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The lobby of the Bronze Shore Hotel is designed to make you feel small. Or at least, that’s how it makes me feel. Vaulted ceilings stretch into an abyss of shimmering crystal, held aloft by monolithic marble pillars that gleam under the soft, golden light. The air is thick with the scent of money, a cloying blend of expensive perfume, aged leather, and the faint, clean smell of freshly cut lilies. My husband, Greg, strides ahead of me, his hand a firm, proprietary weight on the small of my back, guiding me through the hushed murmur of the corporate elite. He belongs here. I do not.

“Isn’t this place something?” he says, his voice a low thrum of excitement that vibrates through his palm and into my spine. He’s like a kid in a candy store, his eyes scanning the crowd, picking out faces, calculating net worths and networking opportunities.

“It’s… a lot,” I say, my simple cotton sundress feeling woefully inadequate next to the tailored suits and jewel-toned cocktail dresses that glide across the polished floor. Greg insisted I come on this trip, this “essential” annual conference for his finance firm. He’d called it a mini-vacation for us. So far, it feels more like I’m his plus-one accessory, dragged along to prove he has a life outside of spreadsheets and stock tickers.

The bellhop leads us to the elevators, our luggage trailing silently behind on a polished brass cart. Greg doesn’t let go of me until we’re inside the gleaming elevator car, ascending with a silent, stomach-dropping swiftness. He finally turns to me, his smile wide and genuine.

“You okay, babe? You seem quiet.”

I force a smile. “Just taking it all in. It’s very… grand.”

He leans in and kisses my temple. “Only the best for my girl.”

The words are sweet, but they feel hollow, a pre-written script. The ding of the elevator arriving on the 24th floor is a welcome interruption.

Our room is less a room and more a small apartment. A king-sized bed, piled high with an obscene number of pillows, dominates the space. A sleek, modern couch faces a massive flat-screen TV, and beyond it, floor-to-ceiling windows offer a breathtaking, panoramic view of the city lights just beginning to twinkle against the bruised twilight sky.

“Wow,” I breathe, the word genuine this time. I walk to the window, pressing my hand against the cool glass. From up here, the city looks like a scattered handful of diamonds.

“Told you,” Greg says from behind me. I hear the clink of ice in glasses. He’s already bee-lined for the mini-bar. He comes to stand beside me, handing me a glass filled with amber liquid. Scotch. His drink.

“I won’t be long,” he says, taking a healthy swallow. “Just have to shower and get into my monkey suit.”

I watch him in the reflection on the glass. He’s already starting to transform, shedding the relaxed ‘husband’ persona and donning the armor of Greg, the ruthless Senior VP. He unbuttons his polo shirt, his shoulders broad, his body still toned and powerful from the gym sessions he never misses. For a moment, a familiar tug of desire pulls at me. He’s a handsome man, my husband. Charismatic, successful, driven. But tonight, that drive is pointed away from me.

He disappears into the cavernous bathroom, and the sound of the shower starts moments later. I sip the scotch, the burn a welcome distraction, and wander around the room. I unpack my small suitcase, hanging up the one nice dress I brought, a simple, black, form-fitting number, and placing my toiletries on the vast marble vanity in the bathroom, next to his. His stuff is already laid out: expensive cologne, a ridiculously fancy shaving kit, hair gel. The tools of his trade.

When he emerges, wrapped in a plush white towel, droplets of water glistening on his chest hair, he looks every bit the powerful man he is. He catches me looking and winks. “Like what you see?”

“Always,” I murmur, and it’s true.

He crosses to the closet and pulls out his suit. Charcoal gray, impeccably tailored. As he dresses, the conversation is all about his night.

“So, the welcome reception is at seven in the grand ballroom. Then I’ve got a private dinner with the board at nine. After that, it’s cigars and brandy with the Japanese investors. It’s going to be a long one. I probably won’t be back until two, maybe three in the morning.”

I nod, sitting on the edge of the perfectly made bed. “Okay. Have fun.”

“Oh, it’s not fun, Katie. It’s work.” He says it with a grin that tells me it’s the only kind of fun he truly understands. He’s fastening his cufflinks now, his movements precise. “But,” he says, turning to face me, his expression softening slightly. “I don’t want you to be bored.”

A knot of something, annoyance, maybe disappointment, tightens in my stomach. “I’ll be fine. I’ve got room service and a thousand channels. I might even take a bath in that ridiculous tub.”

He chuckles, a low, throaty sound. He walks over and sits next to me on the bed, the mattress dipping under his weight. He smells incredible, a mix of expensive soap, shaving cream, and his own clean, masculine scent. He takes my hand, his thumb stroking over my knuckles.

“That’s one option,” he says, his voice dropping an octave. “Or… you could find something to keep yourself busy.”

My breath catches. I know that tone. It’s the same one he uses late at night, when he’s been scrolling on his phone and his imagination gets the better of him. It’s the tone that precedes a whispered fantasy, a “what if” scenario that always leaves me feeling a strange cocktail of emotions.

I pull my hand away lightly. “What’s that supposed to mean, Greg?”

He just smiles, a slow, knowing curve of his lips. “It means this place is full of people. Interesting people. The bar downstairs is legendary. You are beautiful. You should go down, have a drink.”

“By myself?” I ask, my voice a little tight. “And do what? Stare at my phone like everyone else?”

“No.” His eyes hold mine, and there’s a flicker of something intense in them, something more than just casual suggestion. “You don’t stare at your phone. You order a drink. You look around. You let someone catch your eye.”

The air in the room suddenly feels thick, charged. The hum of the air conditioning seems to fade into the background, replaced by the frantic thumping of my own heart. This is it. He’s not talking about me just killing time.

I need to hear him say it. I can’t let him off the hook with vague innuendos that he can deny later. I need the words, sharp and explicit, to hang in the air between us.

“Let someone catch my eye,” I repeat, my voice flat. “And then what, Greg? What is it you’re suggesting I do?”

He leans closer, his gaze unwavering. I can see the pulse ticking in his throat. He’s nervous, but he’s also excited. I can see it in the slight flare of his nostrils, the way his eyes have darkened.

“I’m suggesting,” he begins, his voice barely a whisper, “that you have some fun of your own. I’m going to be networking. Why shouldn’t you? You’re a beautiful, charming woman. Talk to someone. Flirt a little.”

“Flirt,” I say, testing the word. It feels foreign and dangerous on my tongue. “You want me to go downstairs and flirt with a stranger.”

“Yes.” The word is a sharp exhale.

“And if he flirts back?” I push, my voice trembling slightly.

“I’m sure he will.”

“And if he offers to buy me a drink?”

Greg’s thumb finds my wrist, his touch sending a jolt of electricity up my arm. “Let him.”

My whole body is coiled tight, a spring of shock and… something else. Something dark and thrilling that’s unspooling in the pit of my stomach. I have to see this through. I have to know how far he’ll go.
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