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This world is a constellation of interconnected lives — desires that flare, fade, collide, and return in unexpected ways under the quiet gravity of Julian Sterne. Each book in the Sterne Universe explores a different shape of intimacy and consequence: erotic, tragic, sapphic, dark, healing. Every story stands alone, yet each one carries echoes that ripple into the others — a remembered gesture, a familiar object, a single irreversible choice.

Across decades, the characters move through their lives with emotional truth. Their actions — even when sharp or dangerous — rise from authentic human impulses. No caricatures, no fantasy behavior: only people who could exist in the world as easily as they live on the page. What unites these stories is not genre but psychological realism, emotional precision, and the belief that intimacy transforms us in ways we cannot predict.

This book begins in 1999, when Julian Sterne is not yet a legend in his industry but a hungry young man still being shaped by failure, desire, restraint, and the people who cross his path. Origins is the forging of that man — not a love story, not a traditional romance, but the architecture of a life built through collisions. There is no single heroine, no tidy resolution. Instead, this novel follows the encounters that mark him: women who challenge him, mirror him, tempt him, outgrow him, and walk away long before he becomes the man the world will one day fear.

All intimacy within these pages is consensual, though the emotional terrain is sharp. Dominance here is learned through consequence rather than fantasy, and every moment of surrender or refusal reshapes the man Julian will become.

Read with curiosity.
This is the beginning of everything that follows.
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[image: ]


Julian Sterne’s apartment looked like a place someone used to sleep, not live. One bedroom, a narrow kitchen with a dinette bolted against the wall, a living room with a sagging sofa and a desk buried in papers and circuit boards. Laundry gathered in corners. Empty mugs collected on the counter. He noticed the mess each morning, the way shirts wrinkled where they’d been dropped, the faint smell of takeout cartons he hadn’t thrown away. He told himself he’d clean it up eventually. He never did.

At twenty-two, his head was too full of circuits and code to care about dishes.

Julian was tall already, his frame lean with the wiry strength of someone who spent as much time hauling prototypes as sketching them. His brown hair was thick, untamed, falling into his eyes until he brushed it back with an impatient hand. His face hadn’t yet settled into the calm refinement it would one day carry, but it was striking even in youth — sharp lines, watchful eyes, and an intensity that made people notice him without knowing why.

He didn’t dress with care — jeans, shirts rolled at the sleeves, an old jacket thrown on without thought — but the clothes couldn’t hide the way he carried himself. He moved with a kind of restless certainty, as if the world was already his to claim. At twenty-two, he didn’t speak often, but when he did, his team listened. Not because of his title, but because authority seemed to cling to him naturally.

He should have been excited this morning. He had a fix in mind for their prototype — a real improvement, something that might stop the casing from cracking under stress. His hands itched to get to the workshop, to test the idea, to prove they were right about the technology.

But he wouldn’t have the time. Not today.

Last week, the landlord reminded him that rent was due, and in the same breath had passed along a name. A lawyer in the city, someone who could help with contracts and liability. Julian had agreed to meet her, even set the appointment. He knew it was necessary if they wanted to sell to serious clients. Still, the thought of losing hours in an office talking about paperwork made his teeth clench. Time was the one thing they didn’t have.

Orders trickled in — enough to keep the lights on, not enough to grow. Their first design had made it into a handful of niche markets, sold to early adopters willing to forgive the flaws. It bought them time, nothing more.

He pulled on a jacket and left the apartment. The air outside was sharp with early spring, cool enough to wake him up fully. The office was only a ten-minute walk, but his mind already raced ahead, sketching how he’d reroute the load-bearing frame of the prototype once he got his hands on it.

Halfway down the block, he stopped at the bakery on the corner — part of his morning routine now. The place smelled of sugar and coffee, warmth spilling through the open door. The blonde behind the counter, hair tied in a ponytail, met his eyes with a quiet smile and reached for his usual without asking. Her blouse and skirt under the apron gave her a neat, work-ready look, though there was a softness to her frame that the uniform couldn’t quite hide.

He nodded, muttered thanks as she handed him the cup and bag, and left without slowing. She knew him as the young man who always looked distracted. He knew her only as part of the background of his mornings — a soft presence he barely registered, though she watched him with quiet interest, never speaking more than necessary.

The workshop sat in an aging office building, two rooms carved out of the ground floor. One was cluttered with benches, soldering stations, and tangles of wire. The other doubled as parts storage and a makeshift office. It smelled of flux, coffee, and ambition.

