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Chapter One  ​ 
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“Goddamit! No, Gina!” As he clamped the phone tighter, Aiden’s eyes narrowed. Thunder rattled his floor-to-ceiling windows. In the afterglow of a lightning bolt, a darkened cityscape still flickered. “Not just ‘no,’ but ‘Hell, no.’ Theres no fucking way that’s gonna happen.”

Another rippling blaze of white shot across the low-slung dark clouds.

“How appropriate,” he muttered.

While taking a long sip of bourbon, he scanned the stacks of boxes scattered around the penthouse apartment. Besides the lingering scent of fresh paint, the aroma of plastic-wrapped furnishings filled the enormous main room. A lengthy sigh slipped from him as he glanced towards the gourmet kitchen he’d most likely never use. Well, other than the microwave and a burner to heat something from a can.

“Master.”

At the single soft word, Aiden shifted to the screen and swallowed. Even after all these years, Gina Davis was still as gorgeous as ever. As she reclined across fluffy white pillows atop her bed, Aiden’s core heated. Highlighted with shimmering chestnut, swirling dark hair framed the familiar features of her face. That soul-melting deep brown, her eyes pierced him. At a low groan, his gaze flicked from her to a painting on the wall above him.

Behind the canvas of a sailboat, slicing through frothy, gray-tinted dark waves before a rocky shore, it lay. Inside a safe. Despite that, he could see it. Its circular form, wreathed in flickering flames. The ring had ignited as soon as she’d called. Before, in fact.

After returning to Gina, he focused on the gleaming silver ring in the shiny leather collar around her neck. She’d worn it on purpose. His slut. And more. So much more. And with every glimpse of her twinkling, dark pools, he was reminded of the unique bond they both recognized.

“Master. She said she was sorry.” When she paused, Gina’s waves of fear sliced through him. Yet, she decided to continue. “Dan’s forgiven her. And your.... Your daughter misses you, master.”

After falling silent, her eyes remained fixed on him. More passed between them. Unleashed, his sadness flowed. Despair. Profound. As his lips pursed, hers trembled.

“I get it, master. We all wish Kim.... Well, we wish she was still with us. With you, Aiden.” At his hitching breath, she swallowed and added in a lower voice. “Yes, even Catherine, master. And you realize that.”

“Fuck cancer,” he mumbled before taking a slow gulp of whiskey. “Kim was supposed to....”

With his chest taut as a drum, Aiden became quiet and stood, staring at the storm. The first counselor had said to let Kim go. That it’d been long enough. Time to move forward. So had the second. In a howling breeze, heavy raindrops blasted sideways across his broad terrace to slap against the glass.

“Yes, master. And it’s good you’ve found a decent—”

When his gaze whipped to her, the soft words ended. Aiden’s brows were knitted so tight, his vision blurred. Not wholly unbidden, fury raced through his core. The booze was not calming him anymore.

“Yeah. A great fucking job. New damned city. Far away from”—with his lips curled in a snarl, Aiden returned to the storm right as another wave of rippling white tendrils skittered across the black clouds. The deluge intensified—“that whoring little bitch,” slipped from him in an icy, hard tone.

And his beloved wife; six feet under cold, hard dirt and again-pristine, manicured grass.

But also his daughter. A growl built in his chest. She was with his best friend, Dan. And the whore.

With the phone shaking in his clenched fist, Aiden turned away to collapse on a plastic-covered couch. While Gina remained in a smaller frame, he pulled up an image on his phone. Long sable hair. Straight. Such intelligence in the little girl’s glimmering dark eyes. Dan had sent the photo. Of Dan’s daughter, Cindy. Except....

“She was supposed to....” His voice faded when a powerful surge of compassion flowed from Gina. 

Despite her anxious sucking on those full, red lips, his eyebrows furled tighter. Catherine, that fuming piece of shit, cunt. A curt gasp shot from Gina. Catherine had told Aiden the baby was his and not her husband’s.

Another wave of anxiety rippled from Gina as his heart—cooled. Considering how much more often Aiden fucked her than Dan, he’d little reason not to believe her. Especially since that was long before she’d fucking lied and.... 

“Failed me,” he whispered. The couch’s plastic film squeaked as he trembled with anger.

“It was one mistake, master.”

