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This is for the women who were told

to be quieter, softer, smaller

but chose instead to become whole.

For those who learned that curiosity can be dangerous,

but silence is worse.

For the ones who survived the shadows,

faced the truth,

and still chose love

not because it was easy,

but because it was earned.

This series is for you.

— A.D.
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If you’ve been here since Curious— 

since the very first line whispered, this book exists because of you.

You trusted me when the story went dark.

You stayed when the choices became complicated.

You followed these characters through desire, danger, silence, and survival even when the answers weren’t easy or neat.

This series grew because you did.

Your messages, your reviews, your patience—you carried these characters with you long after you closed the book, and that mattered more than you know.

Thank you for believing in the journey from curiosity to consequences... from survival to love.

This ending is for you.

~Angie Daniels
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By the time I pulled into the elementary school parking lot, the sun was already sinking low. I killed the engine and sat there for a moment longer than necessary, my hands resting on the steering wheel as if I needed permission to move.

Two weeks.

That was how long it had been since everything ended—and everything broke.

The money laundering was gone. 

The Vincenzos were gone. 

The debt, the fear, the constant vigilance, had all vanished like a bad dream you wake up sweating from.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel as I scanned the crowded lot, already full of minivans and SUVs plastered with PTA stickers and stick-figure families. Normal life. The kind I was supposed to be grateful for.

Instead, all I felt was the quiet absence of a man who had once been everywhere. Every mile marker felt like a reminder of how far I’d come... and how much I’d lost. Two weeks of safety had done nothing to quiet the ache.

I’d survived. 

Unwound.

But Creed?

Creed had disappeared just as cleanly.

No calls. No texts. No chance to explain that fear had made me reckless. That love had made me stupid. That I had trusted survival more than him.

The threats were gone. The shadows had retreated. My life—on paper—had returned to something resembling normal. Morning traffic. Calendar reminders. Coffee was cooling untouched on my desk.

And yet, every day felt heavier than the one before it.

Because safety without Creed felt like punishment.

I grabbed my coat and hurried inside, the sound of children’s voices echoing down the hallway. The auditorium doors were already open, parents shuffling in, the scent of popcorn and construction paper thick in the air. A volunteer pressed a folded program into my hand as I slipped inside, the lights dimming just as I walked down the aisle.

Inside the auditorium, the air buzzed with the sweet chaos of parents settling in, phones raised, programs rustling. Aunt Ruth had insisted she’d handle the costumes, arriving early with the girls so I could finish up at work. I spotted her a few rows ahead, her silver hair catching the glow of the stage lights as she turned and smiled at me, lifting a hand in a small wave.

“They’re ready,” she mouthed as I plopped down onto the chair beside her.

My chest loosened just a little.

The curtain twitched. Music crackled to life. The children waddled onto the stage, and my heart cracked open. And then—

Two pumpkins bounced into view, round and bright, green felt leaves wobbling above their heads. Their faces were painted with crooked smiles, their little arms sticking out from the sides as they swayed to the music, proudly offbeat. I shared a look with Aunt Ruth and smiled too hard, the moment stretching just a little too thin, as if happiness had a shelf life and mine was about to expire.

I pressed a hand to my mouth, laughter and tears tangling in my throat.

Safe. Happy. Unaware of how close their world had come to shattering.

Their small arms stuck out awkwardly from their sides as they sang, wildly off-key and completely fearless. I laughed softly, pressing my lips together to keep the sound in. They looked ridiculous. Perfect. For a moment, I forgot everything else.

And then I heard it.

A low, familiar laugh—quiet, unguarded, unmistakable. The sound cut through the room, low and intimate, and my chest reacted before my mind did.

I hadn’t heard that sound in weeks. Not since before everything fell apart. 

I turned slowly, afraid that if I moved too fast, the moment would vanish.

He sat a few rows behind me, off to the right, his head tipped back just slightly as he watched the stage. The corner of his mouth curved in a way I knew by heart. Not the controlled smile he wore in meetings. This was real. 

