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Foreword

Thank you for picking up this book. As a debut author, there's something both terrifying and thrilling about putting your work into the world, and I'm deeply grateful you've decided to give it a chance.
◆◆◆
 
If you make it all the way through Jo and Alex's story, I'd be incredibly grateful for an honest review. Your thoughts and feedback mean everything to indie authors like me.


Now, let's see what happens when a Halloween party collides with Monday morning - and your mysterious one-night stand turns out to be your VP.




Jo

I’m heading back from the executive floor coffee bar - the only place in the building with drinkable espresso - when I see her through the glass walls of the main conference room.
She has her back to me. Not exactly a problem.
I slow down.
Blonde hair pulled into a low ponytail. Charcoal pencil skirt that fits like a personal attack. She shifts her weight to point at a chart on the presentation screen, and my feet stop moving. The cup warms my palm, but the rest of me goes cold.
I can’t hear her through the glass, but I can read the room: everyone is leaning forward, scribbling notes, trying to keep up. She gestures, and a senior director scrambles to write it down.
Yeah. That’s doing something for me.
I’m still staring - totally professional, just one colleague appreciating another’s presentation skills - when Dave materializes beside me. I jump, coffee sloshing close to the rim.
“See you found the good coffee,” he says, following my gaze into the conference room. His face sours. “That’s Alex Morgan. New VP of Operations.”
The words are a splash of cold water to the face. My fingers tighten around the cup.
“That’s…” The words stick in my throat.
“Yep.” Dave takes a bitter sip. “Real piece of work, from what I hear.”
I watch Alex lean forward to make a point. Even from behind, her posture radiates authority.
Then she turns, scanning the hallway. Our eyes meet for a fraction of a second, and I have the sudden, visceral urge not to be caught ogling my new boss like she’s a thirst trap come to life.
Oh. Fuck.
◆◆◆
 
Back at my desk, three new emails blink on my screen. The sender’s name on the first one makes my pulse jump before my brain catches up with why that’s a problem.
From: Alex Morgan
Subject: Company Halloween Party - October 26th
I stare at those two words - Alex Morgan - while my brain unhelpfully replays charcoal fabric stretched across perfect curves. My coffee suddenly tastes too bitter.
Get it together, Josephine.
The email’s straightforward: time, location, dress code (“creative costumes encouraged”), and a note about the open bar.
Finally, someone in management understands priorities.
The signature block is just as clean:
Alex Morgan
VP of Operations.
No profile photo, no fluff. It screams I mean business in a way that shouldn’t be as hot as it is.
I read it twice more. Totally normal behavior. Not at all indicative of a problem.
The open bar’s a smart move. Brad will definitely use it as an excuse to traumatize everyone in whatever “sexy” costume his brain dreams up. But the thought of Alex Morgan at this party - in a costume, with her hair loose around her shoulders…
My mouth goes dry.
No. We’re not doing this.
I close the email. Open it. Close it. Stare at my desktop background for three seconds. Then open it again - because, apparently, I’m seventeen and just discovered authority figures are hot.
My phone buzzes against the desk. TikTok notification. I ignore it and lean back to catch the ongoing tragedy unfolding three cubicles over.
“Did you see the memo about the golf tournament?” Marcus’s voice is tight, almost strangled. “Cancelled. Just like that. For twenty-three years, we’ve had that tournament.”
“And what’s this bullshit about ‘mandatory harassment training’?” Derek chimes in, making air quotes like the concept offends his ancestors. “We’re all adults here.”
I lift my lukewarm coffee to my lips, using the mug to cover my grin. The golf tournament, where the old boys’ club spent company money getting wasted while everyone else handled their actual work. And harassment training? About time, considering Derek thinks “office banter” means rating women’s asses on a ten-point scale.
“This new VP is clearly one of those militant feminists,” Marcus continues, unaware that half the office can hear him. “Probably never been on a golf course in her life.”
I picture Alex Morgan in that conference room - spine straight, gesturing while grown men scrambled to keep up with her thinking. Yeah, she’s probably never touched a golf club. Too busy being competent.
“Mark my words,” Brad says, leaning back in his chair like he’s about to drop ancient wisdom, “she’ll be gone within six months. Upper management will tire of all the complaints.”
I snort into my coffee. If by “complaints,” he means “being forced to do their jobs without sexually harassing their female colleagues,” then yeah, I’m sure it’s been a real adjustment.
The image of Alex flashes through my mind - the way she owned that room full of people who probably resented every second of listening to her.
Good, I think. Let them squirm.
My computer chimes with another email notification, dragging me away from Derek and Marcus’s ongoing pity party.
From: Dave
Subject: Fwd: Q3 Analysis Request
The preview makes my jaw clench: Can you handle this request from Alex Morgan? Bit swamped today.
Bit swamped. Right. Dave’s idea of being swamped involves spending two hours discussing fantasy football trades with whoever will listen. I click through to find Alex’s original request, forwarded wholesale - comprehensive Q3 client retention analysis, trend projections, and actionable recommendations.
This is literally Dave’s job. The exact thing he gets paid twenty thousand more than I to do. But of course, when the new VP asks for actual work, he’s “too busy,” and it becomes my problem. The best part? He’ll present my analysis as his own, just like he did with the Q2 report, while I sit in the back of the room like a good little subordinate.
I scroll to read Alex’s original email, the one she sent to Dave before he pawned it off on me. Her writing is direct, specific, and with no wasted words. She states exactly what she needs and when she needs it.
My fingers hover over the keyboard. I should be annoyed. I am annoyed. At Dave, at the system that lets unremarkable men coast while women like me do the actual work.
But underneath the anger, there’s a flicker of ambition. The idea of doing work for Alex Morgan, of putting an analysis on her desk that was actually competent. The idea of being seen by her…
Get a grip, woman.
I’m doing Dave’s job, as always. The fact that it’s going to Alex Morgan changes nothing.
Except it does, and that’s the problem.
Fuck it. It’s almost five anyway, and I’ve already exceeded my daily quota of tolerating male mediocrity.
I minimize my work windows and open TikTok. The algorithm serves up what it thinks I want: some shirtless guy doing slow-motion workout poses. Hard pass. Another one - different torso, same oiled desperation. Nope. A third one with a smirk that probably melts panties somewhere, just not mine.
We’ve been through this, algorithm. I’m not interested in your Brad & Chad collection.
I’m about to give up when it finally gets it right.
The video shows a woman walking away from the camera in slow motion. Blonde hair, swaying, confidence in every step, and… yeah, okay. That fitted dress deserves a standing ovation. The caption reads: “POV: Your boss calls you into her office,” and the comments section is having a collective meltdown.
I watch it loop three times. Five times.
Heat pools low in my stomach.
Absolutely not.
But my algorithm, blessed and cursed thing that it is, has tasted blood. The next video features another blonde woman, this one in a tailored suit, and my thumb hovers over the screen instead of scrolling past.
Well. Shit.
But then it shifts again, and suddenly I’m deep in BookTok territory. Dark romance recommendations, aesthetic outfit inspiration, and - oh. Oh.
A girl in an elaborate mask is doing a sultry slow-motion thing. The caption catches my attention: “POV: You’re the mysterious stranger at the masquerade ball.” The video has three million likes and ten thousand thirsty comments.
I keep scrolling. More masks. More “mysterious stranger at the party” energy. The appeal hits me like a revelation - one night of being someone else entirely. Someone who doesn’t have to smile while dull men mansplain her own analysis back to her.
I screenshot a few for inspiration; my mind is already spinning with possibilities. The company Halloween party could be the perfect opportunity to blow off some steam. Even mess with people a little. The idea of Marcus and Derek fumbling around, clueless about who’s behind the mask, has a certain appeal.
Next up: a reading recommendation, reverse dark romance. The cover shows a woman in a red cloak facing off against a shadowy figure.
Little Red Riding Hood, but make it sexy.
My interest flatlines.
Absolutely not.
Red Riding Hood is the victim, the prey, the helpless girl who needs rescuing. I’ve spent enough of my career being underestimated, interrupted, and watching men steal credit for my work. The last thing I want is to cosplay as anyone’s damsel in distress.
I keep scrolling until…
There.
A woman in a wolf mask - sleek lines, predatory elegance, zero apologies. The comment section is feral.
A slow smile spreads across my face.
I screenshot it, pieces clicking into place.
Yeah. I can definitely work with that.
I pull up Pinterest and start a new board: “Halloween Party.”
◆◆◆
 
It’s after seven now. The office is quieting down, just the die-hards and people like me avoiding empty apartments.
I open a dating app, more out of habit than hope. Same faces cycling through for weeks. The woman who only posts gym selfies with motivational quotes about “crushing goals.” The one whose bio reads like a love letter to Mr. Fluffkins, her golden retriever. Someone whose idea of romance is “whatever you want!” - the dating equivalent of plain oatmeal.
I swipe through a few more. Nothing. No one makes me want to do more than keep scrolling.
No one who owns a room just by walking into it, who makes senior directors scramble for a pen.
Don’t.
I should go home, order takeout, and research wolf costumes from my couch like a proper millennial - drowning feelings in pad Thai, wine, and online shopping.
But as I pack up my stuff, I can’t stop thinking about her. That pencil skirt is a workplace hazard.
I’m halfway to the elevator when it hits me: I’m looking forward to this stupid company party.




Alex

The knock comes at 4:47 PM. Whoever it is has been pacing the hallway for at least fifteen minutes - I can hear the nervous footsteps through my door, the pause, the retreat, the return.
I keep my eyes on the laptop screen where quarterly budget projections blur into meaningless columns. The numbers made no sense yesterday; today, they’re actively mocking me. I press my knuckles between my shoulder blades, searching for the permanent knot that’s colonized the space. Three weeks as VP, and no amount of expensive ergonomic furniture can fix it.
This will be the fourth “conversation” this week about changes that should have been implemented when these men still had full heads of hair. And it’s only Monday. The coffee beside my keyboard has gone cold, a bitter film coating the surface. I roll my shoulders, feeling vertebrae pop.
“Come in.”
Marcus shuffles through the doorway, clutching a manila folder against his chest. His tie hangs askew - the wide end shorter than the narrow, a rookie mistake - and there’s a brown splash across his shirt pocket. It tells me everything I need to know about his attention to detail.
“Ms. Morgan, I wanted to discuss some concerns about the recent policy changes.”
Of course you did. I minimize my spreadsheet and give him my full attention. “What can I help you with, Marcus?”
“Well, it’s about the golf tournament cancellation. And the new harassment training requirements. Some of the guys feel like we’re moving a bit fast with all these changes.”
I lean back in my chair, fingers steepled. Marcus launches into the dance I’ve seen a dozen times - the careful choreography of men who want to complain without admitting they’re complaining. “Some people think” and “there are concerns that” instead of saying what he really means: I’m pissed off and I want my golf day back.
“The golf tournament that cost the company fifteen thousand dollars last year and resulted in exactly zero measurable business outcomes?” I tilt my head, smile razor-sharp. “Or the harassment training that’s been legally required in our industry for the past three years?”
His face flushes. “It’s not about the money; it’s about team building. Morale. The golf tournament has been a tradition for over two decades.”
Tradition. Right. Like the tradition of assuming I give a single fuck about preserving their boys’ club. Twenty-three years of the same tired ritual: mediocre men drinking on company time while women like me work weekends to clean up their messes. Twenty-three years of “harmless” comments about whose skirt is too short, whose smile isn’t bright enough.
I press my palms flat against my desk, grounding myself. “I understand change can be challenging,” I say, keeping my voice level. “But our priority is creating a professional environment where all employees can succeed. If that impacts certain traditions, then they probably needed to change anyway.”
Marcus shifts his weight, the folder now bent at one corner from his grip. “Right, but don’t you think we should consider the impact on company culture?”
Company culture. I almost laugh. The culture where three different women filed complaints about inappropriate behavior in the past six months? Where every qualified female candidate gets passed over because she’s “not quite the right fit” or “lacks leadership presence.” Where I’ve explained basic employment law to grown men who think “but we’ve always done it this way” is a legal defense?
My jaw aches from clenching. I’ve sat through this conversation at three other companies - in different conference rooms, with the same script. Entitled faces mouthing the same resistance. I used to believe I could change things from the inside if I just worked hard enough, climbed high enough. VP at thirty-seven, youngest in company history, and I’m still sitting here explaining why half the workforce deserves basic human dignity.
I lean forward, watching his pupils dilate. “Marcus, I appreciate you bringing your concerns directly to me instead of complaining in the break room.” His face drains of color - apparently, he thought the walls were soundproof. “But these changes aren’t up for debate. They’re happening. If you have specific questions about implementation, HR is available to help.”
He nods, mumbles something about “understanding the reasoning,” and practically flees my office. The door clicks shut behind him, and I’m alone again with my spreadsheets and the low-level rage simmering in my chest since 9:00 AM.
I pull up my email and see the problem nagging at me since this morning. The analysis request I sent to Dave shows as “read,” but I haven’t received a response. It’s been six hours. My cursor hovers over his name in my contacts, finger twitching toward the call button.
A new email pops up in my inbox. I see it’s from him with the subject line “Fwd: Q3 Analysis Request.” Finally. Except when I open it, the incompetent asshole has somehow managed to BCC me on my own email thread.
Are you kidding me right now?
I click through to the full conversation, each line making my jaw clench tighter. He’s forwarded my request to a Jo Blake with a breezy note about being “swamped” and asking if they can “handle this for him.”
Swamped. Twenty minutes ago, I walked past the break room where Dave was gesticulating about fantasy football trades. Passionate debate about whether to bench his quarterback, but my quarterly analysis? That’s apparently beneath his pay grade.
No context, no acknowledgment, just casual delegation to what I assume is one of his direct reports - someone whose name I don’t recognize, which means they’re probably three levels down doing the actual work while Dave collects credit.
Jo Blake. I pull up the employee directory, scrolling until I find the entry. Five years with the company, solid performance ratings, buried in Dave’s department. If they’re competent enough that he feels safe dumping VP-level requests on them, they shouldn’t be wasting their talent propping up his mediocrity.
I take a deep breath and count to ten. Then twenty. My shoulders are still welded to my ears, so I let myself imagine the satisfying arc of my laptop sailing through the fifteenth-floor window - bonus points if it catches Dave on his way to the parking garage.
I close my email and make a mental note to have a direct conversation with Dave tomorrow about delegation versus abdication of responsibility.
My Kindle sits on my desk next to my coffee mug, and I glance at it longingly. Five unread romance novels waiting for me, including that new one everyone in the book groups is raving about. The plot? A morally gray heiress and her innocent assistant - probably terrible but exactly the mind-numbing escape I need.
Last night’s read featured a yacht, handcuffs, and an improbable amount of champagne. Tonight’s selection promises a masked ball and a mysterious Duchess with “piercing eyes.” Ridiculous. I’m absolutely starting it the second I get home.
Christ, I need to get out of here.
The office is emptying, with the familiar sounds of people packing up. I should stay late, catch up on the seventeen different fires I’m supposed to be putting out.
But my body is already planning the evening: the oversized bathtub, the bath bombs I splurged on last month, a glass of wine. Okay, maybe two. And quality time with Miss Dependable - my trusty companion with eight intensity settings, zero emotional baggage, and a perfect track record of follow-through.
My phone vibrates against the desk.
Mia: How’s the new job going? Still fighting the patriarchy?
I snort - the first genuine sound I’ve made all day. My thumbs fly across the screen.
Me: One incompetent man at a time
Mia: Proud of you! Have fun at your party thing this weekend
My party thing. The Halloween party I organized, sent invites for, and now have to attend. My stomach clenches at the thought. I’m thirty-seven years old - successful enough to afford good wine and terrible enough at self-care to drink it alone. I should be past the point where fun feels like medieval torture. But here I am, rehearsing excuses about sudden food poisoning or a family crisis.
The invite went out with my name on it. I’ll have to show my face.
Me: I’ll be there. Still need to find a costume
Mia: Ooh, fun! Go as something scary. You’re good at that
Me: Love you too.
I set the phone down, face-first on the desk. Mia’s teasing hits closer to home than she knows - apparently, my reputation for being intimidating has spread to my own sister. Though, given today’s performance with Marcus, that’s not entirely inaccurate.
The sun is setting, casting long shadows across the city skyline. In the window’s reflection, I see what everyone else sees: a woman in a tailored blazer with perfect posture and lips that never quite smile. The woman who has her shit together, even if the reality is caffeine for breakfast, spite for lunch, and pure stubbornness holding the seams from splitting.
I’ll deal with Dave and his delegation habits tomorrow. I’ll explain it in words small enough for his fantasy-football-addled brain to process.
But tonight belongs to me. I’m going home to my bathtub and my Kindle, and Miss Dependable.
I grab my purse and coat, already tasting that first sip of wine.
Thirty-seven and thriving.




Jo

Three browser tabs fight for my attention: the Pinterest inspiration board, Etsy checkout page, and the analysis spreadsheet that’s been glaring at me for hours. The spreadsheet should be winning, but it’s a close race.
The wolf mask I found last night is calling to me. Sleek black leather with silver detailing around the eyes. I’ve been staring at the product photos for ten minutes - sixty-eight dollars for one night.
I click purchase.
My phone vibrates - a text from Anna that makes me snort. Derek’s head snaps up from his monitor, eyebrows raised like I’ve disrupted his very important schedule. I angle my phone away from his line of sight.
Anna: Please tell me you’re not going as a cat again
Me: That was ONE TIME. Let it go
Anna: You looked like a sad Pinterest fail
Anna: So what’s the plan this year?
I glance at the confirmation email, then at Dave’s spreadsheet.
Me: wolf. A dark wolf
Anna: VERY different energy. I approve. Hunting or being hunted?
Me: Oh, definitely hunting
Anna: Ok, I see you.
I’m about to reply when I notice the time - 3:47 PM. The Q3 analysis has been consuming my afternoon, and I’m getting somewhere interesting. The data’s telling a story Dave never bothered to read: we’re hemorrhaging clients in the 25-50K range. Not just pricing pressure, but also response time failures. It’s the type of insight that could move the needle if anyone bothered to listen.
My fingers fly across the keyboard, pulling client feedback into a visualization that makes the pattern impossible to ignore. Mid-tier clients abandoned while Dave chases whale accounts and golf tournaments. The graph builds itself: complaint frequency spiking, renewal rates plummeting, revenue bleeding out in chunks.
I’m three levels deep in a pivot table, watching the story crystallize, when his voice cuts through my concentration.
“Hey Jo, how’s that analysis coming along?”
Dave looms beside my desk, and I’m hit by a wave of aggressive cologne - the kind that smells like cheap pine and desperation. He’s already got his wool coat buttoned, leather messenger bag slung over his shoulder. My eyes dart to the time display: 4:02 PM.
Unfucking believable.
Heat flashes up my neck, but I keep my expression flat. “It’s going well. I’ve found some interesting patterns in the retention data that suggest…”
“Great, great.” He’s checking his phone, not even pretending to listen. “Can you send me what you have so far? I want to review it tonight and add some of my own insights before we submit it.”
His own insights.
My jaw clenches as I stare at three hours of work sprawled across my monitors - trend analysis he should’ve done six months ago, client feedback he never read. The visualizations show exactly where we’re bleeding clients.
“Sure,” I say, because what else am I going to say? “I was planning to finish the recommendations section in the morning, but I can send what I have. There are some significant trends in the mid-tier contract space that need…”
“Perfect. I can take it from here.” He’s turning away, still looking at his phone. “You’ve done enough legwork. Thanks for jumping on this. Real team player.”
He’s halfway to the elevator before I can process what just happened.
Legwork. Three hours of strategic analysis that could save us half a million in lost contracts = legwork. Dave abandoning the office at 4 PM to “review it tonight” = leadership.
My cursor blinks in Dave’s email, with the completed analysis attached and ready to send. Three hours of work that’ll have his name on it when it lands in Alex Morgan’s inbox.
For a second, I consider sending him a partial analysis. Give him surface-level observations wrapped in pretty charts; let him stumble through Alex’s inevitable follow-up questions. The image of Dave sweating through his shirt as Alex dismantles his “insights” sends a dark thrill through my chest.
But that’s not who I am. And if this analysis is going to cross Alex Morgan’s desk, I want it to be flawless. Want her to see the strategic thinking that actually happens in this department, even if she doesn’t know my name’s attached to it.
Yet.
My fingers move across the keyboard, attaching every visualization, every recommendation, every insight I’ve built. I add explanatory notes about methodology and data sources - breadcrumbs for Dave to follow if he bothers reading past the executive summary.
Which he won’t.
I attach the raw data files too. My working notes. The full forensic trail of how I connected client complaints to renewal patterns to revenue loss. Everything Dave would need to actually understand what he’s stealing.
The cursor hovers over ‘Send.’ Dave will skim this tomorrow morning, slap his name on top, and add whatever corporate word salad he thinks sounds impressive. Then he’ll present my work to Alex Morgan while I sit in the back row, playing the good little subordinate.
I hit send and lean back in my chair, watching the email disappear into the void of Dave’s inbox.
I go back to my phone.
Anna: Did you order the rest of the costume yet?
Me: Working on it. Too busy watching my boss leave at 4 pm after dumping his work on me
Anna: The AUDACITY
Anna: Make sure your costume has claws. You’re gonna need them
I’m typing back when an email notification slides down from the top of my screen. The sender’s name stops my fingers mid-swipe.
Alex Morgan.
I tap the notification, expecting some company-wide policy update or mandatory training reminder.
It’s not. I’m staring at a reply to yesterday’s thread - the one where Dave pawned his work off on me. Except now I’m CC’d, which means Alex Morgan deliberately added me to this conversation.
“Dave - I notice you’ve delegated this analysis to Jo Blake. While I appreciate efficient resource allocation, I was specifically requesting your insights on these retention trends, given your direct oversight of client relationships.”
I blink at the screen, rereading the paragraph.
“Moving forward, please ensure that requests from my office receive your personal attention unless we’ve discussed alternative arrangements.”
Oh. My. God.
“I’d also like to schedule a brief meeting with you tomorrow to discuss workload management and delegation protocols.”
My lungs forget how to work. Dave’s about to get dragged into the principal’s office for a meeting about his incompetence.
“Additionally, please CC Jo Blake on your response so they understand the context and scope of their contributions.”
The email signature sits there like a mic drop:
Alex Morgan,
VP of Operations.
I read the entire thing again. Then a third time, slower, my eyes savoring each perfectly crafted sentence. She didn’t just call out Dave’s bullshit - she eviscerated him. And made sure I got front-row seats to his professional humiliation.
A giddy, breathless laugh escapes my lips. Heat, sharp and pleasant, pools low in my stomach. It has no business being there, not from a work email, but my body doesn’t seem to care.
“Efficient resource allocation” = you are a lazy fuck.
“Your direct oversight” =  this is literally the job we pay you to do.
“Unless we’ve explicitly discussed alternative arrangements” = try this shit again, I dare you.
“Workload management and delegation protocols” = we’re having a come-to-Jesus meeting about your incompetence.
And the power move that makes my chest go tight with want - she’s forcing Dave to CC me on his response. I get to watch him squirm in real time, crafting whatever pathetic excuse he thinks will save his career.
Cue the popcorn.
Heat crawls up my neck, settles heavy between my ribs. My hands shake as I grip my phone. This is the most erotic thing I’ve read, and it’s a corporate email about workload delegation.
I picture Alex Morgan back in that conference room, commanding attention with every gesture. The way grown men scrambled to take notes when she spoke. And now this - seeing how she operates when someone tries to pull shit in her department.
She saw what Dave did. She understood it. And she shut it down without breaking a sweat.
I am in love.
I am in awe.
No, I’m in worship.
My phone feels slick in my palm as I screenshot the email and fire it off to Anna: “Forget dating apps. I think I need to marry my new VP.”
I set my phone down and read the email one more time,  savoring it, like fine wine. The precision. The restraint. The authority that doesn’t need to prove itself. She protected my work without even knowing who I am.
I glance at my other browser tab - the wolf mask confirmation glowing on my screen.
Best investment I ever made.
Another email drops into my inbox - Dave’s response to Alex, with me CC’d, like she commanded.
I flex my fingers and click it open, anticipating the carnage.
This is going to be beautiful.
“Thank you for this valuable feedback. Moving forward, I will endeavor to…” Three paragraphs of “leveraging synergistic assets” and “optimizing collaborative workflows” - buzzwords he probably copied from LinkedIn articles about leadership. Zero explanation for why he dumped actual work on me while collecting management-level pay. I bet he has no idea what half of those words even mean.
I can hear Alex Morgan’s eyes rolling from five floors up.
I close it with a satisfied grin and dive back into costume planning, still riding the high of watching Dave professionally self-immolate.
My shopping cart fills with predatory elegance: fitted black leather pants, a strapless corset - simple but effective. The wolf mask remains the crown jewel - everything else just sets the stage for the hunt.
Wonder what Alex Morgan will wear. Probably something safe. Cat ears with her blazer, or a witch hat perched on that blonde ponytail.
Though if there’s any justice in the universe, she’ll show up in a devil costume. Red horns. A leather pencil skirt. Maybe a tail.
I shake my head. Down, girl.
But the image sticks: Alex Morgan at the party, surrounded by tepid men in half-assed costumes, not knowing a predator is circling.
The thought sends a thrill through me.
I pack up my things and head out, already counting down the days.