Crimson tinged his vision as he focused on Gina. “We had a pact. She’d stay with me. Keep the secret. Stay loyal to Dan. And me.”

“And she was, master. Except....” Though her words tapered off, Aiden sensed the rest.

“Oh, it’s my fault, is it? My fucking wife died, Gina! Died. And I was expected to do what? Simply continue playing with Catherine. She couldn’t fucking wait. It was barely a month.” Aiden fell silent, letting another long peal of thunder rumble through before adding in a lower voice. “She was my light, Gina. Kim was my everything. You know that.”

“And Catherine realizes that too, master.” Her eyes watery, Gina nodded. “We all loved her. And miss her, Aiden.”

“Gina, for fuck’s sake.” Aiden’s growled. He took another long gulp of whiskey. “When Dan found his wife. At that party. She wasn’t even.... Jesus, she was sliding between two guys. Two, Gina.”

“And they went to counseling, master. And he’s—”

“—fucking weak, Gina. Weak. He believed her. Again. How many other times did she fuck somebody else? Huh? The deal was me alone. I’d keep her satisfied, and loyal. Give her what she wanted. Now, I don’t know. Was it all bullshit? Is she simply a lying cunt?”

“No. And Dan’s tried to explain.”

“Yeah. Explain. Meanwhile, he’s still addicted to my dick. Conflict of interest, maybe? No, Gina. I’ve had enough of both. They’re made for each other. She can fuck whoever she wants. As if that isn’t the case already. And he can find somebody else’s cock to slurp.”

At the sharpness in his tone, Gina’s eyes widened, then narrowed. Before the question left her lips, Aiden nodded.

“Yes, of course, I’ll support Cindy. She’s my daughter. But them....” A hiss slipped free, and he watched another flickering display of bright white. “Fuck them both. Good riddance.”

As he withstood the distant waves from Gina, he stood silent amid the thunder and his own pounding heart. With a growl, he tilted the tumbler to down the last of the booze. It was smooth, but not smooth enough. Pain and anger vied within him as the world blurred. 

“Why God? Why her, Gina?” Aiden’s voice wavered as images of Kim shoved away those of the others. With a tear sliding down his cheek, Aiden swirled the empty glass in his hand. “She was my light. My soul. She’d known everything. The ring. You. Catherine—that bitch. And she’d loved.... All of it. And me. She’d loved me, Gina. That first night....”

“I understand, master,” Gina whispered. A halting sob escaped her. “We all understand.”

Flames flared. Engulfing. Roaring. Somewhere. A box. With a louder growl, Aiden flung his gaze to the sailboat. Then bored deeper. The ring—shuddered.

“You knew,” Aiden’s voice rumbled in his chest. “You knew and said nothing.” Though silent, the ring’s fires guttered. “Of course you did.”

“Even if it did, master, it doesn’t matter. She was a light in your life. She gave so much. To all of us. You’ll find—”

With his lips curled into a snarl, Aiden spun back to Gina so fast her eyes flicked wide.

“No! Don’t. There’s no other like her. Nobody. Not even....” At the hurt pulsating from Gina, air caught in Aiden’s throat. After a low sigh, he continued in a softer voice. “Sorry, Gina, but....”

“Yes, master. Kendra, Tim, and I are fortunate to share you. We all care for you. You do understand that? The ring.... It guarantees you perceive that, at least, correct?”

“I do. And, um, thank you. I mean that, Gina. For all these years. And giving up Paul for me. For Kim and I. She.... We always appreciated that.”

“I wanted nothing else, Aiden. From the beginning.” She swiped a long finger under a glossy eyelash, wiping away a tear. “I’d like to visit, master. Um, I’ve got some vacation time.”

At the gentle sinking of teeth into her lip and raised eyebrows, a slight grin made itself onto Aiden’s face. Even as he started to nod, her surge of desire pummeled his chest. At the sudden burst of heat, Aiden glanced at the painting—and beyond.

In the safe, flames roared.

“No, I haven’t forgotten, Gina,” Aiden murmured.

At her moan, the fires flickered but spiraled higher. When he looked at the screen, Gina’s thick, dark eyelashes were fluttering. With cheeks flushing darker, her tongue flicked along those shiny, full lips. His need had reached her.

“It’s been too long, my little slut.”