Creed.

My breath caught so hard it hurt, hope and longing tangled in my chest. He’d come. He had kept his promise to the girls. 

For a reckless second, I wondered if he’d come looking for me.

My fingers curled in my lap as a thousand thoughts crashed through me at once. Maybe after the show. Maybe just a few minutes. Enough time to explain. To apologize. To tell him how wrong I’d been. 

I waited, longer than was reasonable, for his attention to shift. Surely, he felt me. Surely, he knew where I was sitting. 

But he never looked at me.

His attention stayed on the stage, on the pumpkins singing their hearts out, on everything except the woman who had broken his trust. I told myself he was just focused on the stage. That it didn’t mean anything yet.

But when the final song ended and applause filled the room, he stood with the kind of timing that felt deliberate, like he’d measured exactly how much distance he could put between us without ever acknowledging me.

For one cruel second, I thought he might hesitate. Instead, he left before I could gather the courage to follow. 

I stayed frozen, clapping on instinct, my eyes burning as the curtain fell.

He hadn’t come for me. 

He came for them. 

It was proof that he still cared. Just not enough to stay.

I didn’t know it then, but that quiet restraint would hurt more than anything he could have said.

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING ARRIVED sharp and unforgiving.

There was no space for grief or second-guessing. Just coffee cooling on my desk, unread emails stacking up, and the familiar rhythm of a life that had resumed as if nothing had ever threatened to destroy it.

I hadn’t slept much. Every time I closed my eyes, I heard Creed’s laughter—soft, real—followed by the echo of his absence.

By the time I stepped into the executive conference room, I had already rehearsed half a dozen versions of what I might say when I saw him. None of them survived the weight of daylight.

The room was all glass and polish, a space designed for power and precision. The long table gleamed beneath recessed lighting, polished and pristine. I took my seat. Executives filed in, voices low, folders opening, chairs sliding back. I aligned my notebook again, then stilled my hands when I realized I was doing it for the third time.

Then the door opened.

The air shifted, not dramatically, just enough to be felt by anyone paying attention. 

Dark suit. Immaculate. Controlled. The kind of man who didn’t command a room by speaking. He did it by existing in it. 

Conversations dipped. Creed didn’t scan the room. Didn’t need to. He already knew who was there.

He took his seat at the head of the table, next to mine and close enough that I could see the faint shadow along his jaw, the disciplined calm in his expression.

I was in his line of sight and completely irrelevant. Surely there will be a glance. A flicker. Something.

He didn’t look at me. Not once.

His focus went to the agenda, to the financials, to anything that wasn’t the woman he had once sworn to protect.

“Let’s begin,” he said, voice even, detached. The same voice that had once wrapped around me in the dark and promised safety. Now it offered structure. Distance.

The meeting unfolded in clipped voices and orderly turns. His voice threaded through the room with calm authority, and I hated how easily it still found me. 

I listened. I spoke when required. I kept my expression neutral, my posture composed. Creed treated me like any other executive. No flicker of recognition. No acknowledgment of the history pressed between us like a fault line. It was discipline, not cruelty.

That made it worse.

Yet, I focused on the agenda, forcing my breathing into something steady. Professional. Composed. That was what he wanted. That was what he was giving.

And it hurt more than anger ever could.

When my turn came, I delivered my report without hesitation. Revenue. Timelines. Risk mitigation. I focused on the numbers because they didn’t look back at me.

Across the table, Creed listened as if I were any other executive. Part of me wanted him to interrupt. To challenge me. Anything but this.

Once my report was complete, I sat straighter, bracing for something that never came. Instead, Creed nodded once, impersonal, and moved on. 

It wasn’t dismissal. It was precision.

Decisions were made. Action items assigned. When the meeting adjourned, chairs shifted, low conversations resumed. Creed stood immediately, collecting his folder.

I knew the moment I said his name that I was crossing a line he’d carefully drawn. “Creed.” 

