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​CHAPTER ONE: THE PARTY
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The champagne was too sweet, the conversation too dull, and Victoria Dalton was seriously reconsidering her decision to attend Marcus's holiday party. She stood near the floor-to-ceiling windows of his Tribeca loft, watching snow fall over the Hudson while a senior partner from Goldman droned on about his yacht.

"Excuse me," Victoria murmured, extracting herself with practiced grace. Twenty minutes. She'd give it twenty more minutes, then claim an early morning meeting. No one would question it, she was known for her brutal work ethic at the firm.

She made her way toward the bar, her Louboutins clicking against the hardwood. At thirty-four, Victoria had perfected the art of looking effortlessly elegant: tailored black dress that cost more than most people's monthly rent, hair swept into a sleek chignon, diamond studs that had been her grandmother's. Everything about her screamed control, success, untouchable.

"Vodka martini, extra dry," she told the bartender.

"Make that two."

Victoria turned. The woman beside her was... unexpected. She didn't belong to the usual crowd of corporate lawyers and finance bros that populated Marcus's parties. For one thing, she was wearing leather pants, actual leather pants, with a silk blouse that somehow made the combination look deliberate rather than desperate. Her dark hair fell in waves past her shoulders, and when she smiled, there was something knowing in it that made Victoria's stomach tighten.

"I don't think we've met," Victoria said, accepting her martini. "Are you a colleague of Marcus's?"

"God, no." The woman laughed, a low, rich sound. "I'm Sloane. I know his sister, Jenna. She dragged me here under threat of bodily harm." She extended her hand. "And you're clearly someone important, based on how many people have been trying to catch your eye."

Victoria shook her hand, firm grip, calloused palms, interesting, and felt an unexpected jolt of electricity. "Victoria Dalton. And I'm really not that important. Just a senior associate at a law firm who bills too many hours."

"Just?" Sloane's eyebrow arched. "That's like saying you're 'just' a gladiator in the arena. Corporate law, right? I can tell by the way you hold yourself. Like you're always ready for battle."

"Observant." Victoria took a sip of her martini, studying this woman who seemed entirely too comfortable in her own skin. "What do you do?"

"I'm in the service industry."

"That's delightfully vague."

Sloane's smile widened. "I like to maintain an air of mystery."

"How very noir of you." Victoria found herself smiling back, genuinely amused for the first time all evening. "Let me guess. Personal trainer? No, you'd have mentioned it by now—they always do. Therapist? You have that listening quality."

"Warmer on the second one."

"Interesting." Victoria leaned against the bar, angling her body toward Sloane in a way that felt natural, easy. When was the last time she'd felt this engaged in a conversation? "So you help people with their problems."

"In a manner of speaking." Sloane's dark eyes held hers, and there was something challenging in them. "I help people explore parts of themselves they're afraid to acknowledge."

The air between them shifted, became charged. Victoria felt her pulse quicken. "That's either very profound or very pretentious."

Sloane laughed again. "Probably both. But you're intrigued."

"I'm always intrigued by people who speak in riddles."

"Then let me be direct." Sloane set down her martini, and Victoria noticed the silver rings on her fingers, the elegant strength in her hands. "I'm a dominatrix. I run a private studio in Brooklyn. And before you ask—yes, it's legal, no, it's not what you're thinking, and yes, I'm telling you because I find you incredibly attractive and I don't believe in wasting time with games."

Victoria blinked. Of all the things she'd expected this woman to say, that wasn't on the list. She should have been shocked, scandalized even. Instead, she felt a rush of heat that had nothing to do with the champagne she'd consumed earlier.

"That's..." Victoria paused, searching for the right word. "Bold."

"I prefer honest." Sloane's gaze didn't waver. "You spend your days in a world where everyone's performing, playing roles, hiding behind corporate speak. I'm guessing you're very good at it. Probably the best in your firm. But right now, your pupils are dilated, your breathing has changed, and you haven't walked away. So I'm thinking maybe you're tired of performing."

Victoria's fingers tightened around her glass. This woman was reading her like a deposition transcript, and it should have been infuriating. Instead, it was exhilarating. "You're very sure of yourself."

"I have to be. It's part of the job." Sloane tilted her head, studying Victoria with an intensity that made her feel exposed. "People come to me because they need to surrender control. Not because they're weak—the opposite, actually. They're usually people like you. Powerful, successful, always in command. And they're exhausted from it."

"And you think that's me?" Victoria kept her voice light, but her heart was hammering.

"I think you haven't stopped thinking about it since I told you what I do." Sloane reached into her pocket and pulled out a card—matte black with silver lettering. "I'm not soliciting you, Victoria. I'm just... putting it out there. If you ever want to explore that part of yourself you keep locked away, you know where to find me."

Victoria took the card, her fingers brushing Sloane's. The contact sent another jolt through her system. "This is insane."

"Probably." Sloane's smile was softer now, almost tender. "But the best things usually are."

Before Victoria could respond, Marcus appeared at her elbow, slightly drunk and overly enthusiastic. "Victoria! There you are! I need you to meet—oh, hey Sloane! I see you've met our star litigator!"

The moment broke. Sloane stepped back, her professional mask sliding into place. "I was just leaving, actually. Early morning tomorrow."

"Oh, come on, it's barely eleven!"

"Some of us have to work on Saturdays." Sloane's eyes met Victoria's one more time, and there was a promise in them that made Victoria's mouth go dry. "It was lovely meeting you, Victoria. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening."

She disappeared into the crowd, leaving Victoria standing there with a business card burning a hole in her palm and a feeling in her chest she couldn't quite name.



