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The candlelight flickered between them, casting shadows over Ethan’s earnest face. His fingers, always too careful, brushed the stem of Jule’s wineglass like he was afraid it might shatter. »Three years,« he murmured, lips curling into that familiar, boyish smile. »Can you believe it?« Jule forced a soft laugh, the sound smooth and practiced. »Feels like yesterday.« She swirled her pinot noir, watching the deep red cling to the crystal. The taste was rich, smoky, but it didn’t stop the restless tap of her fingernail against the base of the glass. Ethan didn’t notice. He never did. His hand found hers, thumb tracing idle circles over her knuckles. »I was thinking... maybe we start looking at rings.« His voice dipped, hopeful. »Something classic. Timeless.« The words settled between them like a weight. Jule’s pulse jumped, but she kept her expression placid. »You know I don’t like planning too far ahead.« His smile dimmed, just slightly. A breeze slipped through the bistro’s open window, carrying with it the sharp tang of cigarette smoke—out of place among the delicate perfumes and seared scallops. Jule’s shoulders tensed, her gaze flicking toward the darkened street beyond. Nothing. Ethan squeezed her fingers. »You okay?« »Fine.« She pulled her hand back, reaching for her wine. »Just thought I felt a draft.« Across the table, Ethan’s brow furrowed. He opened his mouth—probably to fuss, to ask if she wanted his jacket—but the waiter appeared, setting down two plates with a flourish. »Your duck confit, sir. And the sea bass for the lady.« Jule murmured her thanks, letting the interruption dissolve the moment. Ethan picked up his fork, nudging a crisp edge of seared skin with the tines. »You’ve been quiet tonight.« She speared a bite of fish, the flesh flaking effortlessly. »Just tired.« A lie. She wasn’t tired. She was—itchy. Restless in a way she couldn’t name, like her skin didn’t quite fit anymore. Ethan swallowed a mouthful of duck, oblivious. »Work keeping you up again?« »Something like that.« Outside, a shadow shifted near the alley. Just a flicker, there and gone. Jule’s breath hitched, her grip tightening on the knife beside her plate. »Jule?« She blinked, forcing her fingers to loosen. »Sorry. Zoned out.« Ethan smiled, warm and forgiving. Always forgiving. Somewhere beyond the candlelight, unseen, a low chuckle curled through the night. And Jule’s skin prickled. The night air was thick with the scent of damp pavement and distant traffic as Jule stepped out of the bistro, the warmth of Ethan’s kiss still lingering on her cheek. He’d gone ahead to retrieve the car, leaving her alone beneath the flickering glow of an old-fashioned streetlamp. She exhaled, rolling her tense shoulders. The fish had been perfect, the wine smooth—everything had been perfect. So why did it feel like she was suffocating? A cigarette ember flared in the shadows beside the alley, the burn of tobacco cutting through the cloying sweetness of dessert wine still clinging to her tongue. She stiffened, her fingers twitching toward the knife she wasn’t carrying. »You look like a woman who’s never been truly touched.« The voice was dark velvet, the kind that didn’t ask permission to slide under her skin. Jule turned her head slowly, pulse hammering in her throat. Dominic leaned against the brick wall, one foot propped behind him, the cigarette dangling from his fingers. His suit was black as sin, the fabric pulling taut over shoulders that looked capable of carrying more than just the weight of his arrogance. He exhaled a slow stream of smoke, watching her through hooded eyes. »Excuse me?« The words were ice, but her body wasn’t listening—her traitorous skin prickled with awareness. »Just an observation.« He took another drag, the ember flaring between his fingers. »All that careful posture, like you’re afraid if you move too fast, you’ll crack.« His lips curled, slow and knowing. »Or maybe someone else will.« Jule’s nails bit into her palms. She should walk away. Should turn her back and wait for Ethan’s sensible sedan to roll up. But her feet stayed rooted, the space between them crackling like the static before a storm. »You don’t know me.« »No?« He pushed off the wall, closing the distance in two lazy strides. His cologne was something rich and dangerous, leather and smoke with an undercurrent of something ruthless. »Then why do I know the way your breath hitches when you lie?« Her spine stiffened. She hadn’t flinched. Hadn’t given him anything. Dominic’s thumb dragged over his lower lip as he smiled, the gesture obscene in its casual intimacy. »You’ve been coming here every Thursday for the last six weeks. Always the sea bass. Always the pinot noir. Always that polished little performance, like you’re afraid someone might see the real thing underneath.« Jule’s stomach tightened. The realization that he’d been watching—studying her—sent a jolt of unease down her spine. But something else flickered beneath it, hot and reckless. »And what?