“Mm-hmm. Y-Yes, master.” She panned the camera down her shapely form. Naked and sun-darkened with no hint of tan lines. Breasts still proud. Firm as ever, with dark points so sharp he could feel them pulsing between his teeth. As she squirmed, her bare mound glittered in the dim lighting. The subtle taste of her syrup slithered over his shaking tongue. Timeless beauty. “Mmm, oh. Yes, far too long. I.... Uh, I need you, Aiden. P-Please.”

“Give me some more time to settle in. Then yeah, visit. God knows I could use the company.” With another slow nod, his grin widened. “Good night, Gina. I do miss you, my little slut.”

“I know, master.” As she held the camera higher, he could track a fingernail tracing her shimmering seam. “Mmm, master. I always know. Good night, Aiden.”

Of course, she knew. 

And no sooner had he ended the call than he turned to gaze at the painting. 

The earliest memories flooded his mind. How they’d become linked by the ring since that fateful morning. In a storm like the one raging outside, he’d returned from a run. With the newly found ring on his finger, he’d placed a single hand on her skin. And they’d become fused. United forever by its mystical power. Distance meant nothing; their connection was impossible to break.

After setting the phone aside to charge, Aiden wandered the dark apartment, illuminated only by ever more distant lightning. As he surveyed the towers of cardboard boxes among the new and still-covered furnishings, no more thunder shook the building. At last, when his chest heaved, he didn’t stop the tears blurring his vision. Instead, after leaving the empty tumbler on a kitchen counter, he sniffled his way into the bedroom.

A sigh left him as he gazed through towering glass doors beyond the four glossy ebon posts of a king-sized bed. While making his way past the unkempt, crimson sheets, his feet crunched on the crumpled plastic wrapping surrounding its frame. His nose wrinkled. All of onyx, the room’s furniture emitted the same newness smell.

When Aiden reached the first box before an open wardrobe, a longer exhale slipped from his shaking lips. As much as he strived to remain focused, his vision shifted. After piercing the walls, it plunged into the safe to lock on the cooling band of engraved metal within. A low growl reverberated inside him as Aiden’s brows knitted ever tighter.

Splat. Warmth spattered his fingers.

As the room blurred in his blinking eyes, Aiden’s second tear thumped onto the cardboard between his hands.

“You cost me everything, ring,” he muttered as the spindly digits of his mind clamped its chilly metal. “You took her away. You were aware she was dying, weren’t you? And how little time I’d have with her? And you realized Catherine was....”

In response, one after another, images appeared.

Kendra. Ebon goddess. Powerful ally. Faithful servant. More. 

Her husband, Tim. Intense devoted lover. Beautiful man. Kind. Intelligent. 

And.... And Gina. Mrs. Davis. After the divorce, she’d kept Paul’s last name. 

With a snarl and a longer sigh, Aiden released the ring. His gaze pulled free of the hidden cubby and whirled back to the box before him.

“Fine. Points noted. But don’t....” Aiden’s slurring murmur tapered off before hardening when he again glared towards the distant safe. “Not again. Not like Kim. Just don’t.” As he stood shaking, more tears pelted the cardboard. “Never again, ring. Or.... Or we’re done.” Aiden’s voice became a whisper. “And I’ll finally be free of you.” Aiden inhaled before adding in an icy tone. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten about your secret. I may not understand why, but I sense your fear.”

Once he’d opened the box’s lid and torn away the wrapping from a slender item, a taut grin slid onto his face. Despite the warmth trickling down his cheeks, he swallowed a chuckle. The crop’s slim, shiny leather shimmered in the dimness.

As a grin appeared, a memory also materialized from the mists. Unlike the ones the ring had offered in supplication, it was his alone.

Her name was Luna. Willowy with dark, alluring eyes and straight black hair, she’d been a Spanish exchange student. One evening, after revealing her fantasy over a little too much Sangria at a class get-together, Kim had brought her home. And God, they’d learned so much together. Although Aiden swished the crop around in the empty bedroom, he sighed. There was no swift crack. No flinch and that wondrous low moaning. No ever more strident pleas for more. How the begging started in English, but soon devolved into airy, high-pitched Spanish.

“That’s when we knew she was close,” he whispered to the darkness. Through more tears, a quiet chuckle escaped. “Right, Kim?”