His three engineers were already there when he arrived — two hardware guys and a software guy. They worked for him less because of the salaries — which were an embarrassment — and more because they believed in him. Brilliant, they called him. A natural. The kind of mind that made leaps instead of steps.

The older hardware guy was hunched over the scope, sleeves perpetually rolled too high, wrists smudged with flux, steady hands moving with the patience of someone who had been doing this for years. The younger one paced in front of the bench, restless, energy spilling into every movement as if his agitation alone could force the circuits to behave. The software guy sat cross-legged on a stool, gum snapping quietly as he muttered lines of code under his breath, eyes bloodshot from another night too long at the screen.

On the bench between them sat the prototype, its casing scratched from too many tests. It ran better than anything else on the market, but every time they pushed it hard, it failed. Fragile. Expensive. Not manufacturable.

Julian set his breakfast aside and shrugged out of his jacket, pulling over a stool. His mind was already racing through his latest fix. He could see the solution. All he wanted was the hours to prove it.

Instead, he’d lose half the day across town, sitting with a lawyer. Necessary, maybe. But it wasn’t engineering. It wasn’t progress.

He fired up the soldering iron, the tip glowing.

“Lawyers,” he muttered under his breath. “What a waste of time.”
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Julian lost track of time.

The morning slipped away in the haze of solder smoke and half-finished tests. His latest idea for reinforcing the casing had taken root in his head, and once it did, nothing else mattered. He moved between bench and scope, hands steady, eyes fixed, muttering adjustments to the two hardware men as if they could see what he saw. They couldn’t — no one could — and yet they followed, tightening screws, feeding wire, running diagnostics at his word.

It wasn’t until the iron cooled in its stand that Julian checked the wall clock. His stomach tightened. Too late.

The appointment.

With a curse, he pulled off his gloves, grabbing the bakery bag he’d tossed aside that morning. Untouched, forgotten, the paper with grease stains. He crammed it under his arm, shoved on his jacket, and bolted. The others looked up as he strode out, but no one said a word. They knew that look — the one that meant his mind was already elsewhere.

His car waited out front, wedged between two cleaner machines. The old sedan waited in front of his workshop, its usual post, since parking near his apartment was never an option. Old, battered, the paint dull, one fender dented from a scrape he never bothered to fix. It smelled faintly of oil and coffee when he slid behind the wheel. He fired the engine, listening to its uneven growl, and merged into traffic.

The city stretched ahead, glass and steel rising in the distance. Traffic crawled. Horns blared. He gripped the wheel tighter. Every wasted minute pressed down like a weight, but at least the standstill gave him something: breakfast, long past lunchtime.

Julian tore open the bag with one hand, biting into the cold roll as he shifted with the other. Crumbs scattered across his lap, but he didn’t care. Food was fuel, and right now he needed it.

By the time he nosed into the underground garage, his stomach was less empty and his mood only slightly better. Polished sedans and black SUVs gleamed under fluorescent lights. His car looked like it had no business being there, an intruder from another world. He noticed. He didn’t care.

“They’ll remember the product, not the car,” he muttered, climbing out.

The lobby above was everything his office wasn’t — marble floors, mirrored walls, leather chairs lined in perfect symmetry. The receptionist barely glanced up as she directed him to the correct floor. He didn’t blame her — he looked like someone who’d wandered in by mistake.

Lorene Feldman’s office smelled faintly of flowers.

She rose as he entered — tall enough that her presence carried upward, though still a shade beneath his height — heels clicking with a deliberate cadence as she came around the desk. Her charcoal suit was cut close, the jacket tracing the line of her waist, the silk blouse beneath easing the severity with a whisper of softness. Her dark hair, gathered into a sculpted wave, caught the light like satin; a few strands had slipped free to brush her cheek, as if to remind him she was not all control.

Her eyes — a cool, steady gray — met his and lingered a heartbeat too long before she spoke. “Mr. Sterne,” she said, her voice measured but warm, the handshake firm, confident.

He noticed the framed photo on her desk as he sat — a girl, maybe fifteen, smiling at the camera — but his attention returned to the woman before him. The fabric of her suit framed her body without apology: the swell of full breasts beneath the blouse, hips rounded and assured, a figure that suggested maturity rather than ornament. Not the glossy distraction of youth, but the composed allure of someone who knew her power and expected it to be recognized. And when she tilted her head, the glint of a pearl earring caught the light — a small, striking detail that made her seem at once elegant and unyielding.

She tapped the folder in front of her. “I went through what you sent me. If you’re serious about approaching one of the major brands, the paperwork has to be stronger.”