He paused, just long enough to turn slightly, but never fully facing me.

“Yes, Peyton?” Polite. Neutral. Controlled.

The sound of my name felt foreign now.

“Could we talk?” I asked quietly.

“If this concerns business,” he replied, already stepping back, “schedule time through my assistant.”

It wasn’t rejection. It was removal. 

And then he walked out.

The room felt smaller after he left, as if something essential had been removed. I remained seated long after everyone left, staring at my reflection in the glass tabletop. I had faced men who wanted to ruin me. I had survived threats, leverage, fear sharpened into weapons.

But this—this silence—was something else entirely. 

I had kept secrets to protect him.

And in doing so, I had lost him.

Creed hadn’t raised his voice. He hadn’t accused or demanded. He had simply closed the door and left me on the other side of it.

I was safe.

But safety had never felt so lonely.

* * *
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I BARELY MADE IT BACK to my office before everything I’d been holding together started to slip.

I shut the door behind me, pressed my forehead briefly against the cool wood, and exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“Okay,” Mavis said gently. “That look right there... that’s not a ‘productive meeting’ look.”

Mavis sat on my couch like she paid rent—legs crossed, phone in hand, perfectly composed. Dixie stood near the window, coffee cup balanced in her palm, already watching me with that soft-eyed concern she saved for moments that mattered.

“He ignored me,” I said, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. 

Dixie winced. “Damn.”

Mavis tilted her head. “Ignored-you ignored-you, or professional-wall ignored-you?”

“Professional. Controlled. Like I’m just... someone who works here.”

Dixie tilted her head. “That bad, huh?”

I dropped my notebook onto a chair and exhaled. “Did you two plan this?”

Mavis glanced up then, unbothered. “We call it being proactive.”

“And supportive,” Dixie added.

I shook my head, my chest tightening now that I wasn’t alone. “He barely looked at me.”

Mavis nodded once. “Sit.”

I didn’t argue. I walked behind my desk and sank into my chair like my body had been waiting for permission to give out.

“What was the temperature of the room?” Dixie asked.

“Arctic! He barely acknowledged me. Like I’m just... another executive.”

Mavis clicked her tongue. “That man does not do ‘just.’ If he’s icing you out, it’s because he’s hurt.”

“That doesn’t make it hurt less,” I snapped, then sighed. “I know I screwed up.”

Dixie stepped closer. “Yes, but Peyton, the Vincenzo threat is over.”

“I know,” I said quietly. “They’re gone.”

“Good,” Mavis said firmly. “Because I was not prepared to keep Googling Italian crime families.”

Despite myself, I let out a weak laugh.

Dixie smiled. “You and the girls are safe. That matters.”

“It does,” I agreed. “I’m grateful. I just didn’t expect safety to feel so... empty.”

Mavis leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “Because it cost you Creed.”

My throat tightened. “I didn’t trust him.”

“No,” Mavis corrected. “You tried to control fear instead of surrendering to love.”

Dixie winced. “Damn.”

“I kept secrets,” I whispered. “I thought I was protecting him.”

“And meanwhile ...,” Dixie began, “... he paid off a mob debt like it was a utility bill.”

Mavis snapped her fingers. “Through the Barone family. I stalked that family online. Fucking billionaires. That’s not small, Peyton. That’s power. That’s commitment.”

“I didn’t ask Creed to do that.”

“I know,” Mavis said softly. “That’s why it shattered him.”

Silence stretched between us.

Then Dixie spoke. “He still showed up for the girls.”

I nodded. “He came to their school play.”

Mavis smiled, satisfied. “Of course he did.”

“He laughed,” I added, my voice cracking. “I heard him before I saw him.”

Dixie’s expression softened. “Oh, Peyton...”

“And then he left before I could speak to him.”

Mavis leaned back. “That wasn’t cruelty. That was restraint.”

“I don’t know if I can fix this,” I admitted. “Forgiveness doesn’t come easy to him.”