Alex

Dave shuffles into my office at 10 AM, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else on earth. He clutches a printed copy of what I assume is the analysis I requested, though his white-knuckled grip suggests he’s not confident about its contents.
“Have a seat,” I say, not looking up from my computer where I’m reviewing the email trail from yesterday. The beauty of corporate communication is that everything leaves a paper trail, and Dave’s trail reads like a case study on avoiding responsibility.
He settles into the chair across from my desk, and I can practically taste his anxiety.
“Let’s talk about the analysis.”
“Right, yes. I think you’ll find it’s comprehensive.” He slides the printed report across my desk as if he’s handling evidence.
I flip through the pages, scanning the data presentation, the trend analysis, and the strategic recommendations. Impressive work - thorough, insightful, and clearly written by someone who understands both the numbers and the business implications.
“This is excellent,” I say, watching his shoulders relax. “Whoever put this together has a real grasp of market dynamics and client behavior patterns.”
“Well, you know, I’ve been analyzing these trends for…”
“Dave.” I set the report down and lean back in my chair. “Who wrote this analysis?”
The color drains from his face. “I… well, it was a collaborative effort. You know how these things work.”
“I do know. Which is why I’m asking you: who gathered this data, performed the analysis, and wrote these recommendations?”
I watch him calculate his options - double down on the lie or admit the truth. Corporate survival instincts battle basic human decency across his features.
“Jo Blake did most of the… technical work,” he admits. “But I provided oversight and strategic direction.”
Strategic direction. Right. The kind that involves forwarding an email and vanishing into thin air.
“I see. And what specific strategic insights did you add to Jo’s work?”
“Well, I… we discussed the overall framework, and I felt that the client segmentation approach needed some refinement…”
He’s flailing now, throwing around buzzwords like they’ll somehow create substance where none exists. I let him flounder for another minute, watching him construct sentences that say absolutely nothing.
“Dave, let me be very clear.” I set my hands flat on the desk. “This analysis is exactly what I requested - comprehensive, actionable, and well-reasoned. It represents the level of strategic thinking I expect from someone in your position. The problem is you didn’t do it.”
“I supervised…”
“You pawned it off. There’s a difference.” I lean forward, making sure he understands the gravity of this conversation. “When I ask for your insights, I’m asking for YOUR insights. Not for you to find someone competent to do your job.”
His face flushes. “I think that’s unfair. Managing resources and delegating effectively is part of good leadership.”
The audacity would be impressive if it weren’t so predictable.
“You’re right. Good leadership involves delegation. It also involves knowing when you’re the right person for the task, providing actual oversight when you delegate, and being transparent about contributions. None of which happened here.”
I flip the report open to the customer lifecycle section. “This recommendation about restructuring our follow-up protocols? This is exactly the strategic thinking I expect from a management position. But it came from Jo, not you.”
How Dave secured an operations manager role while possessing the strategic depth of a puddle remains one of corporate America’s great mysteries. Nick’s a decent enough director - competent, reliable, hits his numbers. But Nick operates on the “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” principle, which translates to willful blindness. As long as reports get submitted and clients don’t actively revolt, he doesn’t dig into how the work gets done.
That ends today.
“Look, Alex…”
“Ms. Morgan,” I correct. “We’re not at that level of familiarity, Dave.”
He swallows hard. “Ms. Morgan, I understand your concerns, but I’ve been managing this team for three years. My people trust me to…”
I close the report and meet his eyes. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to schedule a one-on-one with Jo Blake to discuss this analysis. You’re going to acknowledge their work. And then you’re going to think carefully about whether you’re adding value to this organization or just taking up space.”
Silence fills the space between us. Dave’s mouth opens, closes, opens again. He wants to argue, but can’t figure out how to defend himself.
“In fact,” I continue, the idea crystallizing as I speak, “maybe I should just give Jo your job. Seems like they’re doing it anyway.”
Pure panic floods his face. I watch him calculate mortgage payments, private school tuition, and the BMW lease.
“Ms. Morgan, I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot here. I’m committed to this role and to providing the level of analysis you’re looking for. Maybe we could discuss some professional development opportunities…”
“Start with you doing the job you’re paid for.” I stand up, signaling the end of our conversation. “I want a plan on my desk by Friday outlining how you’re going to add value to this team going forward. Real value, not just ‘oversight’ of other people’s work.”
He nods, gathering his papers like the office is on fire. “Absolutely. Yes. I’ll have something for you by the end of the week.”
“Good. And Dave?” I wait until he meets my eyes. “Next time I ask for analysis, I want YOUR analysis. If you need to consult with your team, that’s fine. But the insights and recommendations need to come from you. Clear?”
“Crystal clear. Thank you for the feedback.”
He bolts from my office, nearly tripping over his own feet in his haste to escape. I allow myself a brief smile. Twelve years in corporate leadership, and watching incompetent people realize they might actually have to work, never gets old.
I open my calendar and scroll to the next empty slot. I should give Nick a courtesy heads-up about Dave’s performance issues before they escalate further. He won’t be surprised - Nick’s smart enough to know when his numbers are being held up by someone other than his manager.
Then I add a note to my task list: ‘Schedule time with Jo Blake - Career Development.’ If they’re producing management-level analysis while earning analyst pay, that’s a problem I can solve. And I’m genuinely curious to meet the person who actually understands what’s happening in this department.
◆◆◆
 
I’m standing outside “Enchanted,” a costume shop in the arts district that caters to people with more disposable income than practical sense. The window display showcases elaborate masquerade gowns and a sign promising “bespoke costume experiences.”
If I’m going to this thing, I might as well do it right.
My conversation with Nick this afternoon went exactly as expected. He defended Dave with the standard managerial loyalty - “solid team leader,” “keeps everyone motivated.” But when I asked about Jo Blake specifically, Nick’s confidence wavered.
“Jo? Yeah, reliable.” A pause. “I’ll be honest, I don’t interact with the team much. Dave handles the day-to-day with his people.”
When I mentioned wanting to shift some responsibilities around, Nick leaped at the suggestion. “If you’re looking for a challenge, Dave’s been struggling with the Cognitex account. Customer complaints have been escalating, and they’re threatening to review their contract.”
I already knew - their dissatisfaction emails have been cluttering my inbox for two weeks.
“I think Jo might be exactly what that account needs,” I’d told Nick. “Fresh perspective.”
Nick nodded enthusiastically. “Great idea. Dave could use the support.”
Support, sure. More like replacement, but we’ll start with reassignment and see how it goes.
◆◆◆
 
A bell chimes as I enter, and fabric and feathers assault my senses from every direction. A woman with violet hair and at least six facial piercings emerges from behind a rack of vampire costumes.
“Welcome to Enchanted! I’m Raven. Are you looking for something specific, or would you like to browse our curated collection?”
Everything here comes with marketing adjectives.
“I need an outfit for a corporate Halloween party,” I say. “Professional but still… costume-y?”
Raven’s eyes spark like I’ve presented her with the perfect puzzle. “Ooh, corporate masquerade vibes! What’s your aesthetic?”
I blink at her. “I have no idea.”
“Even better! We’ll figure it out together.” She circles me, assessing. “What’s your vibe? More ‘quiet power’ or ‘dramatic entrance’?”
Her enthusiasm is oddly infectious. “Quiet power. I don’t do dramatic entrances.”
“Got it. Professional dominatrix energy, but make it boardroom appropriate.”
The phrase lands with uncomfortable accuracy. Is that how I come across? I consider it - always the one with answers, the one making decisions, the one everyone looks to when things fall apart.
Yeah. That tracks.
What I don’t tell Raven is how exhausting it is. Being the decision-maker, the problem-solver, the one who never gets to be vulnerable. Sometimes I lie awake at night imagining what it would feel like to just… surrender. Let someone else take the lead and be in charge for once.
But that’s not who I am. That’s not who I get to be.
In boardrooms, in relationships, in life - I’m the one who has to know what comes next.
“Let’s see what speaks to you,” Raven says, arms already full of fabric pulled from various racks.
Twenty minutes later, I’m trapped in a fitting room larger than my first studio apartment, surrounded by options ranging from “mildly ridiculous” to “absolutely not happening.”
I slip into what Raven calls “dark academia chic” - a fitted blazer with leather details and high-waisted trousers that transform me into someone who’d teach Victorian literature at an elite boarding school.
“How does it feel?” Raven calls through the curtain.
“Like I’m cosplaying as myself but with more leather,” I reply.
“Next!”
The second option makes me pause. “Vampire queen,” according to Raven - structured black velvet blazer with a collar that frames my jaw, paired with fitted trousers.
I study my reflection. This is exactly who everyone expects me to be. Commanding. In control.
What they don’t see is the part of me that fantasizes about someone looking me in the eye and saying, “On your knees.” A shiver traces a line down my spine. It’s a fantasy so potent and so private it feels dangerous, and utterly impossible to find in a world where everyone expects me to be the one giving the orders.
We’ll keep those thoughts for Miss Dependable.
Next!
The third option is “gothic socialite” - a black dress with intricate beading and a long cape. Stunning, but I nearly face-plant within three steps.
“I feel like I’m going to accidentally strangle someone with this thing.”
Or myself.
“Noted. Let’s try something more practical.”
I cycle through several more options, each more elaborate than the last. By the time I’ve exhausted Raven’s initial selection, my legs ache, but my mind feels strangely clear. There’s a quiet freedom in trying on different personas, even if none of them quite fit.
“So?” Raven asks when I emerge in my own clothes. “Any contenders?”
I think about the party - walking into a room full of people who already think I’m too aggressive or not aggressive enough. They will be there, ready to judge whatever choice I make.
“I need to sleep on it,” I say. “Can I come back tomorrow?”
“Absolutely! We’re open until nine all week.” She hands me her card. “Call ahead, and I’ll pull some fresh options. I have a few ideas.”
Outside, I catch my reflection in the shop window. The hard line around my mouth has softened, the tension in my brow has eased. It’s a subtle shift, but it’s there - the hint of a possibility.
Three days until the Halloween party. Three days to decide who I want to be when no one knows who I am.
I’m almost looking forward to it.




Jo

I barely recognize myself in the mirror. And that’s exactly the point.
The wolf mask arrived as promised - sleek black leather with elegant lines and subtle silver accents. But I couldn’t help myself. Three more impulse orders followed: wolf ears, a silver-gray wig - what’s a wolf without its fur? - and black leather gloves that extend past my wrists.
Tight black pants, knee-high boots, and a strapless black corset-style top form the outfit foundation. The top shows just enough cleavage to be interesting without crossing the line into inappropriate. Mostly.
My nails are painted matte black, matching the dark lipstick that makes my teeth look sharp when I smile. Black drop earrings catch the light when I move.
The whole effect is predatory in the best possible way.
Perfect.
My mind drifts to Monday. A meeting invite from Alex Morgan came through yesterday afternoon - “brief chat about career development” - and I’ve been riding that high ever since.
Dave told me about it in person, looking like he was about to throw up. Apparently, his meeting with Alex was “very direct” and involved “challenging questions” about the analysis. Translation: Alex Morgan destroyed him, and he knows it.
“She wants to meet with you.” You would’ve thought he was announcing my death sentence, not what might be the best career opportunity I’ve had in years. “Just… be prepared for her to be very… thorough.”
I’d tried to get more out of him - casually, like I wasn’t dying to know every detail. “Did she say what she wants to discuss?”
Dave’s face had gone pale. “She mentioned something about ‘recognizing talent’ and ‘career trajectory.’”
My heart had nearly stopped. That’s not regular meeting talk.
“And?” I’d pressed, trying to keep my voice level.
“And that’s it.”
He’d shuffled off after that, and I’d sat at my desk staring at the calendar invite like it might disappear if I blinked. My cursor had hovered over the “Accept” button for a full minute before I clicked it.
Yes, I accept this meeting with the woman who makes my brain short-circuit.
Since Monday, I’ve been finding excuses to go up to the executive floor. Coffee runs at strategic times - mid-morning, after lunch, late afternoon. The espresso really is better up there, I’d told myself. It’s not stalking if I’m just getting coffee.
Except I never saw her again. Not in the hallways, not in the glass-walled conference rooms, not grabbing her own coffee from that same machine I kept visiting like some caffeine-addicted pilgrim.
I’m looking forward to meeting the woman who’s been living rent-free in my head for the past week. The impossibly competent, devastatingly attractive VP who defended my work without knowing who I am.
Who’s also completely out of my league. My boss’s boss’s boss. I’ll be lucky to have a professional conversation with the woman, let alone anything else.
Which is why tonight’s party is perfect. A chance to blow off steam and stop obsessing over someone I can never have.
I grab my black purse - just big enough for my phone, keys, and emergency lipstick - and head out into the night.
The walk to the venue gives me a preview of the attention this costume is going to generate. I catch multiple people doing double takes, and one woman actually stops mid-conversation to stare. It’s a hell of a feeling, owning the space around you, knowing you look good and feeling confident in your own skin.
Or in this case, in my wolf skin.
The moment I step inside, the party hits me as a wall of sound - a throbbing bass line from some generic pop song rattles the floorboards, layered with the roar of a hundred conversations. Open bar? Check. The excuse to see and judge your coworkers in lame costumes? Also check.
I let my eyes adjust to the dim, colored lighting and scan the room, taking inventory. Marcus is dressed as what I think is supposed to be a pirate, but looks more like a rejected extra from a community theater production. His fake beard is coming loose, and he’s gesticulating with a plastic sword while cornering some poor woman from HR.
Even in costume, he’s still mediocre.
Mike has gone full vampire, with way too much gel in his hair. He’s holding court near the bar, probably explaining cryptocurrency to anyone unfortunate enough to make eye contact.
My gaze shifts to more promising territory. There’s a woman from Marketing - Lily, I think - in a sleek Catwoman costume. She catches my eye for a second, but then turns to her group of friends, laughing. Not interested.
Another woman near the bar - dressed as a flapper with gorgeous beading - looks my way and smiles. Pretty. I file her away as a maybe.
I’m also scanning for Alex Morgan, though I’m not sure what I’m looking for. I’ve only seen her from a distance. Would she even come to this? She seems too serious for corporate Halloween parties.
Then again, she organized it. Maybe she’ll make an appearance out of obligation, do a lap around the room with a token pair of cat ears.
I keep looking anyway.
The crowd is the usual mix - superheroes, classic monsters, and a handful of cats. Most people went the safe route. Nothing too risky, nothing that might be considered inappropriate for a work function.
I’m cataloging who might be worth talking to when something - someone - across the room stops me dead in my tracks.
Red Riding Hood.
But not the cutesy, innocent version. This is Red Riding Hood if she’d grown up and gotten an MBA.
The woman is standing near the bar with her back partially turned, and even from here, I can tell she’s different from everyone else in this room. The deep crimson cape falls in elegant folds down her back, the hood casting shadows across her profile. A burgundy corset with black lace strings cinches at her waist - and what a waist - over fitted leather pants. Dark red lips are visible even from this distance, and when she tilts her head to respond to someone, the movement is graceful.
Holy shit.
My body reacts before my brain catches up - my pulse kicks up, heat floods my chest, and a low hum of anticipation buzzes under my skin, screaming yes, this one.
She’s not doing anything particularly remarkable. Just standing there, holding her drink, occasionally responding to the people around her. But she has this… presence. People gravitate toward her, leaning in when she speaks.
Confidence. That’s what it is.
The irony is so thick I could choke on it. I came dressed as the Big Bad Wolf, and the universe just handed me Red Riding Hood on a silver platter.
One, perfect costume match - almost too perfect, like fate decided to make my night interesting. Two, dangerously attractive - that corset alone should be illegal in a work setting. Three, exactly what I need to stop obsessing over a certain impossible VP who may or may not even be at this party.
I watch as she shifts her weight, the cape moving with her, and glimpse of blonde hair tucked under the hood. She reaches up to adjust something - an earring, maybe - and the gesture is so elegant it makes my mouth go dry.
Something about the way she moves tugs at my memory. The tilt of her head, the set of her shoulders… it’s all almost familiar. But I can’t place it.
Doesn’t matter.
What matters is the heat spreading through my chest, and how my pulse kicks up just watching her across a crowded room.
What big teeth I have, I think, running my tongue over my lower lip. Better to bite with.
The thought sends a thrill through me. The anonymity of the masks, the dim lighting - tonight I’m not Jo Blake, Business Analyst. Tonight I’m just the wolf, and Red Riding Hood is right there.
I’m moving before I fully decide to, weaving through a sea of bodies that sways to the beat. The bass thumps in my chest, a primal rhythm driving me forward. My heart is pounding harder with each step, anticipation building in my chest.
I make it about three steps before a bulky, plastic-armored figure blocks my path. The music is so loud that he has to shout to be heard.
“Hey! Great outfit!” It’s Derek, dressed as… Iron Man? Maybe? The costume is not helping. “You look amazing.”
“Thanks,” I say, trying to edge around him without being rude. I can still see the crimson cape across the room.
“So I was thinking,” he continues, oblivious to my body language screaming not interested, “we could grab a drink? I mean, we’re both here, both single as far as I know…”
I almost laugh. Derek has tried this move at the last three company events, each time with the same hopeful puppy energy that somehow never registers my complete lack of interest.
“I’m actually meeting someone,” I lie, gesturing toward the bar. “But thanks for the offer.”
“Oh, yeah, sure. No problem.” He backs off, looking deflated. “Maybe later?”
“Maybe,” I say, already moving past him.
I’ve lost sight of the red cape.
Shit.
I scan the crowd, stepping to the side to avoid a group of people taking selfies. The venue is packed enough that it’s easy to lose someone, even someone wearing a crimson cape that should stand out like a beacon.
Where did she…
“Jo Blake. Wow.”
No. Not now.
I turn to find Nadine standing there in a sleek black cat costume - because of course she is - holding two drinks and wearing a smile that says she remembers exactly how our last encounter ended.
“Nadine, hi.” My eyes drift past her shoulder, searching for crimson in the crowd. Where did Red go?
“I haven’t seen you since…” She trails off, taking a step closer. “God, must be six months? You look incredible. That costume is…” Her eyes travel down my body slowly. “Hot.”
A prick of irritation needles between my ribs. Two decent dates, phenomenal sex, and absolutely nothing else to talk about afterward. We’d agreed it was better to keep things professional - her idea - but apparently that memo expired.
“Thanks, I…” There. A flash of red near the windows. “I’m actually supposed to meet someone.”
Nadine’s hand lands on my forearm, fingers tracing my skin. “Anyone I know?”
“Doubt it.” I shift away from her touch, but she follows the movement.
“Well, if that doesn’t work out… call me.”
“Sure, yeah. I’ll… I’ll do that.” I’m already stepping around her, drawn toward that crimson cape like a moth to flame. “Good seeing you, Nadine.”
I don’t wait for her response, weaving through the crowd with more urgency now. I’ve lost precious time, and the irrational fear that Red Riding Hood might have left - might have been snatched up by someone else - makes my pulse spike.
There.
Near the windows now, turned away, the hood still up. She shifts her weight, and I glimpse her profile again.
My heart is pounding with nerves and excitement. It’s the adrenaline rush of doing something you know you shouldn’t.
Ten feet away.
Seven.
She hasn’t noticed me yet, still facing the windows, one hand holding her drink while the other rests at her side.
Five.
Time to find out if this Red Riding Hood is brave enough to play with wolves.




Alex

Standing in my bedroom, I’m second-guessing every decision that led me to this moment.
The costume hanging on my closet door is beautiful - there’s no denying that. When Raven called this morning to tell me she’d put together “the perfect piece” based on our conversations, I almost told her to forget it. But her enthusiasm convinced me to stop by the shop, and now I’m staring at what she calls “Dark Gothic Red Riding Hood.”
It’s not what I expected. The cape is deep crimson, paired with a fitted burgundy corset. The pants are tailored leather, complemented by a pair of ankle boots. Red lace gloves complete the look.
Very sultry. Deceptively demure.
This is so far outside my comfort zone it’s practically in another country.
But with each piece I put on, something shifts. The corset forces me to stand straight. My waist curves in. The neckline is lower than anything I’d wear to the office - there’s actual cleavage happening.
Is this even appropriate?
Second-guessing myself is a foreign concept. At work, I act.
Fours weeks ago, I walked into this company and dismantled the golf tournament in five days flat. Day one: I spotted that the company is bleeding money. Day two: confirmed it was ninety percent male attendance, zero measurable ROI. Days three through five: built the business case, presented to the board, got it axed. Marcus is still crying into his coffee about it.
This week, I restructured Jo Blake’s entire career trajectory over lunch. After talking with Nick, I contacted HR to initiate their promotion review. Salary bands, budget allocations, title adjustments - all confirmed. Done. The entire process took two days from idea to implementation.
But this? This costume, this party, this step outside my carefully controlled life? Every choice feels loaded with consequences I can’t calculate.
At work, I know the rules. Here, I’m improvising.
I reach for the perfume I save for special occasions - a sweet, intoxicating scent that lingers. I pull the hood up and check my reflection. The way the shadows fall across my face creates an air of mystery I normally don’t possess.
Okay. I can work with this.
Red Riding Hood walked into the woods because she didn’t know any better. I know what waits there, and I walk in anyway.
◆◆◆
 