Julian leaned back. “That’s why I’m here. I don’t care how polished it looks, I care that it gets us in the door.”

Her expression was steady, professional. “The nondisclosure draft you’ve been using doesn’t cover reverse engineering. That’s an open door you don’t want to leave. And your supply agreement assumes you can scale immediately. It needs to show stages — prototype, pilot, production. Otherwise procurement won’t take it seriously.”

“Then fix it. This week.”

Her lips curved, almost imperceptibly. Not a smile exactly — more the flicker of someone quietly pleased by his demand. “You’ll have an NDA tomorrow. A first draft of the supply agreement in five days. It won’t be long. But you’ll need to read them. Carefully.”

“I don’t have time to babysit contracts,” he said.

She inclined her head slightly, eyes steady on his. “Then trust me to strip away what you don’t need. But the parts that matter, you’ll see. I won’t let you sign blind.”

For a second, the silence stretched. She wasn’t flustered. She wasn’t trying to win him over either. She simply spoke as though these were facts, unshakable. And when she looked down again, adjusting her calendar, she slid a penciled block of time aside, shifting her week to fit his push without comment. The efficiency was professional; the ease of it felt like something else.

By the time the meeting broke, it was well past lunch. Julian walked out still bristling at the hours gone, yet impressed in spite of himself. She hadn’t wasted them. She’d moved with him, cut the fluff, kept the momentum. She’d done exactly what he asked, and more. As the door closed behind him, he noticed how easily she’d fallen into step with him and wondered if that was just professionalism — or something else.

Back in the garage, the old car growled to life, coughing against the silence of wealth around it. Traffic clogged the streets again as he headed home, but this time he didn’t mind. He chewed the last bite of his cold breakfast, muttering as he steered into the crawl:

“At least she doesn’t waste time.”
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Weeks blurred together.

Since that first meeting with Lorene, Julian had buried himself in the workshop. Days bled into nights, solder fumes and coffee replacing food and sleep. The prototype had survived another dozen revisions — stronger here, patched there — but it was still fragile. Better than anything else on the market, yes, but not bulletproof. Not yet.

Small orders trickled in, just enough to keep the lights on. A regional distributor took a batch of modified boards. A startup ordered a custom run. Nothing transformative, but the cash flow covered rent, payroll, and the landlord’s patience for one more month. Survival. Barely.

Then the email came.

A major customer was interested.

Julian read it twice, then a third time, heart thudding. This was the client. The one that could change everything. Their logo was stamped on products across half the world. A contract with them would mean stability, legitimacy — not just survival, but victory.

He closed his eyes, picturing it: shipments rolling out by the thousands, their design scaled across continents, his name attached to something that mattered. Investors calling him instead of the other way around. Finally, leverage.

The team buzzed as soon as he told them. Even the quiet firmware guy grinned. The older hardware engineer opened a bottle of cheap champagne he must have been saving for a miracle.

Julian barely tasted it. His mind had already leapt ahead: the pitch, the demo, the chance to walk into procurement’s office and prove that their work deserved to be taken seriously.

The champagne buzzed through his veins, but beneath it sat something heavier — a pressure that refused to ease. This was it. The chance he had been working toward, the one client that could pull him out of survival mode and into something real.

But the thought of it twisted his gut as much as it thrilled him. He pictured the questions they would ask — volumes, contracts, guarantees. Not the workbench, not the solder and sweat he trusted, but meetings across polished tables where risk was measured in percentages and deadlines.

One mistake, and it would all vanish.

He stared at the empty bottle, the fizz gone flat, and told himself this wasn’t just another order. It was the kind of step that could either anchor him or drown him.

He stayed late that night, pacing the length of the workshop as he ran through talking points. The younger hardware guy listened, nodding dutifully. The prototype sat on the bench between them, the scars of stress tests etched into its casing. Julian’s voice was fierce, urgent, the words tumbling over each other.

“They’re not going to care about the past. They’re going to care about the future. About performance. About what this can be.”

Then the next day in the afternoon, Lorene brought him down.

They met at her office again, afternoon light cutting across the desk. He stood as he spoke, pitching like he would to the client — brisk, sharp, unstoppable. She listened, her pen poised above a legal pad, dark eyes steady. When he finished, breathing hard, she set the pen down.

“They want stability, not vision.”

Julian froze. “What?”

“This isn’t just a customer,” she said evenly. “It’s private-label. They don’t build anything themselves. They buy innovations like yours, put their logo on it, and scale fast. That means they care less about brilliance than about protecting their brand. Procurement doesn’t get promoted for risks. They get promoted for reliability.”