“No,” Mavis said. “Because trust is sacred to men like Creed.”

Dixie crossed her arms. “But they don’t walk away forever.”

Mavis pointed at me. “You don’t chase him. You don’t corner him. You live in truth. Fully. Transparently.”

“And you wait,” Dixie added. “Even when it hurts.”

I swallowed. “What if waiting isn’t enough?”

Mavis stood, smoothing her jacket like a woman concluding a meeting. “Then you’ll know you did everything right this time.”

I leaned back, exhaustion settling in, but so did something steadier.

Resolve.

“Also,” Dixie added with a grin, “we are both deeply impressed.”

“With what?” I asked.

Mavis didn’t hesitate. “Your ability to resist. Because that man is sinfully delicious.”

Dixie nodded. “She’s right. I don’t know if I could hold out this long.”

I shook my head at them and gave a weak smile. “You both are impossible.”

“And correct,” Mavis added. “Always.”

They stayed with me a little longer, grounding me, pulling me back from the ledge.

Creed was gone.

But the lesson wasn’t.

And if patience was the price of redemption...

I would pay it.
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Chapter 2
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Creed’s silence wasn’t empty. It was structured, carefully maintained, like something he’d decided not to dismantle yet.

Another week had passed. Another string of meetings where I felt his presence without feeling him. He moved through the office like I was invisible, like I was just another name on the org chart instead of the woman who had once held his attention with a single look. But I wasn’t just another employee.

And we both knew it.

The silence gnawed at me, worse than anger ever could have been. I had seen Creed furious—had watched him dismantle people with nothing more than his composure and authority. I had felt the weight of his disappointment before.

This was different.

This was deliberate.

I told myself that certainty was easier than wondering if I’d finally been erased.

I sat at my desk, my phone resting in my palm like it weighed a hundred pounds. I stared at the dark screen, willing it to light up. Hoping—praying—that his name would appear. I didn’t care what he said. He could remind me how badly I’d fucked up, how deeply I’d fractured his trust.

I’d take it.

Anything was better than this hollow stretch of nothing between us.

But the screen stayed dark.

No vibration. No message.

Just silence—mirroring the ache spreading through my chest.

Creed was really gone this time.

I pressed my hand against my chest, as if I could physically hold my heart together, but the ache didn’t ease. God, I missed him. Missed the way his voice wrapped around me like certainty. The way his presence grounded me when everything else felt unstable.

I missed the way he looked at me—like he saw me. Like every broken, guarded piece of me didn’t scare him away, but drew him closer.

And you ruined it.

The truth hit hard, sharp, and undeniable.

I had pushed him away when all I wanted was to be held. I had kept secrets in the name of protection when what he needed from me was trust. I fought something that had already claimed me.

I couldn’t stand it anymore.

My finger hovered over my phone. I knew what I was about to do, and I hated myself for how familiar the impulse felt. I typed before I could second-guess myself.

There are consequences for breaking the rules.

I’m ready to surrender, serve, and obey you.

This wasn’t born of trust. It was surrender born of fear, and I knew he’d hear the difference.

I hit Send before I could talk myself out of it.

And then I waited.

Seconds stretched into minutes. Minutes dragged like hours. I kept my phone face-up on my desk, staring at it between meetings, between sips of coffee I barely tasted.

Nothing.

My chest tightened, my thoughts spiraling faster with each unanswered minute. By lunchtime, I was barely holding myself together.

For the first time, it occurred to me that the silence wasn’t about making me wait.

It was about refusing what I’d offered.

I pressed my fingers to my temples, breathing slowly, deliberately. Why did I love him this much?

The answer came instantly, cutting through the doubt like a blade.

Because he was Creed.

Because he had never failed me. Not once.

Because while I flailed and let fear dictate my choices, he had remained steady. Unwavering. Certain.

And now his last words echoed through me, sharp and unforgiving.

I told you I protect what’s mine.

It’s a shame you didn’t believe me.