« She tilted her chin up, the streetlight catching the defiance in her gaze. »You think you’ve figured me out between courses?« He chuckled, low and rough, the sound curling around her like a hand sliding up her thigh. »I think you’re bored. I think you’re hungry. And I think—« He stepped closer, his breath warm against her ear. »—you’ve never once let yourself find out what happens when you stop playing it safe.« Her pulse roared in her ears. The heat of him was suffocating, the kind of presence that didn’t leave room for hesitation. She should shove him away. Should laugh in his face. She didn’t. Dominic’s fingers brushed the inside of her wrist—just a whisper of contact—and her breath caught. Then headlights swung into view, Ethan’s car pulling up to the curb. Dominic stepped back, his smirk deepening as if he’d already won. »Next time,« he murmured, »order something dangerous.« Jule’s lips parted, but before she could speak, he was gone, swallowed by the night as if he’d never been there at all. The passenger door opened, and Ethan’s familiar face appeared, warm and oblivious. »Ready?« Jule swallowed hard, her skin still burning where Dominic had touched her. »Yeah,« she lied. »Let’s go.« But as the car pulled away, she couldn’t stop herself from glancing back at the empty street, her fingers flexing around nothing. Like they were already missing something they’d never had. The sedan’s leather seats absorbed none of the tension coiling through Jule’s body. She pressed her thighs together, the ghost of Dominic’s touch still humming under her skin. Ethan drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, oblivious to the way her pulse hadn’t slowed since they pulled away from the curb. »You okay?« His voice was light, easy. »You’re quiet.« »Just tired.« She turned her wrist over in her lap, eyeing the faint redness where Dominic’s thumb had traced. A mark so subtle Ethan wouldn’t notice. A mark she could still feel. Ethan chuckled, reaching across to squeeze her knee. »Long week. I get it.« She forced a smile, the lie sour on her tongue. The car hummed through the city’s neon-lit arteries, but Jule wasn’t seeing the streets. She was seeing Dominic’s smirk, the way his gaze had scraped over her like she was something to be unwrapped. Slowly. »I was thinking—« Ethan cut through her thoughts, oblivious. »Maybe this weekend we could—« »Yeah. Sounds good.« Her answer was automatic, hollow. He shot her a sidelong glance, his brow creasing. »You didn’t even let me finish.« She blinked, dragging her attention back. »Sorry. Just... distracted.« Ethan sighed, but his grip on the wheel stayed loose. »Must’ve been one hell of a meeting.« If only. A dry laugh escaped her. »Something like that.« The streetlights strobed across the dashboard, painting Ethan’s profile in intermittent gold. Safe. Familiar. The kind of man who brought her coffee in the morning and kissed her cheek before work. The kind of man who didn’t leave her breathless with a single look. Her fingers curled into her palm, nails pressing half-moons into flesh. You’ve never once let yourself find out what happens when you stop playing it safe. Dominic’s voice slithered through her thoughts, dark and knowing. Ethan turned onto their street, the apartment building looming ahead. Safe. Predictable. Jule’s chest tightened. She shouldn’t have looked back. But she did. Through the rearview mirror, just before the car rounded the corner, she caught the silhouette of a man standing beneath a flickering streetlamp—tall, unmoving, watching. Her breath hitched. Then the car turned, and he was gone. Ethan hummed along to the radio, already moving on to the next safe, predictable moment. Jule’s fingers trembled against her thigh. Next time, Dominic had said. And God help her—she already knew there would be one.
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The hum of fluorescent lights in the law office was usually a comfort to Jule—a steady, predictable drone that matched the rhythm of her work. Tonight, it set her teeth on edge. She adjusted the collar of her blouse for the third time in five minutes, her fingers skimming the place where Dominic’s touch had burned into her skin the night before. »You’re jumpy today.« Mira, the junior paralegal, leaned against the edge of Jule’s desk, smirking. The girl was sharp-eyed, too observant for comfort. »Just a headache,« Jule lied, shuffling papers she didn’t need to shuffle. Her gaze flicked past Mira’s shoulder to the glass doors of the firm’s lobby. Empty. For now. Mira snorted. »Right. And I’m the queen of England.« She pushed off the desk with a roll of her eyes, her heeled boots clicking toward the break room. »Try coffee. Or vodka. Whichever’s closer.