He bristled, heat rising in his chest. “So we just let the competition keep the contracts because they’re safe? That’s your advice?”

Her tone didn’t shift. Calm. Even. “My advice is to know the game you’re playing. You don’t have a track record. You don’t have mass production behind you. You can impress the engineers. You can even impress the executives. But procurement? They’ll look at the risk column, and right now it’s stacked against you.”

He leaned across her desk. “Then what do you suggest?”

“Show them a plan,” she said, unblinking. “Prototype. Pilot. Production. Stages they can measure. Everything has to be ready. Contracts that protect them if you fail. You’ll still be a gamble, but a controlled one. That’s the only way they’ll consider you.”

Julian’s jaw tightened. The urge to argue pressed hard, but the logic in her voice was unshakable. More than that — she hadn’t flinched once under his intensity. She matched it. And when he pressed, she yielded only in ways that served his pace.

She lowered her eyes and slid her calendar toward her, a penciled block of time set aside. With one stroke, she shifted it, adjusting her week to his new timeline without comment. The efficiency was professional; the ease of it felt like something else. A quiet act of deference.

His mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Fine. Write it the way you think it has to look.”

“I will.” Her voice was quiet, but firm. “And you’ll read it before you send it.”

The words landed almost like a condition, but her gaze carried the flicker of someone who wanted him to accept it — and maybe test it.

The sun slanted low across her office windows, painting the glass in gold. Julian still felt the burn of her words — stability, not vision — pressing against his chest.

She capped her pen, leaning back. “One more thing. Manufacturing. Procurement will ask where you’re building, how stable your line is. If you’re not ready, they’ll move on. You will produce in China?”

Julian’s jaw tightened. He hated the thought — factories, schedules, endless logistics. But she was right.

You didn’t just book a flight and wander into a deal straight from the airport. Meetings had to be lined up. Introductions secured — relationships confirmed before anything moved. He would need leverage before he ever got on a plane. That was the reality, no matter how badly he wanted to stay at the bench.

Then she looked at him again, eyes steady, her voice softened just enough to feel like a test. “Do you have plans this evening?”

The question was casual on the surface, heavier underneath. He almost said no before he thought about it. Dinner. Another night in the workshop. None of it mattered.

“Not anymore,” Julian said.

Her lips curved, faint, deliberate. She slid her pencil across her calendar again, this time striking through a block she had marked for herself. “Good,” she said — not just to the dinner, but to something else. “Then we’ll order in. You’ll need the energy.”

Lorene closed the folder in front of her, her movements neat, precise — but her eyes lingered on him a moment too long. Not defiant, not challenging. Something quieter. An attention that waited, as though she’d already decided what space she wanted to leave for him.

Julian felt it then, the shift. He had seen it before — in negotiations, in part suppliers who had no flexibility at all. But this was different. Lorene didn’t hedge or flinch. She simply watched, steady, as if opening a door he hadn’t yet chosen to step through.

He realized he didn’t want to argue with her, or fence with clever words. What he wanted was simpler, sharper. To see what would happen if he pushed past that composure and set the terms instead.
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Time stretched as Lorene spread contracts and draft agreements across the desk. She had drawn neat columns on her legal pad: risks, safeguards, milestones. He hated the look of it, all structure and boxes, but she pressed him to walk through each stage as procurement would see it.

“Prototype. Pilot. Production,” she said, tapping her pen against the page. “They’ll want more than performance specs. They’ll want proof of stability — step by step.”

Julian paced in front of the windows, restless energy radiating off him. “We could scale straight from here. The tech is sound.”

Her eyes tracked him, calm and steady. “Sound isn’t the same as proven. Pilot runs are their insurance policy. Without them, you won’t even make it to the table.”

He exhaled sharply but forced himself to stop pacing, leaning over her desk instead. “Then write it in a way that gets us past the gatekeepers.”

“I will,” she replied. Her tone carried no heat, only certainty. Again she slid a penciled block aside on her calendar, rearranging his demands. Professional efficiency — but something about the gesture struck him as more.

Julian watched her pencil move, erasing her own plans without hesitation. On the surface it was just scheduling, the kind of adjustment any advisor might make for a client. But the ease of it struck him. She didn’t push back, didn’t bargain for her time. She simply aligned her week to his pace.

He felt the weight of that. It wasn’t deference exactly — not yet. But it was something adjacent, a flicker of how she responded when he pressed. No protest, no resentment. Just a clean adjustment, as though she had been waiting for someone to test how far she would bend.