Throughout the summer, Kim and he had learned a lot about binding, whipping, and out-and-out beating the horny little thing. The yowling wines. The way she’d stare across the room at them, waiting for Kim to shackle her. How Luna had craved it. While sniffling, he hung the well-used, glossy leather in a cabinet.

Once the storm passed, Aiden opened more boxes, removing whips, chains, shackles, and bindings. A sob wracked his chest. After Luna returned to Spain, his wife enjoyed similar treatment. Although never as forceful as Luna. And over the years, they’d gathered so many toys. 

From beyond, a sudden pulsation slipped into him.

“Yes, slut,” he whispered into the dark with a lopsided grin. “I also remember that.”

Gina preferred a good, bare-handed spanking from either of them.

And while Kim was aware of her, he’d never shared Kendra. Nor struck her, except with his cock for old time’s sake. He chuckled under his breath. How she’d enjoyed that after the first accidental strike.

Once done, he closed the cabinet and stepped away to find his tumbler. After refilling it, he stumbled in the darkness towards the wall of windows. One long sip. Then another. A third. And still his mind whirled.

It’d been so quick. His wife’s death.

Everyone expected that to make it better.

But it hadn’t. 

As the tears continued to flow, Aiden looked around the apartment. Corporate-owned. But he’d be earning every square foot of it. 

“Damned job is all I am now. What else do I have?” He tossed back a longer swallow of potent alcohol. “What else?”

After gulping the rest, he stared at the rivulets working their way down the glass. 

“A widower. And fucking alone. Again.” Aiden glared at the empty tumbler before tossing it to a plastic-coated chair. “New job. New town. Yet still not far enough away. Thirty-six years old and with nothing but question marks.”

With a growling sigh, he turned from the window and staggered into the bedroom. Fully clothed, he fell forward to slap face down on the mattress. 

“Alone. Again. Fuck,” he murmured with a slurred voice into the thick bedspread before blackness swallowed him.
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“Hey, Wilson.” 

At a phlegmy voice from behind him, Aiden stopped just inside a glossy wood panel-lined conference room. It was his first day at the office. With a heavy sigh, he shifted his eyes from an expansive oval table to an overweight man in a too-small gray suit.

“Dennis. Dennis Hawthorne,” the porcine-faced guy added while thrusting out a pudgy hand. “Heard you’re the new deputy. Just wanted to welcome you.”

After tamping the ring into its shadowy corner, Aiden grasped the sweaty fat fingers and gazed into Dennis’ beady, dark eyes. He didn’t need the ring. The man was scared. Jealous as well. Whatever drive he possessed was motivated by almost constant fear. Nonetheless, Aiden forced a grin.

“Thanks. Pleased to meet you, Dennis.”

With more people moving past, conversing or gazing at tablets while preparing for the morning meeting, he gave Dennis a swift nod and joined the flow. After settling into a high-back leather chair beside the larger one at the head of the table, he inspected the crowd. 

Despite the fervor in the air, most faces were neutral. Huddled and talking in hushed tones, some clustered around screens, while others gazed at the blank introduction slide displayed on an enormous wall monitor. A few gave Aiden not-so-subtle glances. In their hooded gazes, he sensed their calculations. Like everything else in this business, how much was he worth? Most of those turned away when he met them with a thin smile. 

Only one held his eyes. In a skintight blue dress, a slender young woman sat behind Dennis. Her straight, raven tresses were a curtain of shadow over toned shoulders. He sighed. Lighter hair than Kim’s. With brown eyes glimmering, she flashed Aiden a nervous smile. Darker eyes, though.

In the wall safe’s deep shadows, the ring thrummed. At a soft tapping, Aiden pulled from the woman’s gaze to glance at his hands. When they shuddered once more, his fingertips beat the tabletop. And as his pale reflection came into focus on the mirrored table, Aiden’s heart hammered.

Black rings under his red eyes. Again, his sleep hadn’t lasted long enough. Nightmares of sterile hospital rooms, endless doctors’ offices, and the.... The grave. Fresh, heaped dirt. Glossy green turf. After that, nothing but tossing and turning. His usual nighttime routine.

“Why?” Aiden murmured. “She was my light. My only.”