I dropped my head into my hands, my breath shuddering. “I’m sorry.”

"Are you talking to me?" 

I jerked, my head snapping toward the door. 

Sierra.

She stood there, her perfectly arched brow lifted in amusement, eyes gleaming with something just short of satisfaction. She leaned against the frame, exuding confidence, draped in a rustic-brown colored dress that clung to her curves like it had been custom-molded to her body. Radiant. Unbothered. Smug. Everything I wasn’t in that moment. 

I straightened in my chair, forcing myself to breathe, to smooth out the cracks in my composure. “No,” I said, my voice barely scraping together enough strength to sound normal. "Just thinking aloud." 

Sierra smirked, stepping inside with a deliberate ease that made it impossible to ignore her. She didn’t sit. Of course, she didn’t. Instead, she took up space, positioning herself near my desk like a model mid-photoshoot. 

She wanted this moment. Needed me to see her basking in it. 

Fine. Let her have it. 

“I just came to tell you in person that I’ve resigned,” she announced, her tone light but soaked in significance. 

The words pulled me from my haze of self-pity, snapping me back into the present. I blinked, straightening further, my attention sharpening. I hadn’t seen that one coming. 

"Please, have a seat," I said, gesturing to the chair across from me, even though we both knew she wouldn’t take it. 

Sierra tilted her head, giving me an almost pitying look before brushing off my invitation entirely. “A scout from Cosmopolitan reached out,” she said, her voice dripping with calculated nonchalance. “They were looking for someone with creative expertise, and, well...” She let the words hang, the pause intentional. Theatrical. 

"It was an offer you couldn’t refuse." I didn’t bother masking my pleasure. “Good.” I should’ve kept that to myself, but exhaustion had chipped away at my patience. 

Sierra had always been a thorn in my side, but she was also talented as hell. And if there was one thing about her, she didn’t just survive in high-pressure environments—she thrived. 

Still, I smiled, my voice even. "I’m happy for you." And despite my personal feelings, I meant it.

Her lips curled, amusement flickering across her face like she could smell the relief rolling off me. “I’m sure you are,” she said, her voice lilting with barely concealed glee. 

Petty. And unapologetic about it. 

She smoothed a hand down her hip and continued, “I’ve already discussed it with Creed. He’s supportive." She paused for effect, then added, "And I recommended Dixie as my replacement.”

I lifted an eyebrow. That was unexpected. “Really?” I asked carefully masking my skepticism. 

Sierra shrugged, tossing her hair over one shoulder. “She’s talented and more than qualified. She’d be perfect for the role.”

I let out a breathy chuckle, nodding slowly. “I agree and appreciate the endorsement.”

Sierra waved a perfectly manicured hand dismissively. “I’ve already spoken to Dixie. She’s elated. I just thought you should know.” She was handing over the baton like she was doing me a favor. 

Before I could respond, she added, “I’ll be leaving after the Thanksgiving holiday. It’ll give me time to get to New York and find an apartment.” 

I nodded, polite but detached, and said, "Best of luck." 

Her lips curved into a razor-sharp smile. “I don’t need it but thank you.” 

Of course she didn’t. 

Sierra turned to leave, but before stepping out, she glanced back over her shoulder, her voice softer but no less confident. “By the way...” she said casually. “The special winter issue looks fantastic. You and Mavis outdid yourselves.”

I froze.

A compliment.

From Sierra.

My first thought wasn’t gratitude—it was confusion. Why now?

I didn’t even have time to respond before she was gone, her heels clicking against the floor, the sound fading as the door whispered shut behind her.

I stared at the empty space she left behind, unease curling low in my stomach, already missing the distraction she had provided. I was back to drowning in the silence Creed had left me in. Every second of it suffocated me, pressing against my chest like a weight I couldn’t shake.

It was worse than his anger. More intense than his clipped words. Worse than the look in his eyes the last time we spoke—the one that told me I had pushed him too far.