The thought stuck with him, sharper than the talk of prototypes and pilot runs. She had laid out the strategy with cold precision, and he respected it. But beneath that, he sensed another current: a woman who wanted to see if he would take more than she offered, if he would notice what she had already given.

Lorene’s office was too quiet once the pencil stilled. The silence didn’t feel like business anymore — it pressed at him, heavy, expectant. He studied her across the desk and recognized the shift. This wasn’t about schedules or safeguards. It was about what might happen if he leaned into the space she’d left open. He felt the choice hanging there: walk away and keep it professional, or press further and see how far she would let him go. The thought tightened in him, sharp and certain.

He leaned against her desk, restless, the urge to close distance prickling at him.

A knock at the door broke the tension. Dinner had arrived.

The scent of takeout filled Lorene’s office as Julian spread the cartons across her polished desk, pushing aside neat stacks of folders. He wasn’t used to eating like this — sitting in a leather chair, chopsticks in one hand, schematics in the other. But Lorene made it feel natural.

She excused herself once, stepping aside to make a phone call. The softness in her voice surprised him. A brief laugh, a reminder about homework, the promise she’d be home late. When she hung up, her tone shifted again — back to business, but warmer, touched with something personal.

“My daughter,” she explained, smoothing her blouse as she returned to her chair. “She’s fifteen. I had her while I was already building the firm. Those years were... intense. But she’s smarter than I was at her age.” A flicker of fondness crossed her face, then steadied. “Her father doesn’t keep up with her. Too... passive. It was why I left him. A man who won’t take charge leaves everything undone. In a marriage, that’s poison.”

Her eyes lingered on him a beat longer than necessary.

Julian leaned forward, setting down his chopsticks. “And you prefer men who do take charge?”

Her lips curved slightly. “At forty-three, I’m not wasting time on men who don’t know how to lead.”

Julian let the words hang, watching her. She had spoken with the same calm authority she used when dismantling a contract, but there was something different underneath it now — something stripped bare. It wasn’t just preference. It was admission.

The shift was subtle, but he felt it: the way her shoulders had eased, the way her eyes held his without the faintest trace of challenge. She had tested him, revealing a piece of herself she wouldn’t hand to anyone she didn’t believe might know what to do with it.

And Julian recognized the same choice again — to step away and keep it safe, or to answer what her stillness was already offering.

It wasn’t business anymore. Not only business. The files, the columns of risk and safeguards — they were still there, but they no longer mattered. What mattered was the invitation in her stillness.

The silence between them stretched, threaded with something heavier than business. The folders on the desk, the legal pads, even the cartons of food — they all faded into the edges of his awareness. Her gaze held steady, inviting pressure. And Julian moved the way he always did when something mattered — without hesitation.

He reached across the desk, taking her wrist.

She didn’t resist. The air shifted — the dynamic tipped — and suddenly it was no longer a strategy session.

***
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Her breath caught the instant his hand closed around her wrist. It wasn’t rough, not yet, but it was decisive. Certain. The kind of gesture her ex-husband had never made, not once in fifteen years.

Her pulse jumped. She felt the thrum of it in her throat, low in her belly. She had seen this possibility from the beginning, from the way Julian spoke over contracts as if they bent to him, from the way he claimed her time without apology. She had tested him with subtle cues — letting him set the pace, shifting her schedule to his demands. Now he answered without hesitation.

When he pulled her to her feet, she rose without thinking. It felt inevitable. The cool professionalism of her charcoal suit, the neat lines of her office, all of it dissolved under the sharp clarity of this moment.

He guided her around the desk, sat back in her chair, and with a flick of his fingers, motioned for her to kneel.

The weight of her office pressed in around her — the desk she ruled from, the polished shelves lined with case files, the degrees framed neatly on the wall. All of it seemed to recede as she lowered herself to her knees, as if authority itself had been stripped away, leaving only the raw pulse of submission.

When he touched her chin, tilting her face upward, she met his eyes. They burned with an instinctive dominance — not learned, not rehearsed, but raw. And it thrilled her.

“Stay,” he murmured. Just one word, but it held her in place as firmly as a chain.

Her body responded faster than thought: nipples tightening beneath silk, thighs pressing together, a damp ache spreading between her legs. She wanted more. She wanted to be used, tested, denied. She wanted to hear him say what she was, who she was, in his eyes.

She felt herself smiling faintly — not from amusement, but from the dizzying relief of having found exactly what she craved.
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