Right as his fingers tapped again, a rhythmic clicking on the carpet approached the entrance. At once, the room’s occupants ceased muttering. All heads turned towards the woman marching through the doorway. When he too looked up, Aiden caught a narrow-eyed glance from his new boss, Sophia Dumont. While her official biography said she was forty-seven, she appeared far younger. From beneath high-arched, but furrowed golden brows, her dark brown eyes flicked to his shaky hands, once more tapping the tabletop. 

Cliché or not, every move she made conjured images of a graceful jungle cat. In black stilettos, Madame Dumont wore a gray pinstriped pencil dress. Shoulder-less, it had been tailored to enhance each alluring curve of her tall, lithe frame. As she strode to the large chair beside him, long, reddish-gold hair in shaped curls bounced along bare shoulder blades.

“Good morning, Madame Dumont,” Aiden said while rising to his feet. She preferred the Madame.

“Mr. Wilson,” is all she replied with words.

But as she settled into the seat, her eyes pierced Aiden. Despite the cloud of delicate flowery perfume, she emanated raw power. Behind an unblinking visage, a profound intellect took its turn, assessing him. This woman owned everyone and everything in the conference room. And from the glinting sparkles in her eyes, it was clear she was used to owning everything in any room she entered. 

Transfixed, Aiden couldn’t turn away and his breathing slowed. In the darkness, the ring coiled tighter, becoming an ice-wrapped band. Under that gaze, he—wilted. No, she didn’t care about his dead wife. Nor how much he drank at night. Nor his lack of sleep. She was only concerned with results or potential. After turning from her, he gulped as his shoulders drooped. 

Low though they were, he caught snorts of derision from the others. The hopeful, ever-docile minions. 

While ignoring Aiden, her nominal deputy, Madame Dumont worked her way around the table. To every incisive query, the division heads provided succinct answers. As Aiden’s heart thumped ever louder, time warped. Presentation after presentation flowed across the wall-mounted screen.

At last, he pried his gaze from the final slide to look at Madame Dumont’s striking profile. Though she continued her questioning, her eyes, glittering in the dim lighting, flicked to him before returning to the speaker. 

No words were needed. 

She’d completed her assessment. And found him wanting. No potential. After a quick scan of the room, his chest tightened. Everyone else understood that point as well. 

Encased in ice, the ring remained silent. 

The rest of the first day was a sleep-addled blur. After setting up his office, Aiden had somehow found his way home. With part of a half-warmed frozen dinner in his belly, he’d collapsed into bed for another sleepless night. 

The next day was the same. At the morning meeting, he again struggled to contain yawns. With his eyelids fluttering and fingers tapping, Madame Dumont again ignored Aiden. Instead, she repeated her previous performance. Efficient, keen, and holding everyone to her high standard. Everyone but him.

The third day was worse. 

“I  don’t deserve this,” he murmured while lifting his gaze from a blank computer monitor.

Luxury? Opulence? Whatever the word, as he surveyed the expansive corner office, framed by glass walls, Aiden sighed. When would he ever need a couch? Its russet leather shone in the afternoon sunlight. He grimaced at a matching pair of chairs centered on a low black-wood coffee table. The entire space smelled like his apartment: new furnishings, fresh paint, newly installed plush chocolate carpeting.

“It’s too much.” He glanced at the open doorway leading to his personal conference room. Soft orange sunbeams slanted across the floor and a pair of high-backed brown leather chairs before his desk. “I don’t need any of this.”

Earlier, there’d been no meeting. And other than the expected new-hire paperwork, no work had appeared on his computer. Puzzled, Aiden asked around at lunch. The answers sent an icy spear through his heart. While skipping him, Madame Dumont was querying her managers. Whom she instructed to send him nothing of any import. 

The following days were more of the same. Each morning, he’d sit beside Madame Dumont, watching the presentations. Any time he tried to speak, she’d flash her narrowed eyes at him. 

But he started taking notes.

And afternoons in his office he spent digging through the company’s files. Policies. Records. Account details. Devouring everything. At least going through the motions.

“Well, since nobody’s coming to me,” he muttered one afternoon before pushing from his chair.

With a forced grin, Aiden drifted along the halls. Anyone he spotted, he interrogated. What was their position? What did they actually do? Their thoughts about the company. Was it running well? Places for improvement? 

Going through the motions.