The Uber drops me off in front of the venue. I step out onto the sidewalk and immediately feel exposed. The coat barely fits over the cape - I’d struggled with it for a solid five minutes, trying to button it closed over all the fabric. Eventually, I gave up and just wrapped it around myself, clutching it closed with one hand.
A couple walking past does a double-take, and I resist the urge to explain that I’m going to a party, that this is a costume, that I don’t normally walk around the city dressed like a fairy tale character.
The venue’s doors open, and sound hits me first - the bass-heavy thump of music, the roar of dozens of conversations happening at once, punctuated by laughter and the clink of glasses. Projected images of bats and spiderwebs drift across the exposed brick walls.
I check my coat, and the attendant - a sexy vampire - gives me an approving nod.
“Love the look,” she says, and I manage a smile.
The main space opens up before me - high ceilings with exposed ductwork, string lights crisscrossing overhead, and at least a hundred people already here. The bar is set up along the far wall, backlit and busy.
No one looks at me twice as I navigate through the crowd. I’m just another costumed figure in a sea of them. The anonymity is both relieving and slightly unsettling.
I make my way to the bar, figuring alcohol will make the experience tolerable. The music shifts to a faster beat, and the crowd responds with enthusiasm I don’t share.
The bartender is dressed as a steampunk inventor, complete with goggles perched on his head. He grins when he sees me approach.
“What can I get you, Red?”
“Whiskey. On the rocks.” I’m not a whiskey drinker, but I decide the woman in this costume is. She wants a drink with more bite than my usual wine.
He slides the glass across the bar with a flourish. “Excellent choice.”
I take a sip and position myself where I can observe the crowd without being obvious about it.
It’s fascinating to see my colleagues outside their usual professional personas, even if I don’t know most of them personally. The mild-mannered woman from Accounting - I think her name is Diane? - is rocking a fierce warrior princess look, waving around a sword while laughing. One of the guys from IT has gone full pirate and is having the time of his life explaining his elaborate outfit to anyone who will listen.
The anonymity is intoxicating. No one knows who I am. No one is watching to see if I’ll make a mistake, say the wrong thing, or show weakness. I’m just another person at a party, and there’s a freedom in that I haven’t felt in years.
I take another sip of whiskey and let myself breathe.
Not even five minutes into the anonymity of it all, someone sidles up next to me at the bar. Too close.
“Well, hello there.” The voice is familiar in the worst way, slurred around the edges. “That’s quite the get-up.”
I turn to find Dave - because of course it’s Dave - dressed as a pathetic version of James Bond, holding what’s clearly not his first drink of the evening.
“You here alone?” He leans against the bar, trying for suave and missing by a mile. “I’d love to buy you a drink.”
The audacity. I take another sip of whiskey, considering my options. Dave has no idea who he’s talking to. At work, this would be an HR incident waiting to happen.
“That’s very generous,” I say, “but I’m good with this one.”
“Come on, don’t be like that.” He flashes what he probably thinks is a charming smile. “One drink. What’s the harm?”
I could walk away. I should walk away. But the power in this moment - him not knowing who I am - is too good to resist.
“How’s the missus?” I ask sweetly.
The effect is immediate. Dave’s face goes pale, then red, then pale again. He takes a step back, nearly spilling his drink.
“I… she’s… I should…” He doesn’t finish the sentence, just turns and disappears into the crowd so fast he almost trips over his own feet.
I hide my smile behind my glass.
The bar is getting crowded now, people jostling for the bartender’s attention. I shift away from the chaos with my drink, moving toward the windows where there’s more space to breathe.
I’m starting to relax when I hear a low voice behind me, close enough that I can feel the warmth of someone’s breath near my ear.
“Dangerous walking through these woods alone.”
The voice sends heat straight down my spine. I turn, taking my time, and find myself face-to-face with a wolf.
Not a cartoon wolf or a half-assed costume attempt. This is sleek elegance - dark silver hair spilling from under wolf ears, a fitted black corset that leaves little to the imagination, leather pants that hug every curve. The wolf mask leaves her sharp jawline and dark lips exposed. The whole effect is entirely too attractive.
“And you’re the reason why?” I ask, meeting eyes that are watching me with an intensity that makes my pulse kick up. “The Big Bad Wolf?”
Her smile unfurls slowly. “Are you scared?”
I lift my whiskey, buying time while my brain scrambles to catch up with the heat flooding my system. The liquid burns, grounding me.
“Should I be?”
“That’s up to you, Little Red.”
She draws out the consonants, lets the ‘R’ roll off her tongue, like she’s tasting it. My skin prickles. I want to hear her say it again.
The wolf steps closer, not quite invading my space but close enough that I catch a hint of her perfume. “I have to say, you don’t strike me as the type who scares easily.”
We stand there, eyes locked. She’s waiting for a signal - a retreat, an invitation, I’m not sure. There’s mischief dancing behind that mask, a dare in the tilt of her head.
Fuck it. When’s the last time I played?
“What big eyes you have,” I say, and her laugh is rich, delighted.
“All the better to see you with.” Her gaze travels down my body, slow and deliberate. “And you’re very worth seeing.”
The compliment is delivered with such casual confidence that I feel heat creeping up my neck. I’m not used to this - being on the receiving end of someone’s attention, someone who doesn’t need anything from me except… this.
“Let me get you a drink,” the wolf says, gesturing toward the bar. “Unless you’re waiting for someone?”
I glance at my half-empty whiskey, then back at those dark eyes watching me from behind the mask.
“Lead the way.”
The wolf’s hand closes over mine - leather against lace - in a firm grip. Even without skin contact, the way her fingers curl around mine sends a jolt through me. She guides me through the crowd, and I follow without hesitation.
We reach the bar, and she doesn’t let go. Just stands close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off her, one hand still holding mine while she catches the bartender’s attention with the other.
“Two whiskeys,” she says. “And two vodka sour shots.”
The bartender nods and gets to work. The wolf releases my hand, but stays in my space, turning to face me with that same intense focus.
“So,” she says, leaning against the bar. “Little Red Riding Hood at a corporate Halloween party. Either you’re very brave or very bored.”
“Can’t it be both?”
“Fair.” Her eyes travel over my costume, and I feel the path of her gaze like a touch. “Pretty sure this isn’t how the fairy tale went.”
“Yeah. I don’t remember the part where the wolf was buying Red drinks.” I let my gaze travel over her. “You’re supposed to be hiding in grandmother’s bed, not hanging out at a bar.”
She grins. “I got bored waiting.”
“Or maybe,” I say, “you’re not actually the Big Bad Wolf at all.”
“Careful, Little Red.” Her voice drops lower. “Keep talking like that, and I might have to prove myself.”
The heat in her tone makes my pulse spike, but I keep my expression steady. “Promises, promises.”
The bartender sets down our drinks and shots. The wolf slides one of each toward me, then picks up her whiskey glass.
“To chance encounters,” she says.
“And dangerous woods,” I add, and we clink glasses.
The whiskey burns. The wolf watches me over the rim of her glass, and I’m acutely aware of how her eyes haven’t left me since we met.
“Your turn,” she says. “What brings you out here?”
I set my glass down. “Good excuse to be someone else for a night.”
Her smile shifts - understanding. “I’ll drink to that.”
We pick up the shot glasses, tap them on the bar, and throw them back in sync. The vodka is sharp and sweet, and when I look back at her, she’s grinning.
That’s when the song starts - opening notes that every millennial knows in their bones.
We both react at the same instant, that split-second of recognition, and I see the wolf’s mouth open to start the first line right as mine does.
We stop. Stare at each other. And then we’re both laughing.
“Oh, my God,” she says. “So you also lived through the era when this song was inescapable.”
“Guilty,” I admit.
She tilts her head, studying me. “Show me your moves, Little Red,” the wolf says, and holds out her hand.
It’s a dare.
I look at her hand. At her face. At the dance floor, where people are already moving to the song.
I should say no, make polite conversation for a few minutes, and then find an excuse to leave. But a voice in my head, the one that fantasizes about letting someone else lead, whispers, ‘Just for tonight.’
So, I take her hand.




Jo

I can’t believe she played along.
When I approached her with my cheesy fairy tale pickup line, I was prepared for anything from polite rejection to awkward laughter. What I hadn’t expected was for her to respond without missing a single beat.
The exchange replays in my head, and I feel a thrill run through me. She didn’t deflect. Didn’t laugh it off or make some self-deprecating joke. She leaned in. Matched my tone. Challenged me right back.
And the way she said it - that slight hesitation before “Should I be?” like she was surprising even herself - makes me want to push further. See how deep this confidence runs.
Oh, this is so happening.
This isn’t going to be one of those near-misses where we flirt all night and then awkwardly exchange numbers we’ll never use. This is going somewhere. I can feel it in the way she’s looking at me, in the energy crackling between us like static electricity.
Monday morning - my meeting with Alex Morgan - suddenly feels very far away. Right now, there’s only this: Little Red Riding Hood in her crimson cape, looking at me like she can’t quite believe she’s doing this but isn’t willing to stop.
I take her hand and feel a small thrill when her fingers curl around mine. Her palm is soft, fingers slender and cool from holding the whiskey glass. I close my hand around hers and start moving before she can change her mind.
The crowd between the bar and the dance floor isn’t thick, but I use it as an excuse to keep her close. She doesn’t pull away. Not once.
The beat sinks into my bones, an infectious rhythm that’s impossible to ignore. I start with a simple sway - just feeling the rhythm, letting my body respond. Testing to see if she’ll follow.
She does. Not copying my movements, but finding her own rhythm that complements mine.
The song is pure millennial nostalgia - impossible not to know every word. Red does, and when we catch each other mouthing the same lyrics, we both laugh. She’s not holding back anymore.
I want to keep that expression on her face. Want to be the reason she keeps smiling like that.
“You’re full of surprises, Little Red,” I say, leaning close enough that she’ll hear me over the music. I catch the first hint of her perfume - a sweet and warm scent that makes me want to lean in even closer.
I feel her shiver.
She turns her head, and suddenly we’re very close - faces inches apart, both still moving to the music. There’s a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “I’d hate to be predictable.”
Predictable. Right. Nothing about this woman screams predictable, from her take on the costume to how she keeps meeting every challenge I throw at her and raising the stakes.
I step closer, and she doesn’t retreat. Our bodies brush, and I let my hand rest on her waist, just above the curve of her hip. Her skin is warm, and I feel her breath catch for just a second before she recovers.
That tiny hesitation tells me everything. She wants this. She’s just deciding how much to show.
Good. I like a challenge.
The next song bleeds in - different energy, still fast enough to keep us moving. Red doesn’t even hesitate, just keeps dancing as if leaving the floor isn’t an option she’s considering.
After another minute, I lean in close. “Another round?”
She pulls back just enough to meet my eyes, and there’s mischief there. “Trying to get me drunk, Dark Wolf?”
Dark Wolf.
The nickname lands somewhere between playful and possessive.
I fucking love it.
“Just trying to keep up with you, Little Red.”
We make our way back to the bar, and I order without asking - she doesn’t object. Two more vodka sour shots appear in front of us.
I pick up my glass, considering. What do you toast to when you’re flirting with a stranger at a work party and it’s going better than you ever imagined?
Before I can decide, she raises hers first.
“To playing with fire,” she says, and the way she looks at me when she says it makes my pulse spike.
I tap my glass against hers, holding her gaze. “And hoping we don’t get burned.”
The shot goes down smooth, but the heat spreading through my chest has nothing to do with the alcohol.
“So,” I say, leaning against the bar to put us closer together, “what department are you hiding in? I feel like I’d remember seeing you around.”
She tilts her head, amusement flickering in her eyes. “It’s a big company. Lots of people in lots of departments.”
Deflection. Interesting.
“Come on, give me a hint. Finance? Marketing? One of those mysterious IT people?”
“I could be new,” she says, clearly enjoying this. “Or maybe I crashed this party for the free alcohol.”
I laugh. “Bold move. I respect it.”
“What about you?” She turns it back on me. “What do you do when you’re not prowling corporate parties?”
“Analyst work. Very boring. Lots of spreadsheets.”
“Somehow, I doubt anything you do is boring.”
The way she says it - like she sees right through my deflection the same way I see through hers - makes me want to kiss her right here at the bar.
I grin. “You’d be surprised. Though I do have a weakness for terrible reality TV.”
“On a scale from Love Island to The Bachelor, how terrible are we talking?”
“Hell’s Kitchen,” I admit. “I get way too invested in whether the risotto is creamy enough.”
Her whole expression shifts, lighting up with genuine interest. “Do you cook?”
“Maybe.” I take a sip of whiskey, enjoying the way she’s leaning closer. “Do you?”
“I can manage toast without burning it. Sometimes.” She laughs. “I’m more of a takeout and wine kind of woman.”
“Tragic. Good food is one of life’s greatest pleasures.”
“Hey now,” she says, mock-defensive. “I have plenty of talents that don’t involve setting my kitchen on fire.”
“Oh, really?”
“I can open a wine bottle in under thirty seconds.”
I burst out laughing. “Essential life skills. What else?”
“I’m excellent at pretending to listen to boring people.” She takes a sip of whiskey. “And I can spot bullshit from across a room.”
“Useful in your line of work?”
“You have no idea.” Her eyes sparkle. “What about you? Any hidden talents?”
“I can parallel park anything. Anywhere.”
“Now that’s genuinely impressive.”
“One more?” I ask, already signaling the bartender.
Red doesn’t hesitate. “You’re determined to make this interesting.”
“Is it working?”
“We’ll see.”
The shots arrive. This time, I don’t bother with a toast - just raise my glass and watch her do the same. We drink in sync, and when she sets her glass down on the bar, her fingers brush against mine.
It’s brief. Could be accidental. Probably is.
Except she doesn’t pull away. Her fingers linger for a heartbeat longer. A sharp jolt shoots up my arm. I have to resist the urge to grab her hand and pull her closer.
That’s when the music shifts. The upbeat tempo fades, replaced by a slow, smoky ballad. Half the dance floor clears up.
Perfect timing.
“Dance with me again?” I ask, though it comes out more like a statement than a question.
“I thought you’d never ask.”
The dance floor has thinned out - all the people who were here for the high-energy songs are retreating to the bar or tables. What’s left are couples swaying together, and us.
I take her hand and guide her back to the floor, but this time when we stop, there’s no pretense of space between us. My hand finds the small of her back, and she steps in close enough that I can feel the heat of her body through our costumes.
Her hand settles on my shoulder, fingers curling against my skin. The other hand stays in mine, and I hold it between us, our joined hands resting against my chest. Her knuckles press against bare skin, right in the V of my corset, and I know she can feel my heartbeat racing.
We start moving - just enough to call it dancing. The music wraps around us, slow and hypnotic, and I’m aware of every point where our bodies connect.
The world has narrowed to just us. Other couples sway around us in a haze of costumes and soft lighting, everyone lost in their own private moments.
“You’re a good dancer,” I say, my lips brushing her ear.
I feel her shiver. “I’m good at a lot of things.”
The confidence in her voice makes me bold. I move my hand from her back, sliding it around to where the cape hangs open at her side. Then I slip beneath the fabric, my palm finding the curve of her lower back. She’s warm, and I hear her breath catch as my fingers spread across bare skin where the corset ends. She presses closer, the cape concealing what my hand is doing.
We’re past appropriate territory now. If anyone from work is paying attention, they’d see two people who are very clearly not just dancing.
I don’t care.
“Little Red,” I say, savoring how the name sounds in this intimate context.
“Yes, Dark Wolf?”
The way she says it - low and breathless - makes me want to bite the elegant line of her neck. For now, I content myself with letting my thumb trace small circles against her back, feeling her press even closer.
Her perfume is intoxicating - sweet and warm, mixing with the heat between us. I can feel her breathing, the rise and fall of her chest against mine, and when she tilts her head, our faces are close enough that I could kiss her if I just…
“This is dangerous,” she whispers, but she doesn’t pull away.
“You walked into the woods,” I remind her, my voice rough. “What did you think would happen?”
Her hand slides from my shoulder to the back of my neck, fingers threading beneath my hair. My hand slides further down - still hidden by the cape - settling just above the curve of her ass. Waiting to see if she’ll stop me.
She doesn’t. And I feel the sharp bite of her fingernails against my neck, claiming and possessive. The contact sends heat flooding through me.
“Tell me to stop,” I say, giving her an out even though everything in me is screaming to pull her closer.
“No.”
One word. Definitive. And suddenly I’m the one who’s caught. Predator turned prey.
We move together in the dim light, the music pulsing around us, and I’m lost in the feel of her body against mine, the scent of her perfume, the way her fingers flex against my neck. I wonder if she knows what she’s doing to me.
Those nails. Sharp enough to leave marks. What would they feel like raking down my back? Digging into my shoulders when she’s breathless beneath me?
The song ends. We don’t move apart.




Alex

To playing with fire.
What the hell was I thinking? The words left my mouth before I could stop them, and now I’m standing here on the dance floor with a woman who’s looking at me like I just issued the most interesting challenge of her life.
You’re a VP. You have responsibilities. You cannot be flirting with employees.
But even as my brain lectures me about professional boundaries and appropriate workplace behavior, I can’t bring myself to step away. Dark Wolf radiates intent - she knows what she wants and doesn’t hesitate.
Everyone’s wearing masks. Everyone’s drunk. I could just say I didn’t come to the party. No one would know.
It’s a flimsy rationalization, and I know it. But the alcohol is making it easier to ignore the voice in my head that sounds suspiciously like my HR training. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to see this woman again after tonight. We work for a huge company.
Just this once. Just tonight.
The slow dance was a mistake. Or maybe it was inevitable. Either way, I can still feel the imprint of her hand on my body - the warmth of her palm against my bare skin, the pressure of her fingers low on my spine. My hand pressed against her chest, where I shouldn’t have been looking but couldn’t help myself. The corset was doing its job. I noticed. Of course, I noticed.
When she asked me to tell her to stop, the smart answer was obvious. I had my out. Should have taken it.
I said no. One word that felt like jumping off a cliff.
And now I’m falling.
“Little Red” in that low voice does things to me I’m not prepared for. Heat pools in my stomach. She’s looking at me like she wants to devour me in the best possible way, and I forget every rational thought I’ve ever had.
I need to get some air. Some space. Some perspective.
“I’ll be right back,” I manage to say, though my voice sounds breathier than I intended. “Just need to… freshen up.”
I extract myself from her arms - harder than it should be - and weave through the crowd, aware of her eyes following me.
Nick appears in my peripheral vision, thankfully deep in conversation about financial projections. Even at a party, he can’t turn off shop talk. I keep my head down and hope the hood does its job - the last thing I need is him recognizing me.
A woman dressed as a witch nearly collides with me, her oversized hat blocking her vision. “Sorry, sorry!” she laughs, steadying herself on her companion’s arm.
The bathroom is a welcome respite from the intensity of whatever was happening on that dance floor. I splash cool water on my wrists, trying to calm the racing of my pulse. My flushed-cheeked reflection stares back at me from the mirror.
You’re a professional. You have standards.
Standards that have kept me single for… what, almost a year now? The last woman I dated - Rebecca, the consultant - lasted three months before she got tired of my work schedule. “You’re married to your job,” she’d said, like ambition was something I should apologize for. It ended when she caught me checking work emails during a dinner date.
But even before her, the pattern was always the same: a few promising dates, then the inevitable conversation about how I needed to “make time,” or “prioritize the relationship,” or “be more present.” They wanted more than I was willing to give, and I… didn’t want more than they were offering.
None of them ever made me forget to check my phone. None of them made me want to skip meetings or leave early. Work was more compelling than any relationship I’d tried to build.
I’d chosen my career every time. Easier to focus on my professional life than waste time with people who either bored me or resented my success.
Except right now, staring at my flushed face in the mirror, all I can think about is Dark Wolf’s hands on my body and how badly I want to go back out there. It’s her confidence that draws me in - a mirror of my own, but aimed at pleasure.
So much for standards.
I’m patting my cheeks dry when the bathroom door opens behind me. In the mirror, I see a familiar figure in black - wolf ears, predatory smile, eyes that see right through me.
My gaze flicks past her to check the stalls. Empty. We’re alone, just the muffled thump of bass bleeding through the door - the party a world away.
“Following me now?” I ask, trying for light and casual, but hearing the shake in my voice.
She steps closer, and the bathroom feels much smaller. “Just wanted to make sure you weren’t planning to disappear on me, Little Red.”
The way she says it makes me turn around to face her. This close, without the dim lighting of the dance floor, I can see her eyes - dark brown with flecks of gold. They’re watching me with an intensity that makes my breath catch. The silver hair is striking, but up close, I can see the telltale edge at her hairline. A wig. I wonder what her real hair looks like underneath.
“Would that bother you?” I ask, and I’m genuinely curious about her answer.
“Very much.” She takes another step closer, backing me against the sink. “See, I’ve been thinking about what you taste like all night, and I’d hate to leave here without finding out.”
Oh.
Her directness sends electricity straight through my core.
“That’s very presumptuous of you,” I say, but there’s no real reproach in it.
“Is it?” Her hand comes up to rest against the sink beside my hip. “Because I’m pretty sure you’ve been thinking the same thing.”
She’s not wrong. I have been thinking about it - wondering what it would be like to give in and kiss her.
“Maybe,” I admit, and her smile turns absolutely predatory.
Her hand comes up to cup my jaw, her thumb brushing across my lower lip.
“Tell me to stop,” she says, giving me one last out.
I should. I absolutely should.
“Don’t stop.”
She leans in close, her mouth hovering just above mine. For a moment, I think she’s going to kiss me.
“Mind if I start with a small sample?”
Before I can answer, her teeth catch my lower lip - gentle but deliberate. The sensation is electric, more intimate than a kiss would be. She’s tasting me, testing me, and I’m frozen. When she releases, I feel the loss.
“Delicious,” she whispers against my lips, and I shiver.
Her hand slides to cup my chin, fingers firm as she tilts my head to one side. The control in the gesture sends a thrill through me even as I comply. My hood slips back, and loose strands of blonde hair fall around my face.
“Here?” Her breath ghosts over the sensitive spot below my ear. The sound that escapes me is half agreement, half pure want.
Her fingers brush against my throat, sweeping the fallen strands aside with a gentleness that contrasts with the firm grip on my jaw. The touch makes me shiver, my skin sensitive, anticipating. She hasn’t even…
Then her lips press where my pulse hammers beneath the skin. Soft. Deliberate. I feel her smile against me - she knows exactly what she’s doing, knows I’m already coming apart - before her teeth graze the spot.
Not hard enough to mark. We are still technically at a work function, some distant part of my brain reminds me. But enough pressure that I gasp and arch into her without thinking.
“Jesus,” I breathe, and my hands fly back to grip the edge of the sink counter. The porcelain is cool and solid under my palms - something to anchor myself to while my knees threaten to give out.
She works her way along my neck, alternating between soft kisses that make me lean into her and gentle bites that make me jolt. There’s a spot where my neck meets my shoulder - I didn’t even know it was particularly sensitive until her mouth finds it and I make a noise I’ve never made before. My grip on the counter tightens, knuckles going white.
She feels my reaction and stays there, giving it extra attention. Lips and tongue, and teeth - the combination makes my head spin.
“You know,” she says, her lips brushing the words into my skin, “I’m starting to think Little Red isn’t as innocent as the fairy tales would have us believe.”
I try to respond - crack a joke, salvage a little pride - but all that comes out is a shaky exhale that sounds embarrassingly close to a whimper.
She pulls back to look at me, and a slow, satisfied smile spreads across her face. I see triumph there. Hunger.
She’s watching me, those dark eyes fixed on mine, waiting for a denial that my pride should supply.
I don’t say anything. I don’t need to. The answer is written all over my face.
I’m tired of being careful. Tired of always being the responsible one, the professional one, the one who thinks three steps ahead and lets no one see her lose control.
Right now, with her hands on me and my pulse still racing from her mouth on my neck, I don’t want to be that person.
Her expression changes - heat, satisfaction, and want flickering across her face while her thumb traces my jawline.
“What time do you turn into a pumpkin?” she asks.
“I don’t,” I say, and there’s a challenge in my voice now. “Do you?”
“Not tonight.”
Her mouth hovers near mine again - close enough that I could close the distance if I wanted to. But she’s making me wait, making me want it, and the anticipation is unbearable.
“Come home with me,” she says. “Or I can come home with you. I don’t care which. But I’m not done with you yet, Little Red.”
Every rational part of my brain is screaming warnings about workplace policies and professional boundaries and how I’ll regret this in the morning.
White noise.
“Your place,” I hear myself say. “Mine is… complicated.”
The smile she gives me is pure satisfaction.
I can still feel the ghost of her teeth on my lip, my neck.
This is going to be a very long night.




