIRST TEST
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The next morning, Emilia stood in front of her closet, or what passed for one. A wire rack pressed into the peeling drywall, draped with clothes that had long outlived their worth. Her fingers trembled over faded sweaters and thrifted slacks, passing over anything that whispered comfort. That part of her—softness, safety—no longer served her here.

Her breath fogged the cracked mirror as she slid into the skirt. It barely skimmed mid-thigh, black and tight enough to strangle. No bra, as instructed. The blouse she buttoned high, as if modesty could somehow mask the wickedness underneath. It didn’t.

Nothing did.

Her nipples peaked against the fabric, sensitive under the cotton, as though her skin remembered his voice, his hands, the heat of being watched. Her entire body buzzed with anticipation and dread.

She took the subway standing, aware of every glance. She didn’t fidget, didn’t shift to cover herself. This was part of it. A silent command etched into her flesh. She was already his before she even reached the building.

At 7:59 AM, she stepped off the elevator.

He was already watching.

From his seat behind the desk, Dominic Vale stared through the glass like he’d been waiting for her for hours. He wore a dark gray suit today, no tie again, shirt undone at the collar. There was a scotch glass on the desk beside him—empty—and a document he hadn’t touched for minutes.

She didn’t knock.

She walked to
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