Late one evening, he was wandering a floor. Since the overhead lights had just dimmed, it appeared deserted. The only illumination came from a few forgotten lamps scattered among endless cubicle rows.

“Uh, Mr. Wilson.”

A woman’s voice echoed just as Aiden was about to head for the elevators. When he turned to spot her, his chest tightened. Kim? But when the slim shadow resolved in the dim lighting, his heart resumed beating. It was Dennis’ employee.

“Yes?” He said, trying to recall if Dennis had mentioned her name. “May I help you?”

While half his mind began planning his normal questions, the rest remained fixated on the young woman. She was about the same age as Kim when they’d met. With his head tilting, he reached for the hand she held out.

“Eva. Eva Graham, sir.” At the touch of his fingers, she jumped. Air flew from her shaking lips. The ring flared. And Aiden jolted as his mind’s fist backhanded the flame-wrapped circle into its darkest corner. He’d forgotten. With her dark eyes wide and tongue flicking along thin glossy red lips, Eva trembled. “I, um.... Mr. Hawthorne is my supervisor. I’m on his, uh, project research team.”

Even as her shaky, quiet words forced their way through the pounding in his ears, Aiden’s entire frame locked. Though it’d been less than a second, the building wobbled as images, desires, secrets pummeled him. 

After a quick squeeze, he tugged his fingers free. With the entire floor still cartwheeling, he took a step from her. Every nerve was alight.

“Uh, nice to, um, meet you, officially, Miss Graham,” Aiden muttered while inspecting his hand. The warmth of her soft skin lingered. Inside his mind, her thoughts and images continued tumbling. “I’m, uh, just querying folks. And learning their side of the business.”

“Oh, I know, sir.” As she spoke, Eva, head tilted and eyebrows raised, glanced at her own palm before meeting his gaze. “It’s just that.... Well, sorry for your loss, sir.”

As breath hissed free of Aiden’s shaking lips, he nodded. “You heard, huh? I was wondering how fast news traveled here.”

“Yes, sir.” Though her eyes remained confused, she grinned. “Some folks mentioned that might be why you’re, uh—”  

“—fucked up?” At his curt tone, despite her eyes widening in surprise, she nodded along with him. “Yeah, that’s why. I thought the new job in a different place would make life better. Before moving, I’d buried myself in work, but that hadn’t helped. At the end of each day, I was in the same empty house.” With a heavy breath, Aiden shook his head. “Then, no sooner do I get here than.... Well, things worsened.”

Eyes glimmering, Eva stood with her back against a cubicle wall. When a tremor rippled through her, Aiden’s pulse raced. The ring’s thrumming increased. 

“No,” he whispered before taking another step towards the elevators. Though the ring struggled, he crushed its flames. “Not yet.”

“Excuse me, sir?”

“Oh. Uh, nothing.” A nervous grin appeared on his face. “Um, sorry. Nice to have met you, Miss Graham. Give Dennis my regards.”

“Yes, sir.” There was a slight waver in her low voice. “If, um, you need anything, sir. Just—”

“—ask. Got it. Thanks, Miss Graham.” As Aiden walked away, he turned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Later, as soon as he entered the apartment, the world slowed when Aiden staggered to a halt in the center of its great room. Eva’s—no, Kim’s—face appeared. After sweeping his gaze across the cardboard stacks, he slipped from his jacket with a long sigh. 

“Yeah, I get it.” He nodded towards the wispy afterimage of those deep eyes. “You wouldn’t want me to fail.”

With rolled-up sleeves, he moved to the nearest box. Time faded to the background as the evening wore on. Box after box. No whiskey; Aiden drank only water. After a cold sandwich, he moved on to another clump of boxes, working until once more collapsing into bed.

“Still going through the motions, my love?” At Kim’s voice, and as her smile filled his mind, a single tear dribbled free to dampen his cheek. 

Even as he held in a sob, blackness engulfed him. And for the very first time, held him tight all night long.

The next morning, though Aiden’s thoughts were sharper and nary a yawn afflicted him, things worsened. Right after entering the already crowded conference room with a coffee cup clasped in his hand, he halted. Not only had somebody moved his chair to the distant end of the table, but it was also against a wall. He was about as far from Madame Dumont as possible. While he strode to the new location, the usual chatter died. To be replaced by low titters and a snort.