« Jule exhaled, sinking into her chair. The office was too warm, the air thick with the scent of toner and stale coffee. She should’ve called in sick. Should’ve bolted her damn door and stayed in bed. But that would’ve been hiding. And Dominic didn’t strike her as a man who tolerated being avoided. The lobby doors swung open. Her pulse stuttered. A client. Just a client. Tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in a suit that cost more than her monthly rent. His presence filled the space like a storm rolling in—silent, inevitable. The receptionist perked up, but he barely glanced at her before his gaze locked onto Jule. Ice slid down her spine. Dominic. He didn’t smile. Didn’t acknowledge her beyond that single, scorching look before turning his attention back to the receptionist. »I’m here to see Alan Carter.« His voice was smooth, deliberate. The kind of voice that could turn a threat into a purr. »Mr. Carter’s in a meeting until four,« the receptionist chirped. »But if you’d like to wait—« »I’ll wait.« He didn’t sit. Just stood there, arms loose at his sides, watching. Watching her. Jule forced her gaze back to her screen, her fingers tightening around her pen. She could feel the weight of his stare like a hand between her shoulder blades, pressing. Waiting. Mira reappeared, coffee in hand. »Who’s the suit?« she murmured, tilting her chin toward Dominic. »Client,« Jule clipped. »Mmm. Expensive client.« Mira took a slow sip, her eyes narrowing. »And he’s staring at you like you’re dessert.« Jule’s stomach twisted. »Don’t.« Mira grinned. »Just saying. If you’re not into it, send him my way.« Jule didn’t answer. Her lungs felt too tight, her skin too hot. She could smell him from here—bergamot and gunmetal, the same scent that had clung to her sheets last night. She stood abruptly. »I need files from storage.« Mira blinked. »Now?« Jule was already moving, her heels silent against the carpet as she wove through the cubicles toward the back hall. The supply closet door stuck when she yanked it open, the hinges groaning in protest. She barely had time to step inside before a heavy body crowded behind her, pinning her against the shelves. »Running again, Jule?« Dominic’s breath was warm against her ear. His chest pressed into her back, solid and unyielding. She didn’t turn. Couldn’t. »You shouldn’t be here.« »Shouldn’t I?« His fingers traced the curve of her hip, slow, proprietary. »You didn’t answer my calls.« Her throat went dry. »I was working.« »Liar.« His teeth grazed the shell of her ear. »You were thinking about me.« She shuddered. His palm flattened against her stomach, dragging her back against him. She could feel the hard line of his arousal, the controlled tension in his grip. »Tell me you didn’t,« he murmured. She swallowed. »Dominic—« »Tell me.« Her fingers dug into the shelf in front of her. »I thought about you.« A dark chuckle. »Good girl.« The door creaked—someone walking past the hall. Jule stiffened, but Dominic didn’t move. »They won’t come in,« he said, reading her fear. »No one ever checks the supply closet unless they’re desperate.« His hand slid higher, thumb brushing the underside of her breast. »Are you desperate, Jule?« Her breath hitched. He turned her then, one hand fisted in her hair, tilting her head back. His eyes were black in the dim light, his mouth a hard, cruel line. »Next time you ignore me,« he said softly, »I won’t be this patient.« The threat hung between them, thick as the scent of his cologne. Then he stepped back, smoothing his tie like nothing had happened. »Alan’s meeting should be over,« he said. »I’d hate to keep him waiting.« And just like that, he was gone. Jule sagged against the shelves, her legs shaking. Her lips tingled. Her skin burned. And God help her—she already knew. There would be a next time. Jule was still trembling when she made it back to her desk, her fingers fumbling over her keyboard like she’d forgotten how to type. The memory of Dominic’s hands, his voice, the way he’d owned the space between her breaths—it clung to her, sticky as sweat. She snatched a tissue from the box beside her monitor, pressing it to her lower lip hard enough to sting. Get it together. »Hey, babe.« The voice was warm, syrupy—a direct contrast to the low, dangerous rasp still echoing in her skull. Ethan stood in the aisle between cubicles, holding a brown paper bag spotted with grease marks. His smile was easy, open—the kind that made strangers trust him instantly. His blond hair was slightly mussed, his sweater too soft for the sharp lines of his frame. Everything about him was gentle, from the way he held the takeout bag Strawberry. Artificial. Cloying. »Thought you might forget to eat,« he said, leaning down to kiss her forehead. The scent of his balm flooded her nostrils, clashing violently with the memory of bergamot and iron. »I was just about to grab something,« she lied, forcing a smile. »Liar,« he teased, nudging her mouse aside to set the bag down. But unlike Dominic’s accusation, this one held no weight. No edge. Just indulgent affection. She hated herself for the twinge of disappointment that followed. Ethan pulled a chair over, his knee bumping hers as he unpacked the food—kale salad for her, double cheeseburger for him. »Mira said you’ve been buried in the Watson files all morning.