Jo

Your place.
Two words that hit me like a shot of adrenaline straight to the chest. Heat floods through me, and my fingers actually tingle.
She said yes. This gorgeous woman, who matches my energy at every turn, just agreed to come home with me. If I don’t get us out of this bathroom in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to push her against that sink - consequences be damned.
I step back, putting some distance between us. The cool air rushes in where her body was, and I have to curl my fingers into fists to keep from reaching for her again.
“We should…” I gesture toward the door. My voice comes out rough.
Her eyes meet mine in the mirror - pale blue with flecks of gray. Has to be contacts, right? Nobody’s eyes are actually that color.
Red’s pulling her hood back up, tucking away those blonde strands that spilled out when I kissed her neck. I watched them fall in slow motion - golden against the crimson fabric. The image is seared into my brain: her head tilted back, hood slipping, blonde hair tumbling free as she gasped.
Steady. You’ve done this before.
She smooths down her cape, and I watch her hands tremble against the fabric.
I’m not the only one barely holding it together.
A jolt of satisfaction runs through me. This is what the dating apps could never offer - not just a pretty face, but a challenge. A hunt.
“Yeah,” she says, her voice still carrying that breathy quality that’s been driving me crazy all night. “We should…”
But neither of us moves toward the door. We’re frozen, the space between us crackling with unfinished business.
I can still taste her - when I caught her lower lip between my teeth, the tiny sound she made went straight through me. Her neck. Fuck. The way she arched when I found that spot where her pulse hammered, the way her knuckles went white, gripping the sink.
“Little Red,” I say, and her eyes snap to mine. “If we don’t leave this bathroom right now, I’m going to do something that’ll get us both fired.”
Her laugh is shaky. “Can’t have that.”
But my feet won’t move. Neither will hers. We’re caught in this moment, staring at each other, and I can see her pulse jumping in her throat.
She breaks first, reaching for the door handle. “After you, Dark Wolf.”
◆◆◆
 
The party’s still in full swing when we step out - music pulsing, people dancing, the bar crowded. No one glances our way. No one noticed we disappeared, or if they did, no one cares enough to comment.
Red adjusts her hood one more time, making sure her hair is tucked away, and my brain immediately supplies an image: those golden strands spread across my dark sheets, hood abandoned on my floor, her looking up at me with…
Not helping.
“I need a drink,” she says, heading toward the bar.
I follow because what else am I to do? Let her out of my sight? Not happening.
She navigates through the crowd, and I watch the way people move aside for her. Her presence - even in costume, even anonymous - commands the space.
When we reach the bar, she doesn’t wait for the bartender to ask. She just catches his eye, and he comes immediately.
“Bottle of Glenfiddich 30, please.”
My eyebrows shoot up. That’s… I did a whiskey tasting for Anna’s birthday last year - that’s a seven-hundred-dollar bottle. The open bar is covering everything tonight, but no way it extends to top-shelf aged single malt kept in a locked case.
The bartender nods and retrieves the bottle. Red pulls out a credit card, and I try to glance at the name while she signs. But she angles it away, and all I catch is a flash of matte black metal before it disappears back into her clutch.  
Damn.
“Going all out tonight,” I say, nodding at the bottle the bartender’s now wrapping.
She takes it and tucks it under her cape with a small smile. “Seemed appropriate.”
For a moment, we just stand there. At a work party. Surrounded by drunk coworkers in bad costumes. Music too loud, lights too bright. When we could be anywhere else.
“Coat check?” She asks, and there’s a question in it beyond the words.
My mouth has gone dry. “Coat check,” I manage. “And then I’m getting you out of here before I lose what’s left of my patience.”
I watch her throat work as she swallows. Her pupils dilate.
Good.
We move through the crowd, and every sense is tuned to her. The brush of crimson fabric against my arm when someone forces us closer. The click of her heels just ahead of mine. The way she walks slightly in front - not accidental. She knows I’m behind her. Knows I’m watching.
Because I am. I’m watching the sway of that cape, remembering what’s underneath - the corset, the curve of her waist, the way she gasped when my hand slipped beneath the fabric and found bare skin…
Brad crashes into my shoulder, reeking of beer. His plastic gladiator armor is half-falling off. He’d be dead before they even opened the gates to the arena.
“Heyyyy! Having fun?”
“Best night ever,” I say, not even looking at him. My eyes stay locked on Red’s back as she navigates ahead.
She glances over her shoulder - checking I’m still there. Oh, hell. A hot coil tightens in my stomach.
At coat check, she’s already accepting a sleek black coat from the attendant when I arrive. Another detail that whispers money, but I’m too distracted by the way she’s looking at me to analyze it.
She wraps it around herself while I shrug into my leather jacket, and I catch her watching me zip it up. The way her eyes follow my hands makes my fingers fumble with the zipper.
“Ready?” she asks.
My pulse is racing. My hands won’t steady. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to get her out of here, get her alone, get her under me…
“Let me call an Uber,” I manage, pulling out my phone before I grab her and forget we’re still in public.
◆◆◆
 
The cool October air hits us the moment we step outside, stealing my breath. I watch Red pull her coat tighter, shoulders hunching against the cold. The temperature drop is sharp enough to cut through the alcohol fog, but my skin is still burning.
“Cold?” I ask, unwinding the knit scarf from around my neck.
“A little.” Her breath mists in the air between us.
I close the distance - two steps until she has to tilt her head back to meet my eyes - and bring the scarf up to loop around her neck. It’s a practical gesture, a kindness against the cold, but some deeper, more primal part of me knows it’s more than that. Like I’m wrapping her in my scent before taking her home. I take my time with it, fingers brushing against her throat as I adjust the fabric. Her pulse hammers beneath my touch.
Mine answers.
“You’ll freeze,” she says, but her hands are already coming up to pull the scarf closer, burying her nose in it.
“I run hot.”
Always have. But especially right now, with her looking at me like that, with the memory of her gasping still fresh.
The street is quiet - just the distant hum of traffic on the main road. A few people cluster near the entrance, smoke curling from their cigarettes, but they’re not paying attention to us.
Might as well be alone.
Red leans against the building, the whiskey bottle still tucked under her cape like contraband. The harsh streetlight softens her features - makes her look less untouchable, more real. Then she catches her lower lip between her teeth, and the illusion shatters.
“Stop that.” My voice comes out rougher than I intended.
“Stop what?” All innocence, except for the heat in her eyes.
I close the space between us, planting one hand on the brick beside her head. Close enough to feel her warmth, to catch that perfume again.
“That thing you do with your lip. It’s driving me insane.”
She does it again - slowly, deliberately this time - and smiles up at me. “Is it?”
This woman is going to kill me.
Heat shoots straight through me. My free hand curls into a fist at my side.
“You’re trouble, Little Red.”
A black car pulls up to the curb - my Uber, according to my phone. The driver nods at us through the window.
I open the back door and gesture for her to get in. She slides across the seat, and I follow, the door closing behind us with a soft click.
“Northside, right?” the driver confirms, glancing in the rearview mirror.
“Yeah.” The word comes out automatically. Red shifts beside me, and everything else ceases to exist.
She settles into the seat, turning to look out the window as the car pulls away. The city lights slide across her face - red, gold, white - painting her in flashes of color. I watch the play of light and shadow across her features, the way her lashes cast shadows on her cheeks.
She catches me staring. Smiles without looking away from the window. Then -because she apparently wants me to lose my mind - she catches that bottom lip between her teeth again.
My hand tightens on my thigh.
I lean in close, letting my mouth brush near her ear. “What did I just say about that?”
I feel more than hear her sharp inhale. “I don’t take orders well.”
My hand moves to the seat between us, fingertips finding the edge of her coat. Just barely touching. “We’ll see about that.”
She turns her head, and suddenly we’re face to face in the dim interior. I can see her pupils blown wide, the flush spreading down her neck, disappearing beneath my scarf.
“Will we?” The whisper challenges me to prove it.
I want to trace that flush with my fingers, see how far it goes, but the driver’s eyes flick to the rearview mirror, and I force my hands to stay put. Every muscle in my body tenses with the effort of not closing that last inch between us.
The car slows. My building. Finally.
The street outside is quiet - just the occasional headlights sweeping past, the warm glow of the lobby cutting through the darkness.
Red opens her door first, stepping out and pulling back her hood. I’m right behind her, my hand finding the small of her back - contact I’ve been craving since we left the venue. I guide her toward the entrance, palm burning through the layers of fabric.
We’re waiting for the elevator when she does it again - catches that bottom lip between her teeth while looking up at me through her lashes.
“Little Red.” My voice drops low, edged with warning and promise.
She releases her lip slowly. Her expression flickers. She softens - her eyes, her shoulders, just a fraction.  Testing. Seeing what happens when she complies.
The elevator dings, doors sliding open.
“Good girl,” I say.




Alex

The elevator is ancient and has mirrors on three sides, making me feel like I’m trapped in a funhouse. I step inside first, those two words still echoing in my head.
Good girl.
The way she said it - soft but certain, like she’d found a hidden switch - sends heat crawling up my spine. I’ve never… no one’s ever…  
I mean, I’ve been called competent, efficient, impressive. But good girl? Delivered in that smoky voice while her eyes tracked my reaction?
I face the mirror, attempting damage control, but my reflection betrays everything. Skin flushed pink from throat to cleavage, blown pupils, lips parted like I’m still waiting for her next command.
Dark Wolf reaches past me to press 7 - her arm brushing my shoulder - and then steps behind me. Close. The elevator lurches as it starts to climb, and my breath catches.
“Nervous?” she whispers. Her voice is so low I have to focus to hear.
“Should I be?” I reply, and hear the tremor in my voice.
She doesn’t answer. Her fingers simply find the ends of the scarf still wrapped around my neck, and she uses it to guide my head to the side. I follow the pull, tilting my head further, baring the curve of my throat for her. Then her teeth are on my neck again, with more pressure this time, more intent, and…
What the fu…
I gasp and put my hand forward to brace myself against the mirrored wall. In the reflection, I watch her eyes find mine - dark and intense.
She holds my gaze while her teeth work against my neck, and I can see everything. The flush spreading across my chest. My lips parting. The exact moment my eyes go hazy. She sees it too. I watch her smile against my skin.
“Maybe,” she murmurs.
The elevator chimes, and the spell breaks just enough for me to remember how to breathe.
Dark Wolf steps back, giving me space, and I grip the handrail to steady myself. When the doors slide open, she gestures for me to exit first, ever the gentle… wolf? Whatever.
Her apartment is three doors down. She unlocks the door and pushes it open, and I step into… chaos.
Charming chaos.
Books are stacked everywhere - on shelves, on the floor, piled on the coffee table between scattered art supplies. A half-finished painting leans against the wall, bold strokes of color that look like they were made in a frenzy of inspiration. Clothes drape over chairs, and a laptop sits open on the kitchen counter. The air smells like coffee and… vanilla candles?
It’s the complete opposite of my place, and somehow, it’s perfect.
“Sorry about the mess,” she says, shrugging out of her leather jacket and hanging it by the door. “I wasn’t planning on bringing anyone home tonight.”
“It’s charming,” I assure her, slipping off my coat. She takes it from me, hanging it beside hers, and I reach up to push back my hood.
“Leave it,” she says, her hand catching mine. “For now.”
Relief, so sharp it’s almost painful, floods through me.
Yes. Keep the hood.
The mask is one layer of protection; the hood another. The more barriers between whoever I usually am and who I’m being right now, the better.
I let my hand drop, and the hood stays up.
She takes the bottle of whiskey and pulls down two mismatched glasses from a cabinet - one’s a proper tumbler, the other… not so much. She pours generous amounts into both without measuring, then hands me the nicer glass.
We settle onto the couch, and I take a moment to look at her. The wolf mask frames sharp cheekbones, and even in the dim lighting of her apartment, those dark eyes are intense.
“Ground rule,” she says.
I raise an eyebrow, taking a sip of the whiskey. It’s excellent - smooth and complex.
“The masks stay on. Part of the appeal tonight is the mystery, don’t you think?”
I almost laugh with relief. I was about to suggest the same thing.
“Agreed,” I say, perhaps a bit too quickly.
Her smile tells me she noticed.
She sets her glass down on the coffee table, then slides closer on the couch. Her finger finds the edge of my corset, tracing the line where the fabric meets skin.
“You know what I find interesting?” She asks, her finger trailing lower.
“What?”
“You keep waiting for me to kiss you.” She leans closer, close enough that our faces are almost touching. “But I’m not going to.”
Excuse me?
My entire body has been waiting for that kiss since the bathroom, since the dance floor, maybe since the moment she first called me Little Red. I came home with her. I’m sitting on her couch. What the hell are we even doing here if not…
“You’re not?”
“Not yet.” Her lips brush against my jawline. “I’m going to taste every inch of you first. Learn what makes you gasp, what makes you arch against me, what makes you beg.”
Oh.
Oh.
That’s… okay then…
When Dark Wolf’s teeth find the sensitive spot behind my ear, any pretense of maintaining control evaporates.
“That’s it,” she murmurs against my skin, and I realize I’ve made some kind of sound - a whimper or gasp that I didn’t even know I was capable of making. “Let me hear you, Little Red.”
Her hands are working at the laces of my corset while she bites a path down my neck, and the combination of sensations is overwhelming. As she pulls the strings, I take a deep breath, arching my back to help loosen the fabric. The feeling of release as the corset gives way is dizzying.
My own hands find her shoulders, gripping tight enough that I should probably worry about leaving marks, but I can’t bring myself to care. When she hits a sensitive spot, my nails dig into the back of her neck, and I hear her growl against my skin.
I feel powerful in a way I’ve never experienced before.
“Beautiful,” she says, and I feel the corset fall away. The red cape is still draped around my shoulders, hood still up, but my breasts are bare now - I hadn’t worn a bra since the corset provided all the support I needed. The cool air hits my skin, and my nipples are already hard.
Her eyes drop, and the intensity in her gaze makes me feel like prey in the best possible way.
The first touch of her lips against my breast makes me gasp, and when her teeth graze my nipple, I arch into her. She takes her time, alternating between gentle kisses and sharp bites that send electricity straight through me, her tongue soothing each sting before moving to the other side.
The sound I make is embarrassing - high and desperate - but she just hums in approval and does it again, harder this time, her teeth adding pressure that borders on pain but only intensifies the pleasure.
She stops, and before I can process what’s happening, she’s guiding me backward toward what I assume is her bedroom. My legs hit the edge of the bed, and she pushes me down.
She kneels at the foot of the bed, and I watch her hands work the zippers. When she slides the first boot off, she lets it fall to the hardwood floor. The soft thud echoes in the quiet room. She presses a kiss to my ankle that makes me shiver. The second boot gets the same treatment, its fall a soft echo of the first, and then her hands are moving to the waistband of my leather pants.
This is really happening.
“Lift for me,” she instructs, and I comply without thinking, raising my hips so she can slide the pants down and off.
Except leather doesn’t slide. It clings and sticks and resists, and I have to wiggle ungracefully while she tugs, both of us laughing when they finally peel free and she tosses them aside.
“Smooth,” she deadpans, still grinning.
“Shut up,” I say, but I’m smiling too.
Her grin softens as her eyes travel down my body, and I become aware of the cool air against my skin. I’m wearing nothing but black lace underwear and the cape still draped around my shoulders.
She settles between my legs and starts working her way along my inner thigh with the same combination of lips and teeth that’s been driving me insane all night.
My legs open wider, giving her better access, and somewhere in the rational part of my brain that’s still functioning, I’m amazed at how easily my body responds to her unspoken commands.
“Oh, God,” I breathe, my hands fisting in her sheets. The fabric rustles loudly in the quiet room, and the sound of my own desperation makes my face flush even hotter.
“Such soft skin,” she murmurs against my leg, punctuating the words with a bite that makes me arch off the bed. “I could spend hours just learning the taste of you here.”
Hours. The thought sends heat pooling between my legs, and I realize I’m already more aroused than I’ve ever been with anyone else. The combination of her confidence, the anonymity, and the complete departure from my usual need to control every situation is intoxicating.
“You’re shaking,” she observes, her voice filled with satisfied amusement as her teeth graze higher up my thigh.
“You’re taking your time,” I manage to reply, though my voice sounds breathless and desperate even to my own ears.
“Good things are worth savoring.” Another bite, this one dangerously close to where I need her most. “Besides, I enjoy watching you come apart piece by piece.”
Coming apart. Is that what this is?
“Please,” I hear myself whisper, though I’m not even sure what I’m asking for.
“Please what, Little Red?” Her breath is hot against my skin, and I can feel her smile. “Use your words.”
Use your words. Like I’m capable of coherent thought right now.
“I don’t know,” I admit, which makes her laugh - a low, satisfied sound that vibrates against my leg.
“That’s okay,” she says, pressing a gentle kiss to the spot she just bit. “I know exactly what you need.”




Jo

Watching Little Red come apart under my touch is intoxicating, but the press of fabric against my overheated skin is becoming a distraction.
I pause my exploration of her inner thigh, sitting back on my heels to catch my breath. She whimpers at the loss of contact, and the sound goes straight to my core.
“I think,” I say, “that I have far too many clothes on for this to be fair.”
She looks down at me from where she’s sprawled across my sheets, her chest rising and falling.
I stand. “Undress me. I know you’ve been wanting to.”
She catches her lower lip between her teeth.
Gotcha!
She sits up on the edge of the bed, reaching for the strings of my corset. Her fingers find the first lace, and she pulls it free. Slowly. I watch her face as she works - the way her tongue darts out to wet her lips in concentration, the way her breathing has quickened.
“You’re enjoying this,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady as she moves to the next string.
“Very much.” She tugs the second lace free, and the corset loosens across my ribs. “I’ve been wondering all night what was underneath all this black leather.”
The third string comes undone, then the fourth. Each pull of the laces is methodical, teasing. She’s unwrapping me like a present she wants to savor, and the anticipation is killing me.
The last few strings come undone with agonizing slowness, and the corset falls away.
“Gorgeous,” she says, reaching for the waistband of my pants.
I catch her wrist.
“No biting,” I warn with a grin. “No matter how much you want to. Good girls wait for permission.”
She makes a soft sound of frustration. “That’s hardly fair.”
“Life rarely is, Little Red.” I release her wrist and let her continue undressing me, watching her eyes follow every inch of skin.
When she’s finished undressing me - reduced me to just my panties - I push her back onto the bed.
“Look at you,” I say, letting my gaze travel over her body. The contrast of the red cape against her pale skin is stunning. “Stunning.”
She reaches up toward my face, wanting to pull me down for a kiss, but I catch her hands and pin them above her head.
“What did I say about good girls?” I ask, settling over her so we’re pressed together, skin to skin.
“They wait for permission,” she breathes. Her voice is… different. Oh, she gets it. She’s understanding the game we’re playing.
“Exactly.” I lean down and bite her lower lip again, the same way I did in the bathroom, but this time I don’t pull away. This time, I soothe the bite with my tongue before pressing my lips to hers.
The kiss starts soft, exploratory. I hear her breath catch, and I smile against her mouth before deepening the contact.
My free hand slides up to cup her jaw, angling her head so I can taste her. She responds, her lips parting for me, and the first brush of my tongue against hers sends electricity down my spine.
I take my time - slow, thorough strokes. She tries to chase my mouth when I pull back, but I’m still holding her wrists, still in control.
I claim her mouth again, harder this time, all the restraint I’ve been showing snapping. The rhythm builds between us - her responding to every movement with small sounds. I catch her bottom lip between my teeth again - she gasps into my mouth, and I swallow the sound.
My thumb traces her jawline while I kiss her deeper, feeling her pulse race beneath my touch. She’s completely at my mercy like this - surrendering to whatever I want to give her.
When we break apart, both of us breathing hard, I rest my forehead against hers.
“Such a good girl,” I whisper against her lips.
Her hands are still pinned above her head, and she’s trembling beneath me - not from fear but from need. The kiss changed everything. Made this more.
I release her wrists and reach for the red cape that’s still draped across her shoulders.
“What are you doing?” she asks, watching me gather the fabric.
I wind the cape’s ties around her wrists - not tight enough to hurt, but secure enough that she’d have to work to free herself. “I think it’s time you found out how rewarding I can be.”
Her eyes widen. “You’re tying me up with my cape?” But even with the mask on, I can still see the surrender in her eyes.
“Little Red, bound by her own trappings.” I test the knots, making sure they’re secure but not uncomfortable. I press a kiss to her pulse point, feeling it race beneath my lips. “Let me show you what happens when wolves catch their prey.”
I trace patterns across her ribs, mapping the soft skin while she writhes beneath me. I take a moment just to look at her. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.”
She makes a soft sound at the praise. I lean down and take one peaked nipple into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it.
Her head falls back against the pillow, a moan escaping her lips. “God, yes.”
I return my attention to her breast, this time letting my teeth graze the sensitive peak. Her response is immediate - a sharp intake of breath and her hands flexing against the cape ties.
I pull back. “Too much?”
“Not enough,” she breathes, meeting my eyes.
I reward her by biting down just hard enough to make her gasp, then soothing the bite. She makes the most gorgeous sound - half-whimper, half-plea.
I alternate between gentle kisses and deliberate bites, learning how much pressure makes her gasp versus how much makes her melt.
Her bound hands flex above her head, wanting to touch me but unable to. Every sound she makes grows more ragged - soft whimpers becoming breathless gasps, my nickname dissolving into wordless pleas that vibrate against my skin.
“You’re killing me,” she pants.
“I want you completely undone before I even start,” I whisper against her ribs.
By the time I slide my hand between her thighs, she’s so worked up that the slightest touch makes her arch off the bed. Even through the lace of her underwear, I can feel how soaked she is - evidence of how thoroughly I’ve unraveled her. When my fingers first make contact over the damp fabric, she lets out a completely desperate sound.
I work her through the lace for a moment, watching her face as she strains against the barrier, before hooking my fingers into the waistband. “Lift,” I murmur, and she does immediately, letting me slide the underwear down her legs and toss it aside.
When I return my hand to where she needs me most, skin on skin this time, the sound she makes is devastating.
“Look at you,” I breathe, working her slowly, methodically. I trace gentle circles, watching her face as I map every sensitive spot. “So desperate for me.”
I increase the pressure, finding the rhythm that makes her thighs tremble. But I don’t give her what she really wants.  
Not yet.
I make her wait. I kiss my way down her chest, my mouth finding her breasts while my fingers continue their slow, deliberate circles against her. I bite down on the sensitive peak. She cries out, and her hips buck against my hand.
“More,” she begs, her voice breaking on the word, and I finally slide inside her, feeling how ready she is, how much she needs this.
The first touch makes her whole body jolt. She’s so warm, so perfectly responsive, and the way she clenches around my finger sends heat waves through me.
“God, you feel incredible,” I say, starting with slow strokes that make her breath hitch.
She’s trying to move, seeking more pressure, but I keep the pace languid, drawing out each sensation.
“Please,” she whispers, and I reward her by pressing my thumb against her clit, finding that perfect spot that makes her cry out.
Her ragged breathing is now punctuated by soft moans that grow louder as I increase the pace.
I add another finger, feeling the stretch, the way she opens for me. Her hands are fisting in the sheets now, knuckles white as she grips the fabric.
“More,” she begs again, and I know she’s getting close - her thighs are trembling, her breathing has turned shallow.
I kiss my way back up to her neck, finding that spot that made her crazy earlier. My teeth graze her pulse point while my fingers maintain their rhythm - curling inside her, thumb never stopping its circular pressure. The combination of sensations makes her writhe beneath me.
“So perfect,” I murmur against her throat, punctuating the words with bites that I soothe with my tongue. “Taking everything I give you.”
She’s moving with me now, hips rolling to meet each thrust. The rhythm builds - my hand working faster, thumb pressing harder, while I bite and kiss along her neck and jaw.
“Let go for me, Little Red,” I whisper, increasing the pace until she’s gasping with each movement. “I want to feel you come apart.”
Her response is immediate - her whole body arching as she cries out, inner walls pulsing around my fingers as I work her through each wave. I don’t stop, drawing out every tremor until she’s shaking and breathless beneath me.
The raw power of her release is a victory, a possessive thrill that sings through my blood. She’s completely mine in this moment.
“Holy shit,” she manages, and I can’t help but grin at the destruction in her voice.
I untie the cape from her wrists and press kisses to where the fabric left faint marks on her skin. She reaches up and pulls me down for a kiss - slower this time, but just as consuming. We break apart, and there’s a shift in her eyes. Satisfaction, yes. But also determination.
“Your turn,” she says.