As he took his seat and sipped, he scanned the others. Once more, the only eyes daring to meet his belonged to Eva. And hers were—sad.

Once Madame Dumont arrived, she only noted his new location with a quick lift of one eyebrow before beginning her usual interrogations. But Kim’s smile kept him company. After a longer sip, Aiden lifted his tablet and took notes. And he listened. Not only to what was being said, but how. Noting the speakers more than the data. He jotted down everything.

Going through the motions.

For Kim.

For himself.

For? 

Just as she stood to present for Dennis Hawthorne, his gaze flicked to Eva. In the distant wall safe, darkness evaporated as flames roared around the ring. 

“No. Too soon,” Aiden mumbled while stifling the ring’s fire. “Too soon, Kim. I’m sorry, babe.”

That afternoon, his hopeful new world struck rock bottom. 

As he pored over the latest sales reports, a message popped onto Aiden’s screen. He scratched his head. It was from Madame Dumont. Not her admin assistant.

“Mr. Wilson. Report to my office.”

“Oh, fuck,” he mumbled while rising from his chair.

With a sigh, Aiden slipped into a navy suit jacket and headed for the elevators.

No sooner had he’d stepped into a spacious, if empty, reception area, than a young man behind a gold-trimmed wooden counter nodded towards the open double doors.

“She’s waiting for you inside, Mr. Wilson.” Though the voice was neutral, he gave Aiden an appraising sweep of his eyes.

Rather than acknowledging the man’s raised eyebrow, Aiden marched to the gaping entrance. But while shoving through them, he slowed. Madame Dumont’s expression. The room wobbled. From behind an expansive ebon wood desk, she tracked his approach. And his heartbeat thundered.

An unusual glimmer in her eyes hinted at a different fate for him. Her fuchsia suit jacket graced the back of the large black leather chair. Unpinned, silken, flowing hair draped her shoulders. He gulped. Several buttons of a taut ivory blouse were undone.

“Close the doors, Aiden.”

With his pulse racing and gaze locked on her, Aiden stayed motionless. As time stuttered, his hand at last swept behind him to shove the door shut. After the muted thump, she gestured to one of the chairs before her desk.

“Have a seat. We need to have.... Hmm, a bit of a discussion.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Just as he gripped the chair’s armrest, he glanced once more at the open blouse. 

In a flash, two things happened. Her eyes skewered him. And the ring—ignited. With the room still a wobbly haze, Aiden’s fist clamped an armrest to hold himself steady. A more forceful shudder sent him crumpling into the seat. Ringed with flames, powerful pulses from the ring continued to pummel him as he returned to her gaze.

“You came to me highly recommended, Aiden,” she said, while her glinting eyes inspected him. “Very highly recommended.”

When she eased from her chair, his heart staggered, unsure to speed or freeze. And as she swept around the desk towards him, his fingers tightened on the armrest’s squeaking leather.

“But I must admit to some ignorance.” Decision made, the hammering in his chest increased as she leaned back against the desk’s carved edge. “I don’t understand why?”

With a grin, she lifted onto the desktop. Heat raced up his cheeks when, while dangling one foot, she slid the other forward to plant a glossy black stiletto in the carpet between his legs. The ring’s thrumming grew loud and chaotic.

“Do you enjoy working for me?” she asked while blood-red nails teased at a loose golden-flecked auburn strand.

“Uh, yes, ma’am.” 

At the waver in his voice, her eyes narrowed. His heart skipped a beat. Oh, it’d been a lie. An obvious one. And she knew it. He hated everything about this place. Her. The job. Everything. 

An image—Eva’s face. Another—Kim’s smile. Encased in molten heat, the ring shimmered. 

“Fuck,” he murmured.

“What was that, Aiden?” Madame Dumont’s tone was sharp.

“Um, sorry, ma’am.” He rolled his lips. “Okay, no. It’s been challenging. I’ve been—”

“—useless. Of absolutely no value to this company.” Sharper, her voice pierced deep into him. As if in a stiff icy wind, the ring’s flames sputtered. “Or me, Aiden.”

When she lifted her foot from the floor to run a shoe along Aiden’s calf, he gripped the armrests tighter. Like a shark, her unblinking gaze bored into him, tracking, watching, assessing. Even as the stiletto moved higher, he remained in place.