The silence wasn’t emptiness. It was pressure.

And then, just as I felt myself slipping—not toward hope, but toward resignation—my phone buzzed. A text message. I snatched it up, my pulse pounding.

Be in front of the building at 5.

It wasn’t an invitation. It was instruction—brief, impersonal, and unmistakably deliberate.

Should I be ready to obey?

The words tasted familiar on my tongue—and that frightened me.

He hadn’t answered what I’d offered. He’d simply told me where to be.

Anticipation and dread twisted together, sharp, and inseparable.

This was it.

Not forgiveness. Not resolution.

A test.

My chance—maybe my last—to face what I’d broken without hiding behind fear or obedience.

I called Aunt Ruth to let her know I might not be home. She answered with warmth and understanding, like she always did.

“Take your time, Peyton,” she said, her smile so audible it painted itself in my mind.

But I couldn’t mirror it. My heart was too heavy, too tangled in guilt and longing—in hope sharpened by uncertainty.

Because tonight wasn’t just about him.

It was about whether I was finally ready to trust without control.

To surrender without disappearing.

To stand fully exposed and accept whatever waited on the other side of his silence.
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The building was nearly empty by the time five o’clock crept up on me.

I stood in front of the mirror in my office bathroom, smoothing my skirt, checking my reflection like it might tell me something I didn’t already know. My pulse was steady, but beneath it, something tighter coiled. 

Anticipation. Nerves. Fear honed into readiness.

Be in front of the building at 5.

It hadn’t been an invitation. It hadn’t offered reassurance or explanation. Just direction.

I grabbed my coat, shut off the lights, said goodbye to Celine, and stepped into the elevator. The doors slid closed with a soft finality, my reflection staring back at me, eyes bright, chin lifted, breath shallow.

This wasn’t desperation.

It was choice.

Outside, the air had cooled, dusk settling over the city in quiet shades of gray and blue. A sleek, dark Bentley pulled up without a sound, its presence as ominous as the man who had sent it. My breath hitched, anticipation warring with dread as I waited, waited for him to step out, to face me, to end this suffering. But it wasn’t Creed.

The driver, a man dressed impeccably in black, rounded the car and pulled open the rear door with a polite, measured nod.

Of course he wouldn’t make this easy.

I climbed in and was swallowed whole by the silence. The scent of leather and cedar wrapped around me, pulling me deeper into his world. The car pulled away from the curb, moving with a quiet grace, and I leaned back, trying to focus, to rehearse the apology I had pieced together in my mind. No more lies. No more defenses. Just the truth. I told myself I was ready to give it, whether he wanted it or not.

But then I noticed we weren’t heading toward the loft. The city lights began to fade, swallowed up by the creeping darkness of tree-lined roads and open fields.

I sat up straighter, unease sliding down my spine. “Excuse me,” I said, my voice sharper than I intended. “Aren’t we going the wrong way?”

The driver’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, his expression unreadable. “No, ma’am,” he replied smoothly, offering no further explanation.

My stomach clenched.

The Bentley veered off the main road, its tires whispering over the pavement as it passed through a set of massive wrought-iron gates. They opened without hesitation. Without question. As if my arrival had already been decided.

My throat went dry.

The road curved, winding deeper into an estate hidden within the Virginia countryside. The manor came into view, and I sucked in a breath. It was majestic and haunting all at once, its ivy-clad stone façade rising like something torn from the pages of a Gothic novel. The grandeur was undeniable, but it was the kind of beauty that unsettled as much as it awed, whispering secrets only the walls could know.

It didn’t feel lived in. It felt kept.

The car slowed to a stop, and before I could steady myself, the driver opened my door.

The wind carried a bite, but it was nothing compared to the weight in my chest as I stepped out, my heels clicking against the stone circular driveway. Each step toward the entrance felt measured, like the house itself was counting them.

A tall, slender black man with salt-and-pepper hair greeted me at the door, his bearing calm and composed. “Good evening,” he said with a slight bow of his head. “You must be Ms. Peyton.”