Three weeks later, Victoria sat in her corner office on the forty-second floor, staring at her computer screen without seeing it. The Hendricks merger had just imploded spectacularly, six months of work down the drain because the CEO had been caught in a fraud scandal. Her managing partner had spent an hour screaming about billable hours and client retention. And to top it off, her mother had called to remind her that she was thirty-four, unmarried, and apparently wasting her life.

It was 8 PM on a Friday. The office was empty except for the cleaning crew. Victoria should have gone home, poured herself a glass of wine, taken a bath. Instead, she found herself pulling out her wallet and extracting a black business card she'd been carrying for three weeks.

She'd looked up Sloane's studio online, of course. Found a discreet website with testimonials (anonymous), a list of services (extensive), and a booking system (surprisingly professional). She'd read articles about BDSM, about power exchange, about the psychology of dominance and submission. She'd told herself it was just curiosity, academic interest.

She was lying.

The truth was, she hadn't been able to stop thinking about Sloane. About the way she'd looked at Victoria like she could see straight through all the carefully constructed armor. About the promise of surrender, of letting someone else be in control for once.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Victoria pulled out her phone and typed out a message to the number on the card.

This is Victoria. From Marcus's party. Are you available tomorrow?

The response came within minutes.

I was wondering when I'd hear from you. 2 PM work? And Victoria—this is a consultation first. No pressure, no expectations. We'll just talk.

Victoria's hands were shaking slightly as she typed back.

2 PM is fine. What should I bring?

Just yourself. And an open mind.



The address led Victoria to a converted warehouse in Bushwick, the kind of neighborhood she never had reason to visit. The building's exterior was nondescript—weathered brick, industrial windows, a single door with a buzzer system. She'd dressed carefully: jeans (designer, but still jeans), a cashmere sweater, minimal jewelry. Trying to look casual while feeling anything but.

She pressed the buzzer for unit 3B.

"Victoria?" Sloane's voice crackled through the intercom.

"Yes."

"Third floor. Door's open."

The stairwell was clean but industrial, all concrete and metal railings. Victoria's heart pounded with each step. What was she doing? She could still turn around, go home, forget this ever happened.

But she didn't.

The door to 3B was indeed open, leading into a small reception area that looked more like a high-end spa than anything illicit. Soft lighting, comfortable seating, abstract art on the walls. Sloane emerged from an inner doorway, and Victoria's breath caught.

She was wearing black, simple pants and a fitted top, but there was something different about her here. More commanding, more present. Her hair was pulled back, revealing the elegant line of her neck, and when she smiled, it was warm but knowing.

"You came," Sloane said simply.

"I almost didn't." Victoria's voice was steadier than she felt. "About five times on the subway, I nearly turned around."

"But you didn't." Sloane gestured to the seating area. "Come in. Sit. Can I get you anything? Water, tea?"

"Water would be good." Victoria's mouth was dry.

Sloane disappeared briefly, returning with two glasses of water and settling into the chair across from Victoria. The space between them felt charged, electric.

"So," Sloane began, her voice gentle but direct. "Tell me about your day yesterday."

Victoria blinked. "My day?"

"Humor me."

So Victoria told her. About the merger falling apart, about the screaming partner, about her mother's phone call. About the feeling of being trapped in a life she'd built so carefully but that sometimes felt like a beautiful prison.

Sloane listened without interrupting, her dark eyes focused entirely on Victoria. When Victoria finally fell silent, Sloane leaned forward slightly.

"You spend every day making decisions that affect millions of dollars, managing difficult personalities, being the smartest person in the room," Sloane said. "And you're brilliant at it. But it's exhausting, isn't it? Always being in control. Always being perfect."

Victoria felt something crack open in her chest. "Yes."

"What if you didn't have to be? Just for a little while." Sloane's voice was soft but compelling. "What if you could let someone else make the decisions, set the boundaries, take care of you? What if you could just... feel, without thinking?"

"I don't know if I can do that." Victoria's voice was barely a whisper. "I don't know if I know how."

"That's what I'm here for." Sloane reached out, not touching Victoria but close enough that she could feel the warmth of her hand. "To teach you. To guide you. To give you permission to surrender."

Victoria looked up, meeting Sloane's eyes. "And if I can't? If I'm too... broken for this?"

Sloane's expression softened. "You're not broken, Victoria. You're just tired. And that's okay." She sat back, giving Victoria space. "Here's what I'm proposing. We start slow. Today, we just talk more. I explain how this works, what my boundaries are, what yours are. You ask me anything you want. And if, at the end of it, you want to try a session, we'll schedule one. But there's no pressure. You're in control of whether this happens."

"That seems ironic, given the context."

Sloane laughed. "The paradox of BDSM—the submissive actually holds all the power. You set the limits. You say when to stop. I just create the space for you to explore within those boundaries."

Victoria took a sip of water, her mind racing. This was insane. She was a senior associate at one of the most prestigious law firms in New York. She didn't do things like this.

Except she was here. And she wanted this. God, she wanted this.

"Okay," Victoria said finally. "Tell me how this works."

Sloane's smile was radiant. "Let's start with the basics..."

They talked for over an hour. Sloane explained her philosophy, her training, her approach. She talked about safe words and aftercare, about the difference between pain and harm, about the psychology of power exchange. She answered Victoria's questions, and there were many, with patience and honesty.

And slowly, Victoria felt something shift inside her. The fear didn't disappear, but it transformed into anticipation. Into possibility.

"So," Sloane said finally, "what do you think? Do you want to try a session?"

Victoria's heart was pounding again, but this time it felt like excitement rather than anxiety. "Yes. But I'm terrified."
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