Alex

I’m still trying to remember how to breathe when coherent thought trickles back in.
That was…
I don’t have words for what that was. I’ve had orgasms before - plenty of them, courtesy of Miss Dependable and my own capable hands - but nothing that intense, that overwhelming.
Dark Wolf is watching me with obvious satisfaction, her fingers still tracing gentle patterns on my hip. There’s a quiet arrogance in the tilt of her head, the curve of her smile.
She thinks she won.
The thought comes with a surge of energy that shouldn’t be possible after what just happened. But her satisfied expression - deserved as it might be - makes me want to show her that Little Red isn’t some helpless fairy tale damsel.
I’m a goddamn executive. I didn’t get where I am by lying back and letting things happen to me.
Well, except for the last twenty minutes. But that was a choice.
This is also a choice.
I push myself up on shaky arms, and she reaches to steady me. “Easy, Little Red. You need to…”
“Shhh.” I press one finger to her lips, and her eyes widen behind the wolf mask. Good. I want her surprised. “Your turn.”
Before she can protest, I’m moving - swinging my leg over to straddle her hips, settling my weight across her lap. The shift puts us face-to-face, and I can see the moment she realizes the dynamic has changed.
“Wait, I…” she starts, but I’m already reaching for her hands.
I pull her up with me, using her own momentum to bring her into a sitting position so we’re eye level. Our noses almost touch, and her breath ghosts across my lips.
“You had your turn,” I say, holding her gaze through our masks. “Now it’s mine.”
Her pupils are dilated, and I watch them track across my face - lingering on my mouth, then back up to my eyes. This close, I can see flecks of gold in that dark brown, can count her eyelashes, can feel the tremor in her hands.
The wolf, nervous. How delicious.
I release one of her hands to cup her jaw, my thumb brushing across her cheekbone just below the edge of her mask. Her skin is flushed. When I tilt her face up, she goes willingly, and that small surrender sends a thrill through me.
“You’ve been in control all night,” I murmur, my lips so close to hers that each word is almost a kiss. “Teasing me. Tasting me. Making me wait.”
Her breathing has quickened, her chest rising and falling against mine.
“Now I want to taste you.”
I close the distance between us. Her eyes flutter shut before our lips meet, and then I’m kissing her with all the desperation she built in me, all the need she stoked until I was burning.
I slide my tongue against hers and swallow the soft sound she makes. My free hand tangles in her hair, and I use the grip to angle her head where I want it - but the moment I tighten my hold, I feel the entire mass shift beneath my fingers.
Shit. The wig.
She breaks the kiss with a breathless laugh, her hand flying up to catch the silver strands before they slide off. “Okay, tactical problem,” she gasps, still grinning as she adjusts it back into place with both hands. “You’re going to scalp the wolf.”
I can’t help but laugh, the absurdity of it cutting through the intensity. “Sorry.”
“Yeah, not a natural silver fox.” She’s still fixing it, tilting her head to check the position. “Just… steer clear of the hair-pulling for now?”
I fight back another laugh. She finishes adjusting the wig, then looks back at me with that same heat in her eyes, like nothing happened. I cup her jaw again, carefully avoiding her hair this time, and pull her back into the kiss.
She melts into me, and feeling this confident, predatory woman surrendering to my kiss is intoxicating. Her hands flex on my hips, like she’s fighting the urge to take control back.
Not yet.
I break the kiss to trail my lips along her jaw, finding the pulse point below her ear. When I bite down, she gasps. Let’s see how the wolf likes being bitten back.
“How does it feel?” I ask. “Being the one who’s desperate?”
Her answer is a breathless laugh. “Fucking incredible.”
I pull back to look at her face, and what I see there makes my chest tight. Want. Need. But also… wonder. Like she can’t quite believe this is happening either.
I deepen the kiss, my tongue exploring the warmth of her mouth with deliberate strokes, tasting the remnants of whiskey and desire. My hand slides from her hair down to her chest, fingers finding the soft curve of her breast. I circle her nipple slowly at first, teasing it to a peak before pinching.
She arches into my touch with a muffled moan, her hands gripping my hips harder before sliding lower. Her fingernails dig into my ass with enough pressure to pull me closer, flush against her body. The sting mixes with pleasure, making me gasp into the kiss, my control slipping a fraction as her strength grounds me.
That surge of assertiveness - it’s thrilling, but I need to reclaim the upper hand. With a firm push against her shoulders, I guide her back down onto the mattress, her silver hair fanning out against the sheets.
She lands with a soft exhale, eyes locked on mine, and I follow her down, continuing the kiss while my hands explore lower. My lips trail from her mouth to her neck as my fingers dance along her stomach, teasing the edge of her panties - tracing the lace, dipping beneath it without committing, building the tension until she’s squirming.
“Patience,” I whisper against her collarbone, even as my own pulse races. I hook my fingers into the waistband and peel the fabric down her legs, watching her expression shift from anticipation to raw need.
Once they’re discarded, I slide off the bed and start from her ankles, pressing soft kisses upward - first one leg, then the other - alternating between gentle presses of my lips and the occasional graze of teeth. Her skin is warm, trembling under my touch, and I take my time, savoring each inch.
When I reach her knees, I grip her thighs and pull her toward the edge of the bed, positioning her just right. I kneel before her, the floor cool against my skin, and part her legs. Her breath hitches, and in this moment, with her laid bare and vulnerable, a mix of power and surrender crashes through me.
The air between us is thick with her scent - warm skin and something darker, muskier. It’s the scent I put on her, the smell of her own arousal that I coaxed out. The thought is a heady rush of power. I let my thumbs trace circles on the inside of her thighs, watching her stomach flutter with each breath.
I don’t make her wait.
The first touch of my tongue is slow - a long, flat stroke from her entrance to her clit that makes her entire body jolt.
Salt, and heat, and arousal. Intoxicating. I want more.
Her hips lift off the bed, a broken sound tearing from her throat, and I smile before doing it again. And again. Each time, her breath comes faster, her thighs trembling around my shoulders.
“Fuck…” she gasps, her voice rough, trying to hold back, to control herself.
But I won’t let her.
I slide two fingers inside her, curling them in, and her back arches. Her hands fly to my hair, gripping hard enough to sting, but I don’t stop. I work her while my mouth focuses on her clit - alternating between soft, teasing flicks and firm, relentless pressure. She’s so wet, so responsive, her body clenching around me every time I hit that spot inside her.
“Little Red… fuck…” she chokes out, and the sound of my name on her lips sends a fresh wave of heat through me.
She whimpers, her hips rolling against my hand. “Don’t stop…”
I seal my mouth over her clit and suck hard, while my fingers drive into her faster, deeper. Her thighs lock around my head, her entire body tensing - and then she’s coming apart with a cry, her orgasm crashing over her in waves.
I don’t let up, working her through it, drawing out every shudder, every gasp, until she’s trembling, her hands slipping from my hair to collapse back onto the bed.
I press one last, slow kiss to her inner thigh before pulling back, watching her chest rise and fall in ragged breaths. Her mask is askew, her wig wild, her lips parted as she stares up at the ceiling like she’s seeing stars.
“Holy shit,” she says, voice hoarse and wrecked. I can’t help but laugh as I crawl up the bed to collapse beside her.
She turns her head to face me, her dark eyes still hazy with pleasure. “You’re dangerous, Little Red.”
I reach out, tracing the line of her jaw with my thumb. “So are you.”
We lie there catching our breath, both of us trying to process what the hell just happened.
She rolls onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow to look down at me. “Round two?”
I grin. “Bring it on.”




Jo

I wake up to the soft rustle of fabric and the sound of someone trying very hard to be quiet.
My eyes open to find Little Red standing beside my bed, attempting to zip up her boot without making noise. Her mask is askew, and her cape is draped over one arm.
“Running away, Little Red?” My voice comes out rough with sleep, and she freezes, one hand on her boot, every line of her body screaming caught.
“I…” She straightens up, and in the dim light, I can see the flush creeping up her neck. “I wasn’t running. Exactly.”
“Just sneaking out before dawn?” I prop myself up on one elbow, not bothering to cover myself with the sheet. Her eyes track the movement, and I see her swallow hard. “That looks like running to me.”
She sits down on the edge of the bed, her shoulders folding inward, and the quiet of it presses against my chest. “I didn’t want to break the spell,” she admits. “Last night was… it was perfect. I didn’t want to ruin it with awkward morning-after small talk or exchange numbers we’ll never use or make promises we won’t keep.”
The spell. I understand what she means - the anonymity, the masks, the way we could be whoever we wanted to be without the weight of real life pressing in.
“So you were just going to disappear? Leave me wondering if you were real or if I imagined the whole thing?”
“Would that be so bad?” She reaches out and traces a finger along my collarbone, where I’m pretty sure there’s a bite mark. “Sometimes the mystery is better than the reality.”
“And sometimes the reality is even better than the fantasy.” I catch her hand and bring it to my lips, pressing a soft kiss to her knuckles.
Shit.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. One night with a masked stranger and I’m a mess. Anonymous hookups, great sex, clean exit - that’s my specialty. I’ve been with confident women before, but this? This felt like finding someone who spoke my language fluently.
Don’t get attached, Jo.
Except I already am, aren’t I? I want to know what she’s like when she’s not trying to escape. Want to see if she’s as commanding in daylight as she was in the dark. “At least tell me your name.”
She’s quiet for a moment, and I can see the silent argument she’s having with herself. Then she takes a deep breath.
“Alexandra.”
Alexandra. The name suits her - sophisticated, formal. It sounds expensive and well-educated and about as far from my chaotic life as you can get.
“Josephine,” I offer in return, and feel ridiculous. My full name - the one thing I have from my grandmother - always sounds so pompous, like I should be attending cotillions or whatever the hell rich people do. Everyone calls me Jo, but I don’t offer that piece of information.
“Josephine,” she repeats. “It’s beautiful.”
Right.
“Alexandra sounds like you run a small country in your spare time,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.
She laughs, but the sound frays at the edges. “Sometimes it feels like I do.”
Before I can ask what she means - before I can convince her to stay and unpack that sad little laugh - she stands up and finishes putting on her cape.
“I should go,” she says.
“You don’t have to.”
“I know.” She leans down and presses a soft kiss to my lips - so different from the hungry, desperate kisses of last night. “But I think I need to. Before we turn into pumpkins.”
I want to argue, to convince her to at least exchange numbers or social media or some way to find each other again. The way she’s looking at me - like she’s memorizing the moment - makes me think she needs this. Needs to walk away while it’s still perfect, before reality has the chance to unravel it.
“Goodbye, Dark Wolf,” she whispers against my lips.
“Goodbye, Little Red.”
And then she’s gone, the sound of my apartment door closing behind her. The sudden silence of the apartment is deafening, amplifying the ringing in my ears.
I lie back in bed, staring at my ceiling, still tasting that goodbye kiss. The sheets still smell like her perfume, and there are marks on my body that will remind me of her for days.
Alexandra.
I don’t even know her last name.
We work for the same company - that much I know. But where? She had that polished, put-together energy. Probably management. There are a handful of women in those roles - I’ve seen them in all-hands meetings, moving through the executive floor.
Could be any of them.
Could be none.
My body is humming with residual pleasure, and as I lie there in bed, I realize I’m not quite ready to let go of last night. My hand drifts lower, retracing the paths her mouth took on my body, remembering her expression when she took control.
The way she’d surprised me, turning the tables, had been the hottest thing I’d experienced in… ever. I’m used to being in charge, used to being the one who takes what she wants. But with her, I’d wanted to surrender. Needed it, even.
I touch myself, remembering the weight of her body on mine, the way her blonde hair fell around us like a curtain. The memory alone is enough to make me gasp, and I increase the pressure, chasing the pleasure she started.
When I come, it’s with her name on my lips - not Little Red, but Alexandra, that graceful name that somehow makes the whole thing even hotter.
Fuck.
I’m in trouble. One night with a mysterious woman in a mask, and I’m already touching myself to the memory of her. This was supposed to be a one-time thing, a perfect anonymous encounter that I could file away as a great story.
So much for that. I’m lying in my bed, satisfied but not satisfied enough, wondering if I’ll ever see her again.
Probably not, I tell myself.
I reach up and peel off the wolf mask, running my fingers over the smooth leather. Best sixty-eight dollars I’ve ever spent.
I set it on the nightstand and grab my phone to send a message to Anna: “You’re not going to believe the night I had.”
Her response is immediate, despite the early hour: “TELL ME EVERYTHING.”
Anna Delgado - my partner in corporate crime since we were both wide-eyed interns who figured out pretty quickly that we’d been hired to check boxes on a diversity report. Two queer women in a sea of white males. No wonder we bonded over shared eye-rolls at unconscious bias training sessions. Fifteen years later, she’s thriving in marketing while I’m still fighting for scraps in operations.
She’s settled down with Ella now - domestic bliss, matching coffee mugs, the whole thing. Which means she gets her thrills by living vicariously through my dating disasters.
Lucky her, this one’s actually worth hearing about.
But as I type out the story, I realize I don’t want to share it. Not like this. Last night feels too private and too perfect to reduce to gossip and emoji reactions.
Instead, I type: “Let’s get brunch. I need mimosas and your undivided attention.”
I set my phone down and force myself to get up, to start my day, to pretend like my entire world didn’t shift on its axis last night because of a woman in a red cape.
As I head to the shower, I catch sight of myself in the mirror. My hair is a disaster. I reach up and pull off the silver wig, shaking out my auburn hair. It’s plastered to my head with sweat, and there’s a weird dent from where the wolf ears sat all night.
My body is covered in marks that look like a map of everywhere she touched me. There’s a particularly dark one on my collarbone - right where she bit down when she came. I trace it with my finger, and heat floods through me again.
I could look her up. The corporate directory has everyone - how many Alexandras can be working here? Could narrow it down by department, cross-reference with the women I’ve seen on the executive floor.
But then Monday crashes back into focus. The meeting. Alex Morgan. The VP who put Dave in his place and wants to discuss my ‘contributions.’ That’s the woman I should be thinking about. I should probably spend today preparing for that and putting together some additional insights.
Right after brunch with Anna. I need mimosas and her undivided attention before I figure out how to impress a VP.
I nod to myself.
Priorities, Jo. Time to get back to reality.




Alex

The driver is mercifully quiet, which is good because I’m not capable of small talk right now.
I’m sitting in the backseat of an Uber at 7 AM on a Sunday, wearing a Halloween costume, covered in bite marks from a woman whose face I didn’t actually see. At least I had the common sense to take off the mask in her building’s lobby and finger-comb my hair.
What the hell did I do?
I went home with someone from work. Let her tie me up. Begged her for more. Surrendered control. Made her surrender, too. Came apart in her hands - and then did it all over again because once wasn’t enough.
And I loved every second.
That’s the part messing with my head. Not that I did it - I can rationalize a one-night stand, blame it on the alcohol and the general thrill of the anonymity. But the fact that I loved it? That I’m replaying every moment, craving the way she made me feel?
Terrifying.
Because it wasn’t just good sex. It was everything I’d been too afraid to admit I wanted.
I’ve spent my adult life being the one in control. Making decisions, managing people, projecting confidence and authority. It’s exhausting being the one everyone looks to for answers. Being responsible for every outcome, every failure, every success.
Sometimes, late at night when I can’t sleep, I’ve wondered what it would feel like to just… let go. To trust someone else to take care of me, to know what I need better than I know myself. To be the one who falls apart while someone else holds things together.
I’ve imagined it - hands that know exactly how to touch me, a voice that tells me what to do, someone strong enough that I don’t have to be. Someone who sees through the professional armor to whatever’s underneath and wants that version of me.
But I never thought it would actually happen. Never thought I’d be brave enough to surrender, or that anyone would be compelling enough to make me want to.
One night. Perfect, anonymous, and never-to-be-repeated.
The driver drops me off in front of my building, and I’m grateful for the early hour. No one’s around for my walk of shame in a red cape and leather pants. The doorman gives me a knowing glance but doesn’t comment. For a second, I feel a hot flash of shame, quickly replaced by a spark of pride. Yeah, I did that.
Note to self: give that man a generous Christmas gift.
My apartment is too quiet, too empty after the warm chaos of Josephine’s place. Everything is where I left it - not a book or article of clothing out of place. The living room is twice the size of her entire place, all clean lines and neutral tones. Two bedrooms I don’t need, a kitchen I barely use.
It looks like a photograph from an interior design magazine. Probably because I hired someone to make it look like one. I haven’t added a single personal touch since moving in. Well, except for the books. Those are mine.
I drop my keys in the bowl by the door and head straight for my bedroom, catching sight of myself in the full-length mirror and stopping short.
Oh, my God.
The costume looks even more disheveled in the harsh morning light. The cape is wrinkled; the corset is worse for wear, and my hair… well, let’s say it tells a story. But it’s when I undress that I realize the extent of last night’s activities.
Bite marks. Everywhere.
There’s an impressive one on my neck, another on my inner thigh that makes me blush just looking at it. My collarbone has a constellation of small marks I remember her putting there. Even my wrists have faint impressions from where the cape held them.
Tomorrow is Monday.
The thought hits me like a cold shower. I have meetings. Important meetings.
I stand in front of the mirror in just my underwear, taking stock. The marks are fading - most of them will probably be gone by Monday, or at least faded enough that makeup can handle them. But the one on my neck is going to take some work.
I mentally inventory my work wardrobe, trying to figure out what will cover the most skin. High-neck blouse. The cream one with the bow, paired with the charcoal suit. Or the burgundy turtleneck? Not office attire. The silk scarf with the navy blazer could work. Nothing suspicious about it.
I can’t believe I let her mark me like this. More than let her - I begged her to. The memory sends heat through my body despite my exhaustion, and I have to close my eyes and take a deep breath.
I grab my phone and set seventeen alarms for tomorrow morning because I’m going to need extra time to make myself presentable.
But first - a shower. I need to get the smell of her perfume off my skin, even if part of me wants to keep it there. The hot water feels good against my sore muscles, washing away the evidence of last night. I scrub my skin until it’s pink. But even as the woodsy scent of Jo’s perfume disappears down the drain, I can still feel the ghost of her hands on my body.
When I step out, wrapped in my fluffy white robe, my stomach growls loud enough to echo off the bathroom tiles. The party had appetizers, but I’d been too nervous to eat much, subsisting on liquid courage.
I pad to the kitchen, pulling open the refrigerator with optimistic hope. Greek yogurt past its expiration date. Half a bag of wilted spinach. Condiments.
Fine. Toast. I can manage toast.
I find the bread buried behind a bottle of wine in the pantry - probably stale, but it’ll do. I drop two slices in the toaster and wait, drumming my fingers on the counter.
The acrid smell hits me before I see the smoke.
“Shit.” I pop the bread up - charcoal black. I wave a dish towel under the smoke detector to avoid triggering it. I can run a multi-million dollar department, but apparently I can’t make toast without supervision.
Pathetic.
I toss the burnt bread in the trash, and that’s when I see the crumbs scattered everywhere. Black specks all over my white marble counters. It looks… chaotic. Wrong.
I grab the counter spray, but then I’m pulling out the granite polish too. And the good microfiber cloths. Before I know it, I’m clearing everything off the counter - coffee maker, knife block, that stupid decorative bowl I never use.
It feels good to wipe everything down. The repetitive motions calm the buzzing in my head.
I clean the coffee maker next, even though it’s already clean. Polish the faucet until it gleams. Refold all the dish towels in the drawer because one of them was crooked.
The toaster gets the full treatment - crumb tray scrubbed, outside polished. I even wipe down the inside, erasing every trace of my fuck-up.
I step back and look at my spotless kitchen. Perfect again. Under control.
I grab my phone and order from the café down the street - avocado toast, fresh fruit, the kind of healthy Sunday brunch I should be making myself.
Twenty-five minutes later, when the delivery guy shows up, I do the unthinkable - grab the bag and head straight for my bedroom.
I climb into my bed with the food, spreading the containers across my comforter. Crumbs are definitely going to get on my sheets. But eating breakfast in bed feels rebellious… something she would do.
I settle back against my pillows and turn on Netflix. My Kindle is sitting on my nightstand, practically calling my name with promises of dark romance, but I can’t focus on reading right now. My brain is too full of memories, too busy replaying every touch, every taste, every whispered word.
I settle on a show I’ve seen a dozen times before, something mindless and comforting that requires zero mental energy. But even as the opening credits roll, my mind is elsewhere.
I take a bite of avocado toast, but I barely taste it.
Josephine.
It sounds like royalty. Josephine the Empress, Josephine the Queen. A name that demands attention and respect. It fits her. She most definitely knows how to command a room.
I try to picture her face without the mask, but I can’t. She could walk past me in the hallway tomorrow, and I wouldn’t have a clue. Don’t know her hair color, the shape of her face, or whether she’s a morning person or a night owl. Don’t know if she’s lying in bed right now, thinking about me, or if I’m just another Saturday night she’ll forget by Monday.
I set the toast aside, my appetite gone despite barely touching the food.
I want last night to have meant something, even though I know that’s ridiculous. We were two strangers in masks playing out a fantasy. That’s all it was.
That’s all it could ever be.
My phone buzzes with a text from my sister: “How was the party? the usual corporate nightmare?”
I stare at the message, pondering how to respond. Fun doesn’t even begin to cover it. Life-changing sounds dramatic. I let a woman tie me up with my cape is too much information.
I type back: “It was… surprisingly good. I’ll tell you about it later.”
Her response is immediate: “OMG, there’s something to tell???”
“It’s complicated.”
“It’s ALWAYS complicated with you. dinner this week? I want details.”
“Deal. Love you.”
“Love you too. And Alex? I’m glad you had fun. You deserve it.”
I stare at Mia’s message until the screen blurs. She’s right. I did have fun. The most fun I’ve had in years.
And of course it had to be with someone from work. Because that’s all I do, isn’t it? Work. I spend twelve hours a day at the office, come home exhausted, rinse and repeat. I’m not on dating apps. I don’t go to bars. I don’t put myself out there because there’s no time, no energy.
I did this to myself. Built a life so narrow that the only place I meet people is the one place I can’t actually date them.
Brilliant, Alexandra. Really brilliant.
I pull the blanket tight around me and let the show fade into background noise. My fingers find the mark on my collarbone, tracing it absently. Each touch brings back a flash of memory. Each one makes me feel like Little Red again - wanted, desired, free.
For the rest of the day, I let myself stay there. In her bed. In her hands. In that perfect bubble where nothing else existed but us.




Jo

I stand in front of my closet, staring at my limited selection of outfits appropriate for a “meeting with upper management.”
This is important. Career-defining, even.
Alex Morgan wants to meet with me personally. Not Dave, not the team - me. After calling out Dave’s bullshit, she wants to talk about “career development.” Which could mean anything from “good job” to “I’m promoting you.”
I settle on a black pencil skirt - not like the one I saw Alex Morgan wearing a week ago, the charcoal one that made me forget how to walk. Mine is from Target, and it doesn’t fit that well. I pair it with a white silk blouse and kitten heels. The universal uniform of a woman trying to be taken seriously in corporate America.
I catch my reflection and snort.
Makeup is minimal: just enough to look put-together. Nude lipstick, a swipe of mascara, and concealer under my eyes. When I look at my hands, I can’t bring myself to remove the matte black nail polish. It’s the only piece of Dark Wolf I’m allowing myself to keep, a small rebellion hidden in plain sight. I’ll keep my hands folded during the meeting. No one will notice.
The office feels different this morning - or maybe I’m the one who’s different. I’m seeing it through fresh eyes: the rows of identical desks, the motivational posters about “synergy” and “teamwork,” Marcus already mansplaining something to the new intern, the coffee machine that’s been broken for a week while someone keeps putting a sticky note on it that says “FIX ME.”
I try to focus on work, pulling up the files I’ll need for the meeting. The analysis I did, the recommendations, and all the follow-up data I gathered yesterday, after brunch with Anna.
We’d sat at our favorite spot - this ridiculous place downtown that serves mimosas in mason jars and charges eighteen dollars for avocado toast. Anna had ordered her usual bottomless mimosas, while I stuck to just two because I had work to do later.
“So,” she’d said, leaning forward with a predatory gleam in her eyes that meant she was about to extract every detail, “mysterious Halloween hookup. Spill everything.”
I’d given her the sanitized version - met someone at the party, great chemistry, amazing night, mutual decision to keep it anonymous. What I didn’t tell her was that I’d spent the entire morning replaying every single moment, or that I’d never come that hard in my life.
“That’s it?” Anna had looked personally offended. “That’s the most boring sex story you’ve ever told me. Where are the details?”
“Jesus, Anna.” I’d nearly choked on my mimosa. “Some things are private.”
“Nothing is private between us. Remember when you told me about Sarah’s thing with the…”
“That was different. That was a disaster story.” I’d deflected by stealing one of her bacon strips, which started an entire argument about brunch etiquette.
By the time we’d finished arguing about the politics of shared plates, she’d moved on to complaining about how Ella had reorganized their entire spice cabinet without consulting her.
“She alphabetized them, Jo. Who does that? You go by frequency of use, obviously. Now I can’t find anything, and she gets this smug little smile every time I ask where the paprika is.”
“That’s very tragic for you,” I’d said, trying not to laugh.
“Don’t start. Just because you’re single doesn’t mean you get to judge my very valid relationship complaints.”
Crisis averted.
Back at my apartment, I’d headed to the kitchen to make coffee, ready to channel my nervous energy into work. And then I’d seen it, sitting on my counter: the bottle of Glenfiddich. Evidence. Proof that last night hadn’t been some fever dream.
I’d run a finger over the expensive label, the memory of her buying it sending a fresh jolt through me. Coffee felt wrong. I’d grabbed one of my mismatched tumblers, poured a generous measure of the ridiculously expensive scotch, and taken it back to my laptop.
Fueled by whiskey and adrenaline, I’d spent the next four hours building out additional analysis. I’d pulled the data on our top three enterprise accounts and compared their retention patterns against mid-tier clients. The numbers were fucking depressing.
We were hemorrhaging mid-tier contracts - a twelve percent decline over six months - while bending over backwards for massive accounts like Cognitex that were already threatening to leave anyway. I’d calculated the actual cost: $2.3 million in lost revenue that could have been prevented with better account management.
I’d built out three strategic recommendations. First, restructure the mid-tier service model to match what actually works for our stable enterprise clients. Second, implement quarterly health checks instead of waiting for contracts to explode. Third, reallocate Dave’s time from golf tournaments to, you know, actual client relationships.
Okay, that last one was wishful thinking. My actual third recommendation was creating standardized response protocols for common client issues - turning our constant firefighting into a systematic process that junior analysts could handle.
If Alex Morgan is considering promoting me, I want to make it the easiest decision she’s ever made.
But my mind keeps drifting between two very different thoughts:
Little Red, gasping my name in the dark.
Alex Morgan, potentially offering me a career opportunity that could change everything.
It’s ridiculous how my brain is splitting focus between the best sex of my life and the biggest professional moment of my career. I should be preparing, rehearsing what I’ll say, making sure I can articulate my value to the organization.
Yeah, not happening. I’m too busy remembering the taste of Alexandra’s skin and wondering if I’ll ever see her again.
Stop it. Focus. This meeting matters.
The morning drags by with painful slowness. Every time I check the clock, only five minutes have passed. I respond to emails on autopilot, review spreadsheets without really seeing them, and try to keep my nerves in check.
“Jo! You survived the Halloween party!” Norah appears at my desk with that post-vacation glow, her pale skin sun-kissed from whatever tropical paradise she escaped to. “Please tell me I didn’t miss anything too catastrophic while I was gone.”
“Welcome back. How was Barbados?” I minimize my spreadsheet, grateful for the distraction.
“Perfect. Daniel finally learned how to snorkel without panicking, and I read four romance novels on the beach.” She perches on the edge of my desk, lowering her voice. “So, what did I miss? How was the party?”
“You missed the usual chaos,” I tell her. “Though the venue was decent for once.”
Cole slides over from his cube, looking like he hasn’t slept. “Please tell me someone got video of Brad trying to dance. I need blackmail material after he ‘forgot’ to include me in the client presentation prep again.”
“Speaking of which,” I say, glancing at the clock - 10:45, “I need to prep for a meeting.”
Both of them exchange knowing looks. “Ooh, mysterious,” Norah grins.
I gather my materials and head toward the executive floor. The elevator ride feels endless, and I use the time to take deep breaths and center myself. This is just a meeting. Just a conversation with a woman who recognized quality work and wanted to discuss it.
I try to imagine what it must have been like for her to get here. VP of Operations. She can’t be more than forty, which means she clawed her way past every mediocre man in this building who thought he deserved the job more. She either had to be twice as good to get half the recognition, or she’s a corporate shark who ate anyone in her way.
I think about my own trajectory - or lack thereof. I started as an intern back in college, bright-eyed and determined to change the world. Anna was there too, fighting the same battles in marketing while I tackled operations, but we both learned the same lesson fast: competence only gets you so far when you’re not part of the club.
I’ve changed companies three times since then, thinking each move would be different. Better culture, more opportunities, actual meritocracy. But it’s the same bullshit everywhere.
Every time I’ve pushed back, every time I’ve refused to laugh at Marcus’s sexist jokes or pretend Dave is competent, I’ve probably torpedoed another promotion opportunity. But some things are worth more than career advancement. Meanwhile, Brad gets promoted for “leadership potential” despite never leading anything except the charge to happy hour.
Eventually, I stopped pushing. Stopped applying for management roles. I found my corner of expertise and tried not to think about what could have been.
Alex Morgan figured out how to play the game and win. I’m curious which parts of herself she had to sacrifice to get here.
The executive floor is all private offices and glass-walled conference rooms - a different world from the cubicle farm where I spend my days.
Better carpet, better lighting, better everything. This is where decisions get made. Where the people who determine my salary and career trajectory sit in offices that are bigger than my apartment.
Last week I came up here for the good espresso and to admire the view. Today I’m here because someone finally noticed I’m more than Dave’s backup dancer.
Try not to be weird, Jo.
I find the nameplate: Alex Morgan, VP of Operations. The door is ajar, and I can hear a woman’s voice on the phone inside - crisp, professional, with an edge of authority that brooks no argument.
I knock, and the voice pauses.
“Come in.”
I push open the door and step inside, taking in the office - floor-to-ceiling windows, a huge desk with two monitors, bookshelves lined with business books mixed with some literature. It’s sophisticated and organized.
The woman herself has her back to me, still on the phone, her blonde hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Her signature look?
She holds up one finger - give me one minute - without turning around, and I nod even though she can’t see me. She’s wearing a navy blue blazer and pants today - well-tailored. The blazer covers most of her, but I can still see the curve of her hips.
Jesus, Jo.
I take a moment to steady myself, clutching my folder of materials and trying to look professional and competent rather than nervous as hell.
I let my eyes wander around the office, taking in the details. There’s a small bonsai tree on a shelf sitting in a ceramic pot shaped like a tiny elephant. Cute.
Next to her keyboard sits a closed notebook with a cover that makes me snort - a cat in a tiny business suit under the words “I Can’t Adult Today”. Okay, I definitely didn’t see that coming.
“Yes, I understand the timeline concerns,” she’s saying into the phone, and there’s an inflection in her voice that’s oddly familiar. A low, controlled cadence that tugs at a memory I can’t quite grasp.
“But we’re not compromising on quality to hit an arbitrary deadline. Send me the revised projections by the end of the day. Sounds good. Thank you.”
She sets down the phone, and I hear her take a breath, like she’s centering herself before turning around.
This is it. Career-defining moment.
Don’t say anything stupid.
Look professional. My black nails are hidden in the folder I’m holding.
Be confident. My posture is perfect.
I’m ready.
She turns around.
And my entire world tilts on its axis.