I nodded, barely finding my voice. “Yes.”

“I’m Ennis. Follow me.”

I hesitated, only a second, then obeyed.

Inside, the air smelled of aged wood and jasmine, the warmth of flickering chandeliers casting golden light against dark oak walls. It was beautiful—too beautiful—the kind of beauty meant to disarm.

Intentionally so.

“This is a lovely home,” I murmured, my voice barely steady. “Who lives here?”

Ennis turned, brow lifting. “Mr. Kirkland.”

My heart lurched.

This was Creed’s home? Not the loft, not the office, not the city. This. A house so grand, so carefully hidden, it felt like stepping into a world that existed outside of time. A place he had never mentioned—and had chosen now to bring me to.

Why here?

Ennis led me through a maze of hallways, the crackling warmth of a distant fire the only sound breaking the silence.

Every step felt deliberate. Evaluated.

This felt like a test.

“Where is Mr. Kirkland?” I asked, my voice softer now, more uncertain.

Ennis barely blinked. “Finishing an international call. He’ll see you shortly.”

I nodded, pressing my hands together, forcing myself to breathe.

Then came the part that made my pulse spike.

“He asked that I show you to your room.”

My room?

I followed him up a sweeping staircase, the polished oak banisters gleaming in the flickering candlelight. The hallway stretched ahead, lined with doors I longed to peek behind, but Ennis kept walking until he stopped in front of beautiful double doors. He opened them to reveal a room that stole my breath.

A grand four-poster bed loomed at the center, its canopy draped in delicate fabric that whispered against the fire crackling softly in the hearth. A charcuterie board rested on a nearby desk, its precision unsettling.

Not indulgent. Intentional.

Prepared.

“You are to wait here,” Ennis said before disappearing down the hall.

I sank onto the bed, my hands trembling. What was happening?

Every moment in this house felt like a test. A game. A judgment still in progress.

I reached for a cracker, but my stomach was too twisted to eat. My nerves were unraveling.

Then—

The door creaked open behind me.

I turned.

Creed stood in the doorway, broad shoulders filling the space, his dark suit immaculate, his gaze piercing and unreadable.

He didn’t step inside.

He waited.

I rose, and the air shifted.

“Hello, Sir,” I whispered, my voice laced with fear, hope, and something I couldn’t name.

The word slipped out before I decided to let it. A mistake. I knew it the moment it left my mouth.

His jaw tightened.

“I didn’t give you permission to speak.”

The words settled over me, heavy and unmistakable. For a second, I considered saying nothing. Letting the silence stand between us. But my pulse was already racing, my instincts scrambling for footing.

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

His eyes flicked toward me for half a second, just long enough for something dark and unreadable to pass between us.

He stepped inside, closing the door softly behind him.

The sound felt final.

My breath hitched as he moved closer. Every step he took was measured. Controlled. Not rushed. Not angry.

Intentional.

He stopped a foot away, his hands still in his pockets, his head tilting slightly as his gaze swept over me. I dropped my eyes, heat rushing to my face.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

I did. Holding his gaze felt harder than looking away. The restraint in his expression was devastating anger banked beneath discipline, something sharper lurking just beneath the surface.

“I’m sorry for not trusting you,” I said, the words trembling despite my effort to steady them.

His expression didn’t change.

“Have I ever given you reason to doubt me?”

The question landed clean and sharp.

No.

Never.

The answer pressed against my teeth, but my throat tightened around it.

“No, Sir.”

“And yet,” he said evenly, “you chose not to tell me the truth.”

I flinched.

He didn’t raise his voice.

He didn’t need to.

“You broke the rules.”

“I know.”

“You made decisions for me,” he continued. “You decided what I could handle. What I deserved to know.”

“I was wrong.”

“Yes,” he said. “You were.”

He let the words sit between us. Didn’t soften them. Didn’t take them back.

“Undoing that,” he said after a pause, “starts with obedience.”