« Jule’s fingers tightened around her fork. Of course Mira had talked. She always did. »Yeah,« she muttered, stabbing a piece of avocado. »You’re stressed.« Ethan reached over, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered, tracing the shell of it—recreating Dominic’s touch, minus the bruising intent. »You’ve got that little crinkle between your eyebrows.« She resisted the urge to jerk away. »Just a lot on my mind.« »Work?« No. A man who ruins me without trying. She forced a nod. Ethan exhaled, sympathetic. »You need to take breaks, Jules. You’re gonna burn out.« Dominic would have laughed at that. Burn out? He’d have dragged her into another supply closet and shown her what real fire felt like. »Yeah,« she said again, voice hollow. Ethan frowned. He nudged the salad toward her. »Eat. You’ll feel better.« She took a bite, chewing mechanically. The greens tasted like paper. Across the office, a door slammed. Jule’s head snapped up—but it was just Alan from accounting, storming out of a conference room with his tie loose. Ethan followed her gaze. »Expecting someone else?« Her pulse stuttered. »No.« His thumb brushed her wrist. »You’ve been jumpy all week.« She pulled her hand back, reaching for her water. »Just tired.« Ethan studied her for a long moment, his blue eyes searching. Then, softly: »You’d tell me if something was wrong, right?« I can’t stop thinking about another man’s hands on me. »Of course,« she said smoothly. His shoulders relaxed. He believed her. He always believed her. That was the worst part. »Good,« he murmured, squeezing her knee. »Because you know I’d do anything for you, Jules. Anything at all.« The words should have been comforting. Instead, they settled like a noose around her throat. She forced another smile. And wondered, with a sick twist of guilt, when Dominic would come back to ruin her next. His hands were already on her when the dream began—warm, rough fingers circling her throat. Not squeezing. Not yet. Just resting there like a promise. »See?« Dominic murmured, his breath hot against her temple. »You don’t fight. Not really.« She should have. She wanted to. But her body wasn’t listening, her pulse hammering where his thumb pressed into the delicate skin beneath her jaw. The pressure increased, just enough to make her gasp, to make her hips jerk up against his— And then the weight of him was gone. She woke with a sharp inhale, sheets tangled between her thighs, her skin slick with sweat. The apartment was dark, the digital clock on her nightstand blinking 3:17 AM in harsh red numerals. Her fingers flew to her throat, half expecting to find bruises. But there was nothing. Just the ghost of his touch, lingering like a brand. Her body hummed with it. Throbbed with it. Shame curled low in her stomach, hot and insistent. She clenched her thighs together, teeth sinking into her bottom lip. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to crave it—the danger, the surrender, the way his dominance unraveled her like she was nothing more than a puppet on his strings. But she did. And that was worse than anything else. -—The next morning, Jule avoided the mirror as she dressed. She didn’t want to see the shadows under her eyes, the flush that still stained her cheeks. She twisted her hair into a tight knot at the nape of her neck, as if that could somehow anchor her. It didn’t. The office was worse. Every footstep in the hallway made her spine stiffen. Every deep voice sent her pulse skittering. She couldn’t focus, couldn’t think—not when every damn file, every meeting, every passing stranger became just another opportunity for him to reappear. To ruin her all over again. Ethan found her at the coffee machine, gripping the counter like it was the only thing keeping her upright. »Jules?« His voice was soft, careful. »You okay?« She forced a nod, but she didn’t turn around. Couldn’t. Not when her hands were shaking. She felt him step closer, his warmth radiating against her back. »You’ve been off all week.« A pause. »Is it... is it us?« Us. The word lodged in her throat like glass. They’d been dating for six months. Six months of easy affection, of predictable comfort. Six months where she’d never once felt the electric, terrifying thrill of being owned. »No,« she managed. »It’s not you.« It’s me. It’s him. Ethan exhaled, relieved. He reached for her hand, lacing their fingers together. »Okay. Just... tell me what you need.« I need him to destroy me. »I’m fine,« she lied. And then—because the universe hated her—the elevator chimed. Jule’s breath caught. She knew, even before she turned. Knew by the way the air thickened, by the way the chatter in the bullpen stuttered and died. Dominic stood in the doorway. His dark gaze locked onto hers. And Jule realized, with a sinking, terrifying certainty— He wasn’t done with her yet.
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