Alex

I end the call with Mark and take a moment to collect myself before turning around. At least Mark gets it - quality matters. He is one of the few competent men I can rely on without constant supervision.
He and Nick were the first to welcome me four weeks ago. They were honest about what was broken and who was causing problems. No pretending everything was fine, no sucking up.
We grabbed drinks after my first week. They took me to a dive bar, and we just… talked. Normal conversation. Mark’s terrible taste in music, Nick’s renovation nightmare, my sister’s latest drama. It was refreshing.
Jo Blake, 10:55 meeting.
It’s unusual for me to meet with mid-level employees - there are layers of management between us for a reason - but Blake’s work stood out. The decision’s already made. Nick agreed to the expanded responsibilities, HR signed it off, and Dave can’t do anything about it.
This meeting is about making it official. And maybe getting a read on the person whose analysis impressed me more than anything I’ve seen in months.
I smooth down my navy blazer, then reach up to adjust the cream scarf wrapped around my neck. It’s too tight when I swallow, too loose when I move.
I spent half an hour this morning trying on every high-necked thing I own before settling on this scarf. Another twenty minutes layering concealer. The bathroom looked like a crime scene with all the makeup I went through.
Still better than explaining to HR why my neck looks like I was attacked by a vampire.
I turn around with my most professional smile in place, ready to greet…
Oh.
The woman standing in my office is stunning, and I hate that’s my first thought. Auburn hair styled in loose waves frames her face. The white silk blouse is appropriate for a business meeting, except for the way the light makes it just slightly transparent, and I can see the faint outline of…
Nope. Not thinking about that.
She’s standing with her shoulders back, professional posture, holding a folder against her chest. Trying to look confident despite the nerves I can read in the set of her jaw. Her eyes widen when they meet mine.
Is there something on my face? Did the scarf shift?
“Thank you for being so prompt,” I say, moving forward with my hand extended. “Alex Morgan, though I suppose you already knew that. It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Blake.”
She takes my hand, and her grip is firm even though I can feel the slight dampness of her palm. She’s nervous. I soften my expression, trying to look less intimidating. This is supposed to be good news, after all. No reason to be this anxious about a meeting with me.
That’s when I see them.
Black nails. Matte black, perfectly manicured, the same shade as…
No.
The folder slips in her grip, and I look up from her hands to her face - really look at her face this time - and feel the ground disappear beneath my feet.
Those eyes. Dark brown with flecks of gold. I’ve seen them before, watching me from behind a wolf mask. That mouth - I know exactly how it tastes, what it feels like against my neck, what sounds it makes when… And the face - same as the one I saw when she pulled me close and called me Little Red.
My stomach drops through the floor. The name is out of my mouth before I can stop it.
“Josephine?”
A wave of pallor washes over her face, leaving her starkly pale.
Dark Wolf. Jo Blake. Josephine.
“Oh, my God,” she breathes. “Little Red. I mean… You’re… Alex Morgan is…”
We’re both frozen, hands still clasped in what was supposed to be a professional handshake. Her palm is warm against mine, and I can feel her pulse jumping beneath my fingers. Or maybe that’s my pulse - I can’t tell anymore, can’t think past the rushing in my ears.
“Let’s sit down,” I manage, though my voice sounds strangled. I release her hand and gesture toward the chairs in front of my desk, grateful for the excuse to put physical distance between us.
This can’t be happening. This absolutely cannot be happening.
But it is. Jo Blake - the competent analyst whose work I’ve been praising, the employee I was considering for promotion - is the same woman who tied me up with my cape and made me beg. The same woman whose taste I can still remember if I close my eyes.
Jo sinks into a chair, her professional composure shattered. She’s staring at me with the same mixture of horror and recognition that I know must be on my face.
“I didn’t…” she starts, then stops. “I had no idea that you were…”
“Neither did I.” I force myself to sit down behind my desk, putting the solid wood barrier between us like it can somehow make this less catastrophic.
God, how did I not see it? Josephine. Jo. It’s not exactly a leap. People don’t go around using their full formal names - I don’t. No one calls me Alexandra except on official documents and my mother when she’s disappointed. At work, I’m always Alex. Why wouldn’t Josephine be Jo?
“When you said Alexandra, I didn’t…” She gestures at my office, at me, at the entire situation. “Alex Morgan. I just thought… I don’t know what I thought.”
The silence stretches between us, heavy with implications and memories and the destruction of any semblance of professional boundaries.
I force myself to breathe. To think.
Facts. I need facts. Data. Something concrete to anchor myself to drown out the memory of her mouth on my skin.
“I reviewed your personnel file last week,” I say, and immediately want to die because what a thing to admit to the woman who knows what I sound like when I come. “Your work is excellent. The analysis you did on client retention was thorough.”
She’s still staring at me. Not moving. Her eyes drop to the scarf. Linger there. And I see it - the flash of memory, the slight curve of her lips before she catches herself.
Words keep coming out of my mouth. “The way you connected client feedback with renewal patterns, the breakdown of where we’re losing accounts - that’s insight we don’t see enough of.”
I’m rambling now.
Her knuckles are white on the folder.
“Is that the original analysis, or did you bring additional materials?”
Jo’s looking at me as if I’ve lost my mind. “Are we really doing this? Sitting here having a professional conversation after…” She cuts herself off, glancing at the door.
After you made me fall apart in your bed? After we spent hours learning every inch of each other’s bodies?
“What else are we supposed to do?” I ask. And I’m genuinely asking. This is so far outside any corporate training or experience I’ve ever had. “I called this meeting before… before Saturday. I wanted to discuss your career trajectory and the possibility of taking on more responsibility.”
“You’re talking about promoting me.” Her voice is flat, disbelieving.
“Yes. Your work merits recognition, and Dave is underutilizing your skills.”
“This is insane.” She runs a hand through her hair, and I glimpse the confident woman from Saturday night beneath the corporate veneer. “This is absolutely insane. You’re my… you’re several levels above me in management. We… what we did…”
She can’t even say it. Can’t finish the sentence. And I can’t tell if that’s because she’s horrified or just trying to be professional, but either way, it makes my stomach clench.
“Was consensual,” I finish, because that much I’m sure of. “And occurred outside of work, between two people who had no idea of their professional relationship.”
“But now we know.” She meets my eyes, and there’s a raw edge to her expression. “Now we know, and this is… this is an ethics violation and…”
“I know.” The admission feels like swallowing glass. “Believe me, I know.”




Jo

Alex Morgan is Little Red.
The thought keeps repeating in my head like a broken record, even as I watch her face shift from shock to a controlled expression.
Little Red is Alex Morgan. Alexandra Morgan.
Panic rises in my throat, hot and immediate. This is bad. Career-ending bad. Sleeping with someone in your chain of command gets people fired, ruins reputations…
“Let me be very clear,” Alex says. Gone is any trace of the breathless woman from two nights ago. This is the VP who runs operations with an iron fist wrapped in professional courtesy. “What happened Saturday night was a one-time thing. We both got carried away at a company event; neither of us knew who the other was, and it will not happen again.”
A one-time thing.
The words hit me like a slap, and I flinch. My fingers tighten around the folder until the edges dig into my palms. Even though I know she’s right, hearing her dismiss it so clinically makes my chest twist painfully. A random hookup. For her, maybe. For me it was the most intense night of my life.
Did she not feel what I felt? The chemistry between us was undeniable.
Unless I imagined all of it. Unless what felt earth-shattering to me was a regular Saturday night for her.
Was it just me?
The way we moved together - it was only hours, but it felt like we’d been doing this for years. It felt so real.
“As for HR,” she continues, her hands folded on her desk, “there’s no reason for them to be involved. Yes, we met at a company event, but what happened after was outside work hours, between two consenting adults. There’s no policy violation.”
Right.
“The decision to offer you additional responsibilities was made last week,” Alex says. “I’ve already discussed with Nick the possibility of reassigning some of Dave’s key accounts to you. I have also cleared with HR a corresponding title change and salary increase.”
She’s talking about promoting me.
I should be thrilled. This is what I wanted - recognition for my work, advancement based on merit. But all I can think about is how quickly she shifted back into boss mode, how completely she’s compartmentalized what happened between us.
A horrible thought creeps in: is this promotion real, or is she trying to smooth over what happened? Make sure I don’t go to HR by dangling a title change in front of me?
No way. She doesn’t strike me as someone who compromises on merit. And the email she sent Dave last week - the one that made me want to marry her - that was before the party. Before she knew who I was.
“That analysis was excellent,” she continues, pulling up a file on her computer like we’re having a normal professional conversation.
I force myself to focus. Work. I can do work. Even if my brain is currently having a complete meltdown, I still know my shit when it comes to data.
“Actually,” I hear myself say, opening my folder, “I did more work on that yesterday. The analysis Dave submitted? That was just scratching the surface.”
I pull out the charts I spent hours working on, spreading them across her desk. “We’re bleeding mid-tier contracts - a twelve percent decline in six months. That’s $2.3 million in lost revenue.”
Alex - Ms. Morgan, fuck, I don’t know what to call her anymore - looks down at the documents, and I can see her processing the numbers.
“Three recommendations,” I continue, because this is the one thing I’m confident about right now. “First, restructure how we handle mid-tier clients - stop treating them like afterthoughts. Second, quarterly health checks. Third, standardized protocols so we’re not constantly firefighting.”
I tap the comparison chart. “This shows the revenue we could recover versus what the current… approach… has been costing us.”
When she looks up, her expression in different. Like she’s seeing me as a professional, not just… whatever the hell this situation is.
“These projections,” she says, leaning forward. “You calculated this yourself?”
“Every number.”
Her eyes scan the charts again. A small smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. “Smart to use Cognitex as your baseline,” she says. “Really shows the disparity in how we treat different client tiers.”
I nod. “We throw everything at the big accounts - dedicated teams, weekly check-ins, immediate response times. Meanwhile, mid-tier clients get basic service, and we wonder why they’re not renewing.”
“Which is exactly why I knew you’d be perfect for this.” She leans back in her chair, and for a second, she looks less like Little Red and more like a VP who just found the solution to a problem. “I want to see how you handle client-facing work. I’d like to offer you the Cognitex account - if you’re interested in taking on that level of responsibility.”
Wait. What?
My brain struggles to process this. She’s offering me the biggest client in our portfolio. The account that could make or break careers.
“You’re serious,” I say, and it’s not really a question.
“Dead serious. Your analysis shows you understand the systemic issues we’re facing. Cognitex needs someone who can think strategically, not just put out fires.” She pauses. “The question is, are you ready for it?”
“This is insane,” I mutter. But my mind is already three steps ahead, mapping out the presentation. The idea of leading a project instead of being on clean up duty - of showing what I can do without Dave’s mediocrity blocking the sun - it’s… a lot.
Cognitex is one of our three biggest clients and an absolute nightmare to manage. Tech startup that grew too fast, executives who think their contract gives them 24/7 access to our souls, and constant threats to switch providers. Dave’s been slowly losing them for months while I’ve been quietly fixing the relationship behind the scenes. Of course, he never mentioned that part to anyone.
“Insane,” she agrees. “But you’re still the best person for the job. I want you to start with a full assessment of the account and present recommendations. You up for it?”
She’s really doing this.
Part of me admires it - the sheer force of will it must take to compartmentalize this. But the memory of her, raw and trembling when she finally let go, tightens my jaw. My chest goes hot, like I’ve swallowed a spark.
“Yes,” I hear myself say. “I’m ready.”
She keeps talking - about timelines and deliverables and stakeholder management - and I make myself smaller in my chair. This is the role reversal I never wanted. Saturday night, I was the one in control. I was the one making her beg, making her surrender.
Now I’m sitting in her office while she calmly discusses my career trajectory like I’m just another employee.
This is what power looks like, I realize. Real power. Not the playful dynamic we created in my bedroom, but actual structural authority. She just handed me the biggest account in our portfolio - a responsibility that could make my entire career - and I said yes without even thinking about it.
Not that she’d set me up for failure. Cognitex is huge, complicated, demanding - but she wouldn’t hand me a responsability this significant unless she genuinely believed I could handle it. My work speaks for itself, and she clearly values competence too much to let personal complications cloud her judgment. But the fact remains: she has the power to change my professional trajectory with a single decision. I don’t.
Fuck that.
The thought rises fast, uninvited - a flash of heat behind my ribs. I didn’t spend Saturday night watching her fall apart just to sit here while she plays it cool. Yes, she’s my VP. Yes, this is complicated. But I’m not going to let her compartmentalize me into irrelevance just because it’s professionally convenient.
“Is there anything else you need from me?” I ask when she stops talking, and I’m pleased that my voice comes out steady.
“Just your commitment to maintaining boundaries going forward,” she says, meeting my eyes. “What happened Saturday was an isolated incident that has no bearing on your professional advancement or our working relationship.”
An isolated incident, my ass.
“Of course,” I say, standing up and gathering my folder. “Professional boundaries. Got it.”
I move toward the door, my mind racing through possibilities and implications and the delicious challenge of breaking through that perfect armor she’s built around herself.
My hand is on the doorknob when I pause and look back at her. She’s turned to her computer, clearly considering this conversation finished.
That scarf around her neck - I know what it’s really hiding. The marks I left on her skin. Evidence of Saturday night that she’s desperate to erase, to pretend never happened. Well, too fucking bad.
“By the way,” I say casually, and I see her shoulders tense. “That scarf does a great job of covering everything. Strategic choice, Ms. Morgan.”
She freezes.
“Though I have to say,” I continue, dropping my voice enough that she’ll have to strain to hear me, “Red really is your color.”
I don’t wait for her response. I open the door and walk out, closing it behind me, feeling her shocked stare burning into my back.
Game on.
If Alex Morgan thinks she can just dismiss what happened between us, she’s about to learn that wolves are very persistent hunters.
And this wolf found her favorite prey.




Alex

The door clicks shut behind Jo, and I allow myself to breathe.
What the…?
My hands are shaking. Actually trembling. I press them flat against my desk, trying to ground myself, but all I can hear is her voice echoing in my head.
“Red really is your color.”
The absolute nerve to say that to me, here, after I just laid out boundaries and explained why this can’t happen again.
And God help me - my pulse is racing, my skin too tight. Part of me wants to call her back in here and… what? Fire her? Kiss her? Both?
I stand up, needing to move, needing to do something other than sit here and remember the way she looked at me before she left. That smile, that confidence, like she just claimed some kind of victory.
I should be furious. I am furious. But I’m also… fuck. I’m also turned on, and that’s the worst part.
This is my territory. My office. My domain.
That’s what got me this far - the ability to maintain my composure no matter what’s happening underneath. I’ve sat through meetings with men who underestimated me or questioned my authority, colleagues who thought they could intimidate me into backing down. I never flinched. Never showed weakness.
But one comment from Jo Blake and I’m flustered like a teenager with her first crush.
I force myself to sit back down, to pull up my mailbox, to focus on work. Except I can still hear her voice and feel the phantom touch of her hands on my skin.
Stop. Stop-stop-stop.
I need to document this morning’s meeting, formalize Jo’s additional responsibilities.
I type out the email:
To: Dave Mitchell, Jo Blake
Subject: Organizational Changes - Client Management
Cc: HR
Dave and Jo,
Following this morning’s discussion, please note the following changes to account management responsibilities:
Effective immediately, Jo Blake will assume primary responsibility for the Cognitex
account, including all client communications, strategic planning, and deliverable oversight. This transition reflects Jo’s demonstrated analytical capabilities and readiness for increased client-facing responsibility.
Jo, please schedule a transition meeting with Dave this week to ensure a smooth handoff of account materials and context.
Dave, please make yourself available to support this transition and provide Jo with any historical context needed for success.
These changes come with a corresponding title adjustment and a salary increase, details of which HR will communicate separately.
Please let me know if you have questions.
Best,
Alex Morgan,
VP, Operations
I read it three times, making sure there’s nothing in the language that could be interpreted as anything other than a standard business communication. No hint of favoritism, no suggestion of personal involvement.
My finger hovers over the send button.
This is the right thing to do. Jo earned this promotion. The decision was made last week - before Saturday - based on merit.
I hit send before I can second-guess myself further.
The next hour is torture. The 11:30 staff meeting should be routine. Monthly budget review - nothing I haven’t handled a hundred times before. I settle into my usual spot at the head of the conference table, laptop open, ready to dissect every line item like I always do.
“The numbers look strong across most divisions,” Cleo begins, pulling up the presentation. “Marketing exceeded their ROI targets by twelve percent, and operations…”
I nod along, but my attention keeps drifting. Cleo’s voice becomes background noise as my mind replays Jo’s parting shot. The audacity of it.
“Alex? What do you think about the reallocation?”
I blink, realizing everyone’s looking at me expectantly. “I’m sorry, could you repeat the question?”
Sarah exchanges a glance with Miles. Do they know? Can they tell something’s wrong?
“The fifteen percent budget shift from client events to digital marketing. Should we approve it?”
Normally, I’d want to see the breakdown, understand the rationale, and push back on the percentage. Right now, I just want this meeting to end.
“If the numbers support it, go ahead,” I hear myself say.
◆◆◆
 
The 1 PM strategy session is worse. Five department heads are discussing the Q4 planning timeline, and I’m supposed to be driving the conversation. Instead, I watch Mark present his implementation phases while my mind wanders…
“The accelerated timeline means we’d need to finalize vendor contracts by mid-November,” Mark is saying. “But that might be aggressive given the current approval process.”
“Thoughts, Alex?” Nick asks.
I realize I haven’t been listening. Again. “Whatever you think is best. You know your departments better than I do.”
The silence that follows is telling. Alex Morgan doesn’t defer strategic decisions. Alex Morgan drives them.
“Are you feeling alright?” Mark asks with genuine concern in his voice.
“Just tired,” I lie. “Long weekend.”
Understatement of the century.
◆◆◆
 
The walls of my office feel like they’re closing in, and I can’t shake the feeling that Jo’s presence is still lingering in the air.
I need to get out of here.
The elevator ride down feels eternal, and when I step onto the street, the cool air hits my face like a lifeline.
Bistro Luna is packed with the lunch crowd - exactly what I need. Chaos where I can disappear into the noise and try to reset my brain. I order a salad I don’t really want and find a corner table.
This is insane. I’m a VP hiding in a restaurant because I can’t handle being in the same building as an employee I slept with. Professional women don’t run away from their offices. They certainly don’t let personal complications derail their workday.
But here I am, picking at arugula and trying to figure out how to get through the afternoon without completely losing my composure.
When I return to my office an hour later,
my mind is no clearer. The attempt to reset was a failure. Defeated, I sink into my chair, my eyes drawn to the neat rows of charts and analysis.
The work is exceptional. Even more impressive now that I’m looking at it from a professional distance. The client retention model is sophisticated; the revenue projections are conservative but realistic. Solid data and clear reasoning back every recommendation.  
My fingers trace the edge of the paper, and I wonder how long she spent on this analysis. The attention to detail is remarkable - she’s identified patterns others have missed, connections that should have been obvious but weren’t.
She’s brilliant.
I lean back in my chair, still holding the pages, and allow myself a moment of pure professional admiration. This is the caliber of thinking that drives business results.
And then, unbidden, comes the memory of those same hands that wrote these notes trailing down my body. The same mind that built these elegant models whispering dirty promises in my ear.
Stop it.
But I can’t stop it. Can’t stop seeing the connection between the professional competence spread across my desk and the personal expertise she demonstrated Saturday night. Both require the same qualities - intelligence, focus, the ability to read subtle cues and respond accordingly.
I press my hands flat against the desk, trying to ground myself, but the damage is done. This is what I was afraid of. The personal and professional blur together until I can’t tell where one ends and the other begins. The way her competence makes her even more attractive, not less.
I gather the papers, forcing my hands to stay steady as I align the edges and slide them into a folder. The file goes into my desk drawer - out of sight, out of mind.
I pull up my email, scan my calendar for the rest of the afternoon. Three more meetings, two budget reviews, and a presentation to finalize for tomorrow’s board call. Enough to fill my mind and crowd out any lingering thoughts.
My mailbox chimes with a new message, and I glance at it.
From: Jo Blake
Subject: RE: Organizational Changes - Client Management
Ms. Morgan,
Thank you for this opportunity. I’m committed to delivering exceptional results on the Cognitex
account and demonstrating the strategic value you’ve identified.
I’ve scheduled a meeting with Dave for tomorrow morning and will begin reviewing the account materials immediately. I appreciate your confidence in my capabilities and look forward to exceeding expectations.
I’ve noted several critical issues that have been overlooked, and I’ll be focusing on those red flags as my first priority.
Please let me know if you need anything else from me as I take on these responsibilities.
Best regards,
Jo Blake

I stare at the screen.
There's an emoji after her name. A tiny wolf face sitting there next to her signature like a landmine in the middle of an otherwise perfectly professional email.
She didn’t.
Oh, but she did. Right there in a business email that’s CC’d to Dave and HR, she put a wolf emoji. Anyone else reading it would think it’s just a quirky choice, a reference to a sports team or a personal interest.
But I know what it means.
I see you. You can’t pretend this away.
“Fuck,” I breathe, and I never swear at work. Never. But this woman - this infuriating, confident, impossible woman - just completely demolished my professional boundaries with a single emoji.
I grab my phone.
Me: Dinner tomorrow?
Three dots appear. Mia must be glued to her phone.
Mia: Alexandra Morgan asking ME to dinner??
Mia: Without 6 weeks’ notice and a formal calendar invite??
Mia: Checking for signs of the apocalypse, brb
Me: Yes or no, Mia
Mia: OBVIOUSLY YES, but I need to record this historic moment
Mia: Are you okay?
Mia: Are you dying?
She knows me too well.
Me: I’m not dying, you drama queen
Mia: 7 pm. That Italian place. I’m canceling everything
Me: You don’t have to cancel…
Mia: TOO LATE
Mia: See you tomorrow
I set my phone down, already regretting this. Mia’s going to see right through me. But I need someone to talk to, and she’s the only person who might understand without judging.
Or who will judge but love me anyway.
I look at Jo’s email again. The wolf is still there, mocking me with its innocent appearance.
My first instinct is to fire back with a joke of my own. My second is to write a formal reprimand. But what do I say? “Thank you for your response. Please remove unprofessional emojis from business communications.”? That would only confirm she got under my skin.
Which is exactly what she wants.
This is a game. She’s testing me, seeing if I’ll react. And if I respond, I’m playing by her rules.
Don’t engage. This is your territory.
I close the email without responding and turn back to my other work, determined to ignore it.
But, every time I glance at my inbox, I see that little wolf face staring back at me.
And every time, I feel butterflies.




Jo

I spend Monday evening doing what any reasonable person would do after discovering their one-night stand is their VP: I stalk her online like a woman possessed, curled up on my couch with the knitted scarf wrapped around my neck - not because it’s cold but because it still smells like her.
If she’s going to build a wall around herself, I’m going to find the blueprints. I bury my nose in the soft wool and let myself remember Saturday night while I scroll through search results.
It’s frustrating and oddly endearing. In an age where everyone lives their life online, Alexandra Morgan is practically a ghost. Which means I can’t casually “happen” to like an old photo or send a friend request that could be interpreted as professional networking.
LinkedIn is predictable - remarkable credentials, a recent profile photo where she’s doing that “serious but approachable” expression everyone uses. I zoom in on her face like a complete creep. The blonde hair is pulled back - of course - and the smile does not reach her eyes. The photo doesn’t capture the way her eyes go dark when she’s turned on, or how her mouth looks when she’s gasping my name.
Her career trajectory is exactly what I expected: impressive titles, each position more senior than the last. She’s been climbing steadily for fifteen years. No gaps, no lateral moves. Just up, up, up.
Recommendations from former colleagues use words like “strategic,” “decisive,” and “transformative.” One guy wrote, “Alex is the smartest person in any room she walks into.” I believe it.
Instagram has twelve posts, which is adorably minimal. Two coffee shop photos - same location, could be her regular spot. One sunset, a few restaurant photos of food.
Then I find it: a photo of a bookshelf from two weeks ago. The caption is just a book emoji. But the image itself is gold.
I can see the edge of a gray couch, warm lighting, and the packed shelves. It’s clearly her home library, not the pristine business book collection from her office.
I zoom in. There’s literary fiction - I recognize some big names. Poetry. Some classics. Followed by romance novels. Dark romance, by the look of the covers. I’m certain what I’m seeing is the dark mafia series I finished not long ago.
Alex Morgan reads romance novels. Alex fucking Morgan, who spent this morning lecturing me about professional boundaries, reads romance novels.
I’m grinning at my phone like an idiot. If Alex Morgan wants to pretend we can just forget what happened, maintain our “professional boundaries,” she’s got another thing coming. She’s fighting herself as much as she’s fighting me.
All that careful composure, that perfectly controlled exterior - it’s armor. But I’ve seen what’s underneath. I’ve felt her surrender, heard her beg. She can lecture me about boundaries all she wants, but her bookshelf tells a different story. Dark romance. Possession. Control and surrender. She doesn’t just read about it - she craves it. And lucky for her, I’m very good at giving people exactly what they crave, even when they’re too stubborn to admit it.
Oh, honey. If you want obsession and possession, I can absolutely deliver.
Facebook is locked down tight, with only one tagged photo visible from last year, and the same profile picture as LinkedIn. I roll my eyes.
But the tagged photo is a gift. It’s from a “Mia Morgan” at what looks like a birthday party - backyard setting, string lights. Morgan - a cousin? Or a sister? The comments section confirms it: Mia is Alex’s sister. Noted.
The photo is a group shot, eight people, and Alex is in the background, slightly out of focus.
Holy shit.
Jeans, T-shirt, hair down - loose waves past her shoulders, no ponytail in sight. She’s mid-laugh, holding a beer, looking relaxed and happy and completely unlike the woman who sat across from me this morning.
She looks fucking hot.
I click on Mia’s profile. Public. Thank God someone in the Morgan family believes in social media.
Her profile is the opposite of Alex’s minimalism - hundreds of photos, regular posts, life fully documented. I scroll through, looking for… there. Alex appears in several photos over the past few years. Always in the background, but present.
But the photos show me a side of her the LinkedIn profile doesn’t: Alex with her guard down. Laughing.
My Little Red.
There’s a picnic photo from this past summer - Alex sitting on a blanket in a sundress, bare legs stretched out, sunglasses pushed up on her head. She’s reading a book, naturally, wearing a soft smile that I’ve never seen.
Fuck.
Next: Christmas family reunion. Alex, in a red sweater - of course it’s red - doubled over laughing. She looks like she’s actually having fun. Genuinely. Not just enduring some social obligation. It’s hard to reconcile this joyful, easygoing person with the desperate, surrendering woman in my bed. I realize with a jolt that I want to know both of them. All of them.
But a post from August? That’s a short video, and it destroys me. Mia and some guy are splashing around with friends while Alex sits at the pool’s edge in a black one-piece, feet in the water, drink in hand. Hair slicked back, watching the chaos with an amused expression.
She’s alone but doesn’t look lonely. Just observing, taking it all in. The water catches the light on her skin, and I have to replay it twice because my brain short-circuits.
This version of Alex - wet hair, relaxed shoulders, actual smile - is dangerous.
Mia’s the opposite of her sister’s digital minimalism. Real posts, terrible selfies, random thoughts. The same guy appears everywhere for the past two years - Jake, based on the tags - looking at Mia like she hung the moon. They seem… solid. Happy in an annoying way.
I spend the rest of the night like this - scrolling through years of Mia’s posts, collecting glimpses of Alex when she thought no one was watching. Building a picture of the woman behind the VP title.
◆◆◆
 
Tuesday morning, I throw myself into work with renewed energy. The meeting with Dave is awkward but satisfying - watching him try to explain the Cognitex account while resentful about losing it is almost as good as the promotion itself.
“So,” he begins, pulling up the contract details on his laptop. “They’re demanding. High-maintenance. You’ll need to stay on top of their requests.”
“What kind of requests?” I ask, opening a fresh document.
“Oh, you know. The usual. They message a lot. Want quick responses.” He’s being deliberately vague, and we both know it.
I pull up their shared channel and scroll through recent messages. The CTO has been asking about API integration timelines for three months straight. Same question, escalating frustration.
“What’s our standard response been?”
Dave shifts. “We tell them we’re working on it.”
“But are we?”
“Well, it’s complicated…”
I keep scrolling, seeing the full scope for the first time. I knew Dave was sloppy - I’ve been quietly fixing his mistakes for months. But this is worse than I thought. Complete radio silence on client requests, ignored escalations, and basic questions left hanging for weeks.
No wonder I’ve been getting frantic back-channel messages from their team. They’ve been going around Dave entirely, trying to find anyone who’ll actually respond.
“Just… keep me in the loop,” he says. “In case you need guidance.”
Guidance. Right. Like, I haven’t been doing his job for the past year anyway.
But I smile and nod, because I’m professional and this is what I earned. The Cognitex account is my chance to prove I can handle client management at a higher level, to show that Alex’s faith in me (professional faith, I remind myself) is warranted.
Throughout the day, I keep one eye on my computer screen, watching Alex’s status indicator. Green means active. Red means she’s in a meeting. Away means… away. Offline means she’s left for the day.
You’re pathetic, I tell myself.
But I can’t help it. At 10 AM, when I’m reviewing Cognitex contracts, I notice she goes from green to red. Still red at 11:30 when I’m drafting my client outreach strategy. Red again at 1 PM when I’m eating a sandwich at my desk.
By 3 PM, I’ve started keeping track. She’s been in meetings for five straight hours with maybe two ten-minute breaks where her status flickered to yellow. No lunch break. No away time.
When does she eat?
I pull up her calendar. Every slot is blocked solid. Meeting after meeting with barely breathing room between them. This is the sacrifice. This is the price she paid to win the game I stopped playing.
At 4:30, her status finally goes green for more than five minutes. I actually feel relieved, like she’s finally getting a moment to breathe. Then it’s back to red again.
She’s going to burn out. Or she is already burned out and just doesn’t know how to stop.
By 7 PM, most people have cleared out. At 7:17 PM, Alex’s status goes offline.
I wait thirty seconds, then grab my bag and head for the elevator.
My heart is pounding as I press the button. This is a terrible idea. This is definitely crossing a line. But after two days of her trying to pretend Saturday night didn’t happen, I need to remind her I will not play along.
The elevator arrives, coming down from the 15th floor.
Perfect timing.
The doors open, and there she is - Alex Morgan in all her professional glory, standing with her back to the doors, checking her appearance in the mirrored wall. She’s wearing a long camel coat, unbuttoned and hanging open to reveal a dark green dress underneath.
She’s stunning. My mouth goes dry.
I step in; the doors close behind me. In the mirror, Alex’s eyes meet mine. A small smile plays at her lips, but she doesn’t turn around. Doesn’t speak. Just holds my gaze in the reflection.
Interesting.
“Working late, Ms. Morgan?” I ask, positioning myself behind her but not too close. The cameras in the corner will just see two employees sharing an elevator.
“Cognitex account prep,” she says, her voice neutral. “You?”
“Same, actually. Wanted to get ahead on the materials before tomorrow.”
The elevator descends. Ten. Nine. Eight.
I lean in close enough that she’ll hear me, but not so close that the camera angle will catch anything inappropriate.
“You know,” I murmur, “you can pretend all you want during business hours, but I know you’re thinking about me.”
I see her swallow in the mirror’s reflection.
Seven. Six.
“Every time you see that emoji,” I continue, voice low and steady, “every time you try to focus on work… you’re remembering.”
“Ms. Blake…” she starts, but I’m not done.
Five. Four.
“I’m patient, Little Red. I can wait. We both know how this ends.”
The elevator reaches the lobby with a gentle ding. The doors open onto the empty marble entrance, with the security guard at his desk on the far side.
I step out first, turning back to look at her. She’s still frozen, her reflection showing flushed cheeks.
“Have a good night, Ms. Morgan,” I say at normal volume, professional smile in place. “See you tomorrow.”
I walk away, feeling her stare burning into my shoulders.
Let her sit with that.




Alex

I step into the elevator and turn to the mirrored wall, tugging at the collar of my dress. The green looks fine - professional enough for the office, casual enough for dinner.
I pull out my phone, guilt twisting in my stomach. Mia’s been my best friend since she stopped being my annoying little sister - sometime around her twenty-fifth birthday, when she finally grew out of borrowing my clothes without asking. Three years younger, but somehow the more emotionally mature one. She deserves better than this.
Me: Running 10 min late, so sorry!
But even as I type it, I know it’s a lie. This is our pattern - me running late, her waiting patiently, pretending she doesn’t mind.
Mia: You said that 20 minutes ago
Me: I know. Leaving now. Promise
Mia: I ordered wine. You’re paying
I shove my phone back in my pocket and check my reflection one more time. Scarf gone today, thank God, though I had to layer concealer on the mark that’s still faintly visible. My stomach growls in the empty elevator.
Three coffees. That’s all I’ve had today. Three coffees and sheer spite are keeping me upright.
The elevator descends, and I close my eyes, trying to center myself. Dinner with Mia. Normal. I can do normal.
The elevator stops.
Lobby already? I check the display - no, tenth floor. Someone else is getting on.
The doors open.
And Jo steps inside.
Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.
Our eyes meet in the mirror, and I see her expression. This isn’t a coincidence.
My mouth stays quiet, but a small, careful smile finds its way to my lips as I hold her gaze in the reflection.
What are you doing?
We trade professional small talk, all polish and pretense, but the current underneath it is unmistakable.
I force my voice to stay neutral. But then she leans in, and I feel her breath near my ear. My reflection gives me away before I can school my face.
“I’m patient, Little Red.”
She did not just say that…
“I can wait. We both know how this ends.”
The elevator dings. She walks out first - perfectly composed. A polite goodnight.
And I just stand there, staring at her reflection fading away, every nerve on fire.
Fuck.
My phone buzzes.
Mia: WHERE ARE YOU?
I stare at the message for seconds before my brain remembers how to function.
Right. Dinner. Sister. Normal things.
This is fine. I’m fine. I’ll go to dinner, have wine, talk to Mia about normal things, and not think about the way Jo’s voice sounds when she calls me Little Red.
Sure you will.
◆◆◆
 
Mia is already on her second glass of wine when I arrive at Marcello’s, thirty-three minutes late.
“You look terrible,” she says by way of greeting.
“Hello to you too.” I slide into the booth across from her and reach for the wine glass that’s waiting.
Mia leans forward, eyes narrowing. “What happened? You look like you just ran here. Except, you don’t run.”
“Traffic,” I lie, taking a long sip of wine.
“Alexandra Morgan.” She says my name like she’s scolding a child. “We’ve been sisters for thirty-four years. I know when you’re lying. What. Happened.”
I tell her about the Halloween party. How I met someone. How we talked, danced, connected.
The waiter appears, and I order the carbonara without thinking. Mia orders her usual, waving him away impatiently.
“Oh no. Is this a ‘she’s straight’ situation? Because I will fight her.”
“No, she’s…” I pause, trying to find words. “She’s definitely not.”
“Okay… continue…”
“Look, I knew it was a company party,” I admit. “But the masks made it feel safe. And it’s been a long time since I’ve…” I trail off, but Mia gets it.
“I thought the odds were in my favor - huge company and all. Except on Monday morning, I discovered she works in my business line.”
“But you’re attracted to her.”
It’s not a question, but I answer anyway. “Obviously.”
“So what’s the actual problem? Besides the logistics?”
I stare at her. “Besides the logistics? She’s my employee. There are power dynamics. Policies. I could lose my job. She could lose hers.”
Mia flags down the waiter. “We’re going to need another bottle.”
“Enough about my disaster,” I say, refilling our glasses. “What’s going on with you? How’s Jake?”
Mia’s face lights up. “Actually, we’ve been talking about… expanding things. In the bedroom.”
I nearly choke on my wine. “Oh. Okay. That’s…” I scramble for an appropriate sister response. “Good for you two?”
“We’ve been together three years, you know? And we love each other, but we want to explore. So, we’ve been talking about bringing someone else in. Just for fun.”
I nod, trying to look supportive. “Have anyone in mind?”
“There is someone at work… flirting with me for months. Jake’s into it.”
I picture some confident woman who’s caught both their eyes. “And you’re all on the same page about it?”
“Yeah, we’re planning to ask him out for drinks this weekend.”
I pause, wine glass halfway to my lips. “Him?”
“Ryan. IT guy.” Mia’s grinning now, watching my face. “You totally assumed it was a woman, didn’t you?”
Heat creeps up my neck. “Maybe?”
“Alex!” she gasps in mock horror. “The bias! The assumptions! I’m disappointed in you.”
We both dissolve into laughter - my eyes water, and Mia’s doubled over, gasping between giggles.
“Your face,” she manages between breaths. “Priceless.”
◆◆◆
 
Three bottles of wine later, after Mia spent two hours playing devil’s advocate about my work situation AND walking me through the logistics of threesome dynamics - “Communication is key, Alex. You have to establish boundaries beforehand. Also, who’s in the middle? These things matter!” - I finally make it back home. Her last question still echoes in my head: “So you might break a rule. Is she worth the risk?”
Talking about Mia’s own willingness to take risks, to explore what she wants despite complications, makes my situation feel less impossible. If she can navigate the complexity of adding a third person to a relationship, maybe I can figure out how to handle one complicated coworker.
My body is humming with frustrated energy pent up for days, brought to the surface by spending hours talking about Jo.
I head to my bedroom, pull out Miss Dependable from her drawer, and try to take care of this ridiculous tension so I can get some sleep tonight.
Except it doesn’t work.
Fifteen minutes of trying, and I’m more frustrated than when I started. Miss Dependable, who has never once failed me, is suddenly completely inadequate. The sensations are there, but they’re mechanical, unsatisfying, missing something essential.
I try adjusting the settings. Different angles. Different pressure. Nothing helps. It’s like my body has decided that battery-operated satisfaction isn’t good enough anymore.
Fuck.
I toss the toy aside and lie there staring at my ceiling, betrayed by my own anatomy.
Fine, we’ll do this the old-fashioned way.
I close my eyes and let my hand drift lower, not thinking about anything in particular. Just focusing on the sensation, on the building pleasure, on…
Josephine’s voice in my ear: “Let go for me, Little Red.”
The memory hits me without permission, and I’m back in her bed, tied up at her mercy.
“Good girl.”
My breath catches, and the distant pleasure becomes immediate and overwhelming. My fingers find the right pressure, and I’m gasping into my empty bedroom as waves of sensation crash over me.
Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.
I lie there afterwards, heart pounding, wrecked by the realization that my body has decided it only responds to thoughts of one specific person now.
But I’m too satisfied to deal with it tonight.
◆◆◆
 
Wednesday morning starts with two back-to-back meetings that run long - a budget review with finance and a crisis call with a client who’s threatening to leave. By 10 AM, I’m already exhausted and desperately need caffeine that isn’t from the break room coffee maker.
I duck out during a fifteen-minute gap in my schedule and head downstairs to the good coffee shop in the building lobby.
“Large coffee, please,” I tell the barista.
While waiting, I check my phone. Three texts from Mia - all memes about workplace romances, because she’s hilarious. I ignore her.
I’m deeply absorbed in an email from procurement about vendor contracts when the barista calls my name. I grab the cup without looking up, still typing a response with one hand.
It’s not until I’m halfway back to the elevator that I look at the cup.
My name has been scratched out with a pen. Above it, in handwriting, is written: Little Red.
I stop walking so abruptly that the person behind nearly crashes into me.
She didn’t.
But she absolutely did. Somehow, Jo intercepted my coffee order and left me a message that anyone who glances at my cup will see. A message that’s innocuous enough to anyone else, but that I know is deliberate.
She was here. She planned this. Did she talk to the barista? Bribe her? How did she know when I’d come down?
My hands are shaking as I scan the lobby, expecting to see her watching from somewhere. But there’s just the usual mix of office workers and delivery people, no sign of a particular wolf in business casual.
I should throw the cup away. Get another coffee with my actual name on it. Refuse to play along with whatever game she’s playing.
But even as I think it, I know I won’t. This is completely inappropriate - she’s an employee, this is my workplace, and anyone could see this cup and ask questions. I should be furious about the boundary violation, the presumption, the risk she’s putting us both in.
And yet, heat curls low in my stomach. She planned this. Waited for me, intercepted my order, took the time to cross out my name and write those two words that make my pulse race.
She’s relentless.
I’m tracing my finger over the words on the cup, smiling at it like an idiot, when my phone buzzes with a calendar reminder: three minutes until my next meeting.
I step into the elevator and catch my reflection. Still smiling. I force my expression back to neutral, but the damage is done. I can’t unsee that smile, can’t deny what it means.
I take a long drink of the coffee and steel myself to get through the day without thinking about the woman who seems determined to remind me that Saturday night was more than a fantasy.




Jo

I’m absolutely gloating, and I don’t even care.
She kept it. That’s the part that makes me want to do a victory lap around the office. Alexandra Morgan, VP of Operations, sat through meetings with my message on her coffee cup instead of throwing it away.
The move was inspired - watching from across the lobby as Alex picked up the coffee and then seeing her stop dead in her tracks when she read it. Her expression was worth every bit of effort it took to sweet-talk the barista into letting me write on the cup.
Lucky for me, she knows Alex by name - regular customer, same order every day - so when I told her I wanted to surprise my colleague with a little joke, she thought it was sweet. “You two must be close,” she’d said, and I’d just smiled and said, “Getting there.”
I try to monitor her status while working on Cognitex, but the account is a trainwreck that demands my full attention. Dave’s been putting band-aids on bullet wounds, and I keep finding issues that should have been escalated months ago. I get sucked in. This is exactly the kind of challenge I love: broken systems that need fixing.
“Holy shit, Jo,” Norah appears at my desk around 3 PM, grinning. “Did you really get the Cognitex account? That’s huge!”
“Word travels fast,” I say, not looking up from my screen.
“Cole said Dave looked like someone had kicked his puppy when he came out of the handover meeting.” She perches on my desk, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Was it really that bad?”
“Worse.” I turn my screen toward her. “Want to see four months of emails asking for the same simple report? Dave’s response every time: ‘We’ll circle back on that.’”
“Jesus. No wonder Alex Morgan wanted him off the account.” She pauses. “Wait, you’re reporting directly to the Ice Queen now?”
“No, reporting to Nick now.” I give her a look. “You know, she’s not that bad.”
“Since when do you defend management?”
“Since never. I just don’t think she’s as scary as everyone makes her out to be.” Norah gives me a skeptical look but doesn’t push it. “Well, good luck with the trainwreck.”
She slides off my desk. “I’m grabbing coffee - want anything?”
“I’m good, thanks.”
She heads off, and I dive back into the mess. By the time I surface from the data, it’s 6:47 PM, my neck is stiff, and Alex’s status is offline.
Damn. Missed my window.
◆◆◆
 
Thursday, October 31st - the office is in that weird corporate Halloween space. People are wearing minimal costume elements: cat ears, witch hats, and the occasional pair of novelty glasses.
I show up with my wolf ears.
They’re subtle enough to pass as office-appropriate, but I know what they represent. And more importantly, Alex will too.
The morning drags by with more Cognitex account prep - reviewing client history, analyzing their pain points, and preparing for the transition meeting this afternoon. Dave will be there, along with a few other team members.
He pulled me aside to warn me that Alex might sit in. “She’s been invested in the account,” he said, looking nervous. “Big client, lots of visibility.” I smiled and said I welcomed the oversight.
What I didn’t say: Perfect. Exactly what I was counting on.
Also, what I didn’t say: that despite all the strategic maneuvering and power plays, I’ve actually missed her.
At 2 PM, we gather in Conference Room B. I’m the first to arrive, taking a seat in the middle of the table with my materials spread out in front of me. The wolf ears sit jauntily on my head, a small act of rebellion disguised as Halloween spirit.
Dave arrives next, looking nervous and pointedly costume-free - because God forbid he show any personality. Then Kathy, another business analyst who’ll be supporting me on the account, wearing a white blouse with blood spatter across the front. Vampire victim, maybe? The two people from client services follow - Judd from implementation and Andy from support, both sporting plastic spider rings.
We all settle in and start the preliminary discussion about roles and responsibilities. This meeting is supposed to formalize my transition into the primary account manager role, outline who I’ll be working with on what aspects of the Cognitex relationship, and establish clear communication protocols going forward. Dave’s walking everyone through the current team structure when the door opens and Alex walks in.
Oh, she’s playing dirty.
Alex Morgan is wearing a black sheath dress that’s perfectly professional and devastatingly attractive. But around her neck is a red silk scarf - and I know she’s chosen it with purpose.
Our eyes meet across the conference room, and I see the slight quirk of her lips. She’s calling my bluff, reminding me that two can play at this game.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Alex says, taking a seat at the head of the table. “I wanted to check in on the transition. This account is significant, and I want to ensure we’re set up for success.”
She’s looking at everyone except me, her professional mask in place. But I see the way her hand goes to that red scarf, adjusting it.
My Little Red.
Dave presents the plan, stumbling over his words. I let him flounder for a few minutes before interjecting with actual substance.
“So the main issue,” I say, turning to address Judd and Andy, “is that we’ve been reactive instead of proactive. Cognitex sends a request, we scramble to respond, then they send follow-up questions because our first response was incomplete.”
Judd nods. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that pattern. Feels like we’re always playing catch-up.”
“Exactly. So I’m proposing we establish weekly check-ins with their key stakeholders, anticipate their needs instead of waiting for crisis calls.”
I pull up a timeline on my laptop. “Judd, for implementation, this means front-loading the technical specs discussion instead of addressing issues during rollout. Andy, for support, it means creating standardized response templates for their most common requests.”
“What about escalation protocols?” Andy asks. “Right now everything goes through Dave, but if something urgent comes up…”
“Direct line to me,” I say without hesitation. “I want to be the single point of contact for any issues that need immediate attention.”
Alex’s eyes finally land on me, and I see a flash in them. Pride. Or appreciation. Or just the memory of what my mouth can do when properly motivated.
“Excellent, Jo,” she says, and her use of my first name in front of the team feels deliberately intimate. “That’s what I was hoping to see.”
I see Kathy raise an eyebrow before looking back down at her notes. I smile, all professional courtesy. “Thank you, Ms. Morgan. I’m committed to exceeding expectations.”
Translation: your move.
The meeting continues, but there’s a current of tension running underneath the business discussion. Every time Alex speaks, I watch her fingers play with the scarf. Every time she glances my way, I make sure she gets a good look at the wolf ears.
“One more thing,” Alex says as we’re wrapping up. “I have a call with Cognitex’s CEO and CTO this afternoon. I’ll be briefing them on these changes and setting up an introductory meeting with Ms. Blake.”
Oh, we’re back to Ms. Blake now, are we? After that very deliberate “Jo” ten minutes ago. I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from grinning. She’s fucking with me, and I respect the hell out of it.
She pauses, her gaze settling on me. “They’re visiting in two weeks. I want us to present a comprehensive strategy that demonstrates we understand their business and can deliver results.”
The weight of her words settles over the room. This isn’t just any client meeting. “I’m making myself available for whatever you need. We get one shot to prove we’re the right partner for them going forward.”
Dave shifts uncomfortably in his seat. We all know what she’s not saying - this is Cognitex’s last chance to see improvement before they walk.
“Questions?” Alex asks, scanning the room. When no one responds, she nods. “Good. Let’s make this transition seamless. Thanks, everyone.”
Chairs scrape against the floor as people gather their things. Kathy gives me an encouraging smile on her way out. “You’ve got this,” she murmurs. Judd and Andy file out discussing response templates, and Dave practically bolts for the door like he can’t wait to escape.
Alex stays behind, pretending to review a document on her tablet while I pack up my materials.
When it’s just the two of us, she finally looks up.
“Wolf ears, Blake? Really?”
I grin. “It’s Halloween season, Morgan. Just getting into the spirit.”
“Mmm.” She stands up, and for a moment I think she’s going to say more. She only straightens her scarf and heads for the door. “Nice work on the transition. I expect great things.”
Oh, Alexandra. You have no idea what you’ve started.
◆◆◆
 
That evening, I’m home on my couch with a glass of wine and my phone, scrolling through Instagram with absolutely no shame about what I’m about to do.
Her account is still minimally active, but her DMs are open, which seems like an oversight for someone trying to maintain such careful boundaries.
I open a new message and start typing:
The Big Bad Wolf is coming to get you, Little Red. Hope you’ve been a good girl…
I hit send, then watch as the message shows “Delivered.”
Three minutes. Five minutes. Then: “Seen.”
But no response.
I wait another ten minutes, watching that “Seen” notification like it’s the most fascinating thing in the world. Alex is reading my message. Alex is sitting somewhere in her apartment staring at her phone and deciding how to respond.
Or deciding not to respond, which would be - in theory - the smart choice.
Twenty more minutes pass. No response.
I set my phone down and try to focus on the mindless TV show I have playing, but I keep glancing back at my phone every few minutes.
Still nothing.
She’s not going to respond.
Alright, Alexandra. Let’s see how long your resolve lasts.
I type a second message: “Remember, Little Red, bad girls who hide get punished. And you’ve been very - oh, so very - bad.”
Send.
The message doesn’t show “Delivered.” It sits there, sent but in limbo.
I click on her profile. Still accessible. But the online status indicator is gone.
Oh, she restricted me.
Not blocked, which would be the nuclear option, but restricted - which means I can still send messages, I just won’t know if she’s read them or when she’s online.
Oh, Little Red. That’s not the power move you think it is.
Because restricting me instead of blocking me means she still wants the option to see what I send. She’s not cutting off communication - she’s trying to regain some control over when and how she engages with it.
Which means she’s thinking about it.
I pour myself another glass of wine and settle deeper into my couch, feeling enormously satisfied with myself.
Alex Morgan can restrict my Instagram, can ignore my messages, can wear red scarves, and pretend she’s in control of this situation. But we both know the truth.
The wolf is circling, and Little Red is running out of places to hide.




Alex

I stare at my reflection in my bathroom mirror on Thursday evening, trying to figure out when I lost control of my life.
You chose to wear the red scarf.
I close my eyes, embarrassed. That morning, I’d reached for it thinking it would make a statement. That I wasn’t intimidated.
It felt like taking back power at the time. Now, it reads more like the opposite.
When I walked into that conference room and saw Jo sitting there in wolf ears, looking at me with that knowing smile, I realized I hadn’t been making a power move at all. I’d been responding to her provocation. Engaging in her game and admitting, without saying a word, that I was thinking about her.
And she knew it.
The way she looked at me during that meeting - confident, slightly amused, completely aware that I’d dressed for her - made it clear that I’d played right into her hands. But even as I stood there feeling like she’d outmaneuvered me, I couldn’t deny how brilliant she was. She took control of that room, laid out clear protocols - exactly what Cognitex needs. What we need.
Now I’m home, staring at my phone, reading an inappropriate message that makes my entire body tingle with anticipation.
“The Big Bad Wolf is coming to get you, Little Red.”
I should delete it and block her. I should document this as harassment and take it to HR.
But my fingers hover over the screen, trying to figure out how to respond.
There is no appropriate response to this.
That’s what makes me do it - restricting her account so she won’t be able to see when I’m online, when I’ve read her messages, and I won’t be tempted to engage. It’s not blocking because… I’m not ready. But it’s control. It’s boundaries.
It’s pathetic.
I throw my phone across the couch and pour myself a drink, trying to calm the way my body is reacting. The Chardonnay tastes like nothing. I’m too distracted by the heat still coursing through me.
The screen lights up again - a notification I catch from across the room. Another message.
Don’t look. Don’t engage.
But my feet are moving, carrying me back to the couch. I unlock my phone with shaking hands. “Remember, Little Red, bad girls who hide get punished. And you’ve been very - oh, so very - bad.”
The wine glass slips from my grip. I set it down before I drop it.
The implication sends a fresh surge of heat straight through me, and I have to sit down because my knees are weak. This is ridiculous. I’m a grown woman with an advanced degree and significant professional responsibilities. I shouldn’t be getting flustered by innuendos from an employee.
But I am. God help me, I am.
◆◆◆
 
Friday drags by with a painful slowness that makes me want to scream. Every meeting feels endless. Every email requires twice as much focus as it should. I keep checking my phone compulsively to see if she’s left any other DMs.
At 2 PM, my email chimes with a new message. The subject line makes me do a double-take:
Cognitex Account - Status Update and Next Steps
It’s from Jo, and it’s copied to Dave and the rest of the team. Completely professional. I open it, expecting routine project updates.
Yesterday’s call with Cognitex’s CEO and CTO had gone better than I dared hope. Both had been genuinely excited about the change, with the CTO mentioning that “Jo’s been incredibly helpful whenever we’ve reached her directly.” Of course she had been. It made my decision to reassign the account look even more justified.
Alex and team,
Quick update on the transition:
Successfully completed initial assessment meetings this week. Key findings attached in the red-lined document for your review. The client expressed appreciation for our proactive approach and indicated they’re looking forward to a “fresh perspective” on their challenges.
Next steps include finalizing the strategic recommendations and scheduling a presentation with their executive team. I’m committed to delivering exceptional results and ensuring this transition exceeds expectations - no punishing surprises.
The CEO has requested regular status updates, so I’ll be sending these weekly. Please let me know if you need anything else as we move forward with this critical account.
Best regards,
Jo Blake

I go over it three times, my pulse kicking up with each pass.
To anyone else, it’s a professional status update. Dave probably read it and thought nothing of it. The team will see competent communication about project progress.
But I see every single word she chose with deliberate precision.
Red-lined document.
No punishing surprises.
And that fucking wolf emoji again, sitting there like a landmine in business correspondence.
She’s playing with me. Embedding messages inside professional emails that only I will understand, maintaining perfect deniability while making sure I know she’s thinking about me.
This is psychological warfare.
My hands are shaking as I try to compose a response. I force myself to type something brief:
Jo,
Thank you for the thorough update. The client feedback is encouraging, and I appreciate your proactive approach to this transition.
Alex
I hit send, then immediately wonder if the brevity comes across as cold or professional. Either way, it’s done.
For the rest of the afternoon, all I can think about is that message. No punishing surprises. Like she’s reminding me of her Instagram DM, of her promise about bad girls getting punished.
By 6:30 PM, I’m barely holding it together, sitting at my desk trying to decide if I’m about to make a terrible mistake or finally do something I should have done days ago.
Fuck it.
I pull up the internal messaging system and type out three words:
My office. Now.
I hit send, then immediately want to take it back. This is a bad idea. This is a career-ending bad idea. I should cancel, should send a follow-up saying I meant to message someone else.
But I don’t.
Instead, I stand up and move to look out my window at the city lights below, trying to calm my racing pulse. The office is quiet at this hour - most people clear out by 5:30 on a Friday, eager to start their weekends. Just the hum of the HVAC system and the distant sound of a custodial cart.
What are you doing, Alexandra?
I don’t have an answer. All I know is that I can’t keep playing this game through emails and coffee cups and Instagram messages. I need to face her to re-establish boundaries in person. I need to…
…see her.
I close my eyes. That’s the truth, isn’t it? I don’t want to shut this down. I want to see Josephine walk through my door with that confident smile and address the tension that’s been building since Monday morning.
I hear the elevator chime in the distance, then footsteps in the hallway outside my office.
This is it. No going back now.
I turn from the window as my office door opens, and there she is - dark jeans, a white button-down with the sleeves rolled up and the top button undone. Her auburn hair is down, falling in loose waves past her shoulders. I swallow hard.
“You wanted to see me, Ms. Morgan?”
The formal address should create distance. But the way she says it - with just enough emphasis to make it sound like a challenge - makes my breath catch.
“Close the door,” I hear myself say, and watch as she complies, that small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
We’re alone in my office, after hours, with the city spread out below us and zero good reasons for this meeting to be happening.
“You’ve been playing games, Blake.” I try to keep my voice steady, authoritative.
“Have I?” She takes a step closer, and I force myself not to back away.
“Don’t.” The word comes out sharper than I intended. “Don’t pretend.”
“Fine.” Another step, and now she’s in my personal space, close enough that I can smell her woodsy perfume. “I’m not pretending. I know exactly what I’m doing. Question is, do you know what you’re doing?”
No. No, I absolutely do not.
“This needs to stop,” I say, but my voice lacks conviction. “We work together. I’m your superior. This is…”
“Inappropriate?” she finishes, and there’s amusement in her tone. “Unprofessional?”
“Yes. All of those things.”
“Then why did you call me to your office after hours, Little Red?”
The nickname, spoken in her low voice in my professional space, makes my chest constrict. “To establish boundaries.”
“Liar.” She’s so close now that I can feel the heat of her body. “You called me here because you’re tired of pretending. Because every time you see that wolf emoji, you remember what it felt like to surrender control. Because you want me to chase you.”
Yes.
God, yes to all of it.
But I can’t say that. I can’t admit that she’s right, that I’ve been thinking about her.
“I’m your VP,” I say, one last attempt at maintaining professional boundaries.
“I know.” She reaches up, and for a heart-stopping moment, I think she’s going to touch my face. Her hand shifts at the last second, adjusting my collar, her fingers grazing my neck.
My breath catches, and she smiles - that predatory smile that undoes me every time.
“So tell me, Alexandra. Are we still going to pretend this isn’t happening? Or are we going to be honest about what we both want?”




Jo

The moment Alex admits she can’t answer my question - can’t deny what we both want - I know I’ve won.
Not the game. Not some shallow office power play. But this quiet war for truth - admission that Saturday night can’t be filed away under mistake.
The rush of victory is intoxicating, but beneath it stirs a darker current, steady and undeniable. This stopped being just a hunt days ago. The chase is thrilling - it always has been - but only when the prey is worth catching. And Alexandra Morgan? She’s not just worth it. She’s everything I didn’t know I was looking for.
Brilliant. Commanding. Strong enough to challenge me, vulnerable enough to surrender. The perfect opponent who’s become someone infinitely more precious.
“That’s what I thought,” I say, and I see her swallow hard.
“Jo…”
“You’ve been a very bad girl, Little Red.” I take that final step closer, backing her up against her own office door. “Wearing that scarf to taunt me. Pretending you don’t remember Saturday night every time you see me.”
Her breath is coming faster now, and I can see her pulse jumping in her throat. “We can’t… not here…”
“Can’t we?” I press closer. “Your office. After hours. Door closed. Seems like the perfect place to stop pretending.”
“Someone could…”
“No one’s here. You know the floor is empty. You checked before you called me up here.” I let my hands rest on either side of her head, caging her in. “You wanted this. You’ve wanted it all week.”
“Yes,” she breathes, and the admission sparks a fierce ache in my chest.
There it is. The truth she’s been fighting.
“Good girl. Finally, being honest.” I lean in close to her ear. “But you still need to be punished for teasing me all week.”
She shivers. “What…”
“Turn around.” My voice drops to that commanding tone I used Saturday night, and her eyes darken. “Face the door, hands flat against it.”
For a moment, I think she might refuse - reassert that professional authority and tell me to leave. But then she turns, pressing her palms against the polished wood of her office door.
Perfect.
“Now, stay silent,” I say, running my hands down her sides, feeling the expensive fabric of her dress, the tension in her body. “We wouldn’t want anyone to hear… Would we?”
My hand slides down to the hem of her dress, slowly pushing it up. She tenses as my fingers trace up her thigh, finding the edge of her stockings -of course, Alexandra Morgan is wearing fucking stockings.
“These are…” I pause, genuinely impressed. “Fucking hot.”
“I like…” she starts, but her words cut off in a gasp as I reach the edge of her panties.
Oh.
“Little Red,” I breathe in her ear, “you’re soaked.”
She makes a sound that might be a protest or an agreement, and I press closer, using my free hand to sweep her hair to one side, exposing the elegant line of her neck.
“All week,” I murmur, letting my fingers tease over the damp fabric, “you’ve been walking around this office, giving presentations, running meetings, pretending to be so professional and in control. And the whole time, this is what you’ve been thinking about.”
“Yes,” she gasps as I press more firmly.
“Say it.” I bite down on the back of her neck. “Tell me what you’ve been thinking about.”
“You,” she admits, her voice breaking. “I’ve been thinking about you. About Saturday. About… Oh, God…”
I work her over her panties, finding the rhythm that makes her hips buck against my hand. The fabric is soaked through, and I can feel how much she wants this - how much she’s been denying herself.
“Look at you,” I whisper in her ear. “So wet for me. All those boundaries you wanted to establish, and here you are, grinding against my hand.”
She releases a weak half-protest sound, but her hips don’t stop moving.
I adjust the pressure, circling slowly, watching her shoulders tense. Her breathing is ragged now, coming in short gasps that tell me she’s close.
Too close, too fast.
I slow down.
“Jo…” It’s barely a whisper, edged with frustration.
“What is it, Little Red?” I press a kiss to the side of her neck, right where her pulse is hammering.
“Don’t… don’t stop…”
“Oh, I’m not.” I bite down on that spot, feeling her whole body shudder.
My free hand slides up to find hers, our fingers threading together. I press her palm harder, pinning her there, and reward her with a firmer stroke through the wet silk - just enough to make her gasp.
She’s trembling now, and I can feel how close she is, can hear it in the desperate little sounds she’s making.
So I stop. Completely.
“No…” The protest is immediate, anguished.
“Shhh… this is what you’ve been doing to me all week,” I tell her, my mouth brushing over her neck. “Making me want you, then pulling away. Now you get to feel what that’s like.”
I give her just enough. A slow, deliberate stroke that makes her knees buckle - then pull back again. A desperate sound escapes her throat, and I fucking love it. I’m keeping her right on that precipice without letting her fall, watching the way her control fractures a little more with each denial.
Her fingers are white-knuckled in mine as she tries to hold herself together. But she can’t. Not with me playing her body like this.
“Please,” she begs, and there’s no professionalism left in her voice now. “Please, I’m sorry…”
“What for?” I bite down harder on her neck, and she gasps.
“For pretending. For trying to ignore this. For…” Her words break off as I increase the pressure. “For being a bad girl.”
“That’s better.” I press a kiss to the mark I just left. “But I’m still not letting you come. Not here. Not yet.”
I step back, smoothing her dress down with my free hand while keeping our fingers entwined. She sags against the door, breathing hard.
“Turn around.”
She does, and the sight of her is absolutely wrecked - flushed cheeks, dilated pupils, lips parted as she tries to catch her breath. Her hair is messed up, and there are definitely going to be fresh marks on her neck.
“You’re… you can’t…” she starts, but I cut her off with a finger to her lips.
“I can. And I did.”
I raise our entwined hands between us, holding her gaze as I bring her knuckles to my lips. The kiss is soft, almost reverent - a sharp contrast to everything that just happened. A reminder that even when I’m in control, she’s still mine to worship. Then I release her.
She takes a couple of steps away from the door, putting distance between us, like the physical space will help her.
It won’t.
I give her my most satisfied smile.
“Thank you for the productive meeting, Ms. Morgan. I look forward to continuing our discussion.”
Her eyes widen as she realizes what I’m doing - walking out, leaving her frustrated and desperate and completely undone in her own office.
“Wait…”
“Yes?” I pause, all professional courtesy.
She opens her mouth, then closes it, trying to figure out what she could say that wouldn’t sound completely inappropriate.
“Thought so.”
I could finish this right now. But I don’t just want her to come in her office; I want her to come home with me again. I want her to choose this, not just surrender in a moment of weakness.
I pull open the door, and the cool hallway air hits my overheated skin. My pulse is still racing, but I keep my expression neutral as I step out.
“Have a good weekend, Alex. Try not to think about me too much.”
Her scent clings to my fingers. The urge to bring them to my mouth is visceral, almost overwhelming. I fight it. I flex my hand, forcing myself to keep walking. If I stop - if I let myself taste her - I’ll turn around and finish what I started.
Checkmate, Little Red.




Alex

I stand frozen for a full thirty seconds after Jo walks out, staring at the closed door like it might explain what just happened.
My legs give out.
I slide down against the door until I’m sitting on the floor of my office - reduced to a puddle on the carpet.
What the fuck just happened?
My heart is still racing. I can still feel the ghost of her fingers, the pressure of her body pinning me in place, the way her teeth felt on my neck. My dress is wrinkled. My hair is a disaster.
And I’m so frustrated I could scream. The moment she threaded our fingers together - under any other circumstances, it would have been sweet. Romantic, even. And the gentle kiss she pressed to my knuckles, so tender it made me feel cherished while she destroyed me.
She just… left. Walked out like she didn’t just take me apart, like she didn’t leave me desperate and aching and completely wrecked.
Try not to think about me too much.
The audacity. The absolute fucking audacity.
I press my palms against my eyes and take a shaky breath, trying to collect myself. This is my office. My space. I need to get it together before building security does their rounds and finds me having a meltdown on the floor.
But God, I want her. I want to call her back here and finish what she started. Want to surrender completely and let her take everything she’s been promising all week.
No.
I push myself up, go to my desk, and sink into my chair, trying to think past the thrumming need in my body.
Think, Alexandra. Problem solve.
Because that’s what I do. I solve problems. And right now, the problem is that I want Josephine Blake more than I’ve wanted anything else in my life.
So let’s treat it like any other business problem: research, analysis, solutions.
I pull up the company HR portal and navigate to the policies section. It takes me a minute to find what I’m looking for - the relationships and conflicts of interest policy that I’ve never actually read in detail.
I skim through the legal jargon, my pulse still elevated, but my mind starting to clear as I focus on the facts.
Section 4.7: Personal Relationships in the Workplace
Employees are expected to maintain professional conduct at all times. Romantic or intimate relationships between employees must be disclosed to Human Resources if:
	One party has direct supervisory authority over the other





That’s the part I expected. Jo reports now to Nick, who reports to me. Technically not a direct line, but close enough to be complicated.
	The relationship creates an actual or perceived conflict of interest





Dave would certainly perceive it that way - he’d probably see Jo’s promotion as favoritism. He’s exactly the type to cry nepotism when his own incompetence gets called out.
	The relationship impacts team dynamics or business operations





Does it? Jo’s work speaks for itself. If anything, removing Dave from the equation improved our operations. But I can see how others might question the timing, might wonder if personal feelings influenced professional decisions. The optics matter, even when the substance is solid.
…in cases where a romantic relationship exists between employees in the same reporting chain, the company will work with the involved parties to eliminate conflicts of interest…
I read that section twice. Then three times.
Work with the involved parties.
Not “fire both parties.” Not “immediate termination.” Not even “one person must transfer departments.”
The policy goes on to say that disclosure should happen as soon as possible, that the company values transparency, and that they recognize these situations happen and have processes in place.
It’s almost… reasonable.
I lean back in my chair, processing this information. The catastrophic career-ending scenario I’ve been imagining all week isn’t actually what the policy describes. It’s messy, yes. It requires disclosure and adjustment. But it’s not impossible.
Men do this all the time. And I’ll be damned if I let my career be derailed by something Brad gets away with on a Tuesday.
The thought hits me with sudden clarity. Nick is married to someone from Finance - met her here, married her six years ago, and somehow their careers both flourished. Brad dated half of the Marketing department. Dave himself met his wife at a company retreat ten years ago.
I doubt any of them sat on their office floor having a panic attack about it.
I pull up the company directory and start looking through executive profiles. How many of these men are married to women they met here? How many of them navigated the exact situation I’m terrified of, and somehow came out fine?
Too many to count.
Which means I need to stop spiraling and start strategizing. If this is manageable - and the policy suggests it is - then I need to understand how to manage it properly.
I think back to my onboarding meetings. Laura from HR had been refreshingly straightforward. She’d given me her card and told me her door was always open for anything I needed.
I make a note in my phone: “Call Laura Monday. Coffee offsite.”
If I’m going to do this - and apparently I am doing this, because pretending it’s not happening isn’t working - then I’m going to do it right. Disclose, follow policy, and ensure both Jo’s career and mine are protected.
◆◆◆
 
I get home at 11:47 PM. My apartment is dark and quiet when I let myself in, exactly as I left it this morning.
Was that really just this morning? It feels like a lifetime ago.
I drop my bag and coat by the door and head straight for the kitchen. I’m starving - three coffees aren’t sufficient nutrition, it turns out. But the thought of cooking anything is overwhelming.
I open the cupboard and pull out the dark chocolate bar I keep for emergencies. I break off a piece and move to the window, looking out at the city. The view is one of the reasons I bought this place - floor-to-ceiling windows that face downtown, the skyline lit up like a constellation.
Tonight, though, the sky is dark. Heavy clouds obscure the stars, and there’s a weight to the darkness that feels almost oppressive. Storm coming, probably.
I take another bite of chocolate and lean against the frame, watching the clouds shift and roll. The darkness outside mirrors the churn inside me - a restlessness, an uncertainty, a sense of standing on the edge of something I can’t quite see.
I pull out my phone and take a picture of the view - moody and atmospheric. I open Instagram and upload it to my story with the caption: “The dark isn’t so scary after all.”
I hit share before I can overthink it.
The story posts, and I watch as the view count ticks up. One view. Two views. Someone’s awake.
I close the app and set my phone face down on the counter. My body is still humming with frustrated need, but I’m too tired to do anything about it. Too wrung out from the emotional whiplash of this entire week. I finish my chocolate bar, take the world’s longest shower, and fall into bed.
◆◆◆
 
I grab my phone as soon as I wake up. 9:47 AM.
The Instagram app shows fifteen story views. I tap through to see who watched it - mostly people I don’t know well, a few colleagues who follow me out of professional courtesy.
And Mia.
A DM is waiting: “Why are you posting cryptic shit at midnight?”
Fuck.
I can’t handle Mia’s well-meaning but relentless third-degree right now, not when I can’t even explain it to myself.
My fingers move fast - I go back to my story and delete it before anyone else can overanalyze my moment of weakness.
But the damage is done. Mia saw it. And knowing my sister, she’s already building an entire narrative in her head.
I stumble toward the kitchen, desperately needing coffee.
The apartment is quiet except for the sound of rain against the windows - the storm the clouds promised has arrived.
I start the coffeemaker and lean against the counter, watching the dark liquid drip into the pot