Something in my chest twisted.

Not relief.

Not comfort.

Recognition.

I nodded, even as doubt flickered beneath the movement.

“Tell me what to do.”

Creed took another step closer. Too close to retreat. Too far to touch.

“You want forgiveness?” he asked, his voice deceptively calm.

My pulse pounded.

“Yes, Sir.”

His lips curved slightly. Not a smile. Something colder. Calculated.

“Then earn it.”

The words didn’t comfort me. They exposed me.

“I—” I started, but his raised hand stopped me.

“What do you think is an appropriate punishment?” he asked.

The question froze me. Not because I didn’t understand it, but because I did.

My mouth went dry.

Every answer I knew felt too easy. Too familiar. And suddenly, I knew that was the problem.

“A spanking,” I offered quietly.

Even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t enough.

He repeated the words slowly. “A spanking.”

His fingers moved to the buttons of his suit jacket. Not hurried. Not indulgent.

Methodical.

He shrugged it off and placed it over the back of a chair.

“Do you honestly think that’s enough?”

The question wasn’t cruel.

It was surgical.

My spine straightened despite the tremor running through me.

“It’s a start.”

The silence that followed was heavier than any command.

He stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat of him without contact.

Close enough that I couldn’t pretend this was still theoretical.

“We’re not here to waste my time.” The words cut clean.

I swallowed. “I’m sorry I disappointed you, Sir.”

His eyes darkened, not with fury, but with something deeper. Slower. Something that didn’t vanish just because I apologized.

The fire crackled softly in the hearth, the sound too gentle for what was happening between us.

“I don’t take betrayal lightly, Peyton.”

A sharp pang of guilt pierced my chest.

“You’ll earn back every ounce of my trust.”

Not someday.

Not easily.

“Yes, sir,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

His gaze lingered on me, weighing, measuring, seeing far more than I wanted him to.

Then he nodded once and said, “Good.”

He turned away, the firelight casting long shadows across the room.

He wasn’t finished.

He was setting terms.

Something inside me settled, not into comfort, but into acceptance.

And that, I realized, was the first true act of submission I’d made.

“Remove your clothes.”

The command sent a jolt through me.

For a split second, my body reacted before my mind did—muscle memory reaching for compliance.

I stopped myself. Breathed.

If this were obedience, it would be deliberate.

My fingers trembled as I reached for the buttons of my blouse, my breath coming in shallow bursts. I must have looked pathetic, torn between nervousness and something else entirely. Something darker. Something inevitable.

I stole a glance at him from the corner of my eye. Creed stood there, watching. Not moving. Not blinking.

Not helping.

Not intervening.

The room was warm, and I felt exposed before I had even removed a single piece of clothing.

Slowly, methodically, he began rolling up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt.

The movement wasn’t sensual. It was preparatory.

My pulse skipped. There was something almost hypnotic in the way he did it, in the way his fingers moved with purpose, with patience.

Controlled.

Always controlled.

He exposed strong forearms corded with muscle, veins shifting beneath olive-toned skin. It was such a simple act, but somehow, it held me captive.

Not a promise.

A warning.

And God help me, I couldn’t look away.

“There are two different types of spankings—one for pleasure, which you have experience.” He let the words settle before continuing.

I watched as he reached into a drawer.

A leather strap.

My throat tightened.

“And then there are spankings for disobedience,” Creed said, his voice low and measured. “For lying to me.”

Silence.

“Which you will now experience.”

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered.

The words tasted different now.

Heavier.

He stepped closer, his presence immediate and unavoidable.

“Do you understand why?”

I hesitated.

The easy answer rose first.

I pushed it down.

“I understand,” I said finally. “I broke your trust.”

His gaze sharpened, just slightly.

“Say it, correctly.”

“I broke your trust, Sir,” I corrected, my voice steadier now. “By deciding for you instead of trusting you.”

He nodded once. “Ten strokes with the strap. I—”
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