“However, you are quite the handsome man, Aiden. You could be of value.” As a predatory grin spread across her face, the pointed shiny black leather toe pressed into his crotch. “At least to me. Would you like that, Aiden?” As he grew beneath her rubbing shoe, that smile widened. While hinting at rows of sharp teeth, the hunger was unmistakable. “To work. Hmm, under me.” 

At another forceful press of the shoe’s tip, a quiet whimper escaped his trembling lips. And glossy white teeth sank into her lower lip. With her stiletto massaging Aiden’s hardening bulge, his breathing became shorter. As his shaking fingers clenched the chair, he shifted. The ring, confused, flared, then stopped.

With a gasp, Aiden glanced down at his clenching fist as it raised. Outstretched, his quivering digits extended towards her.

A single touch of bare skin. One simple tap. And she’d be his. All the power she thought she possessed would vaporize.

In an instant.

An image slammed into Aiden. Dumont stripped naked. Strapped across his lonely bed. Just like hungry, naughty little Eva. At both images, he was left gulping air. With a curt hiss, he pushed aside her toned silken leg with his thigh. After jumping from the chair, he dashed towards the exit.

“No. Thanks, Madam Dumont, but.... I.... That wouldn’t work. Not for me.”

With blood thundering in his ears, and roaring flames from the ring echoing in his skull, whatever strident words flew from Madame Dumont were undecipherable.

After yanking open the door, he fled the office. And with his throbbing head down, clamped in his shaky hands, he marched to the elevators.

At the message waiting from her on his computer when he collapsed at his desk, Aiden sat stunned. As the pounding reduced, the ring’s fires lowered.

“Well, not fired, I guess,” he murmured.

He read the two words again.

“Your loss.”
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“No, it doesn’t, Gina,” Aiden grumbled into the phone. He took another lengthy gulp of exquisite bourbon. “It doesn’t change anything. I rejected Dumont. Now, she treats me like a ghost.” A harsh chuckle left him. “But it’s been three weeks, and I haven’t been fired, so there’s that.”

After finishing his daily swim, he sat on the edge of a jacuzzi with his legs dangling in the dark, swirling water. Wisps of steam rose from the surface. They were illuminated only by the dim lights of the rooftop pool area, and the stars twinkling in the clear sky. When a gentle breeze, humid and warm, swept past, he tracked the languid motion of scattered potted trees. Their round bases were scattered amid tall shrubs. Together, while not screening it entirely, they separated the hot tub from the rest of the roof. 

Still breathing hard from all the laps, a smile slipped onto his face. The quiet. The solitude. This had become the best time of his day.

“Did you eat, master?” Gina Davis’s worried voice brought him back to her. “Are you taking care of yourself?” 

“Yes, I ate”—he laughed—“slut. God, I miss you. Also, yes, I worked out this morning. And ran. But you already know all that.” Another guffaw escaped Aiden. “Just like I know how much you need to visit.”

“P-Please, master,” she said, her voice suddenly husky. “When can I come up there?”

“Not yet. I’m not sure what’s going on, but”—Aiden scanned the pool deck. Though it was empty as usual, he still lowered his voice—“the ring is acting strange. And—”

“I feel it too, master. She’s special.”

Although Eva’s eyes flickered into view, he shook his head and gulped more bourbon. “What? No. Not her. It’s just. Things are working out, sorta. I think. I’m putting in my time. Found those who are sharp. And noted the slugs. And they know I know. I’ve got to prove myself. Let me get that settled first.”

“Hmm, would I be too much of a distraction, Aiden?” Her playful tone brought a smile to his face.

“Yes, Gina. Right now, yes.”

After ending the call, Aiden tossed the phone to a towel on a nearby chair and lowered into the whirling jets. A deep sigh escaped his lips as he reclined, gazing at the starry sky. Right as he was about to take another sip, voices echoed across the patio. In the weeks he’d lived in the building, nobody else had appeared that late at night.

A young couple, mid-twenties, strode from the mirrored entrance door. In long, blue and white trunks, a sandy-haired man with a paunch held a bottle and two wineglasses. Other than being very pale, he was wholly unremarkable. But every muscle in Aiden tightened at the sight of the woman under his skinny arm. With long, wavy auburn hair, golden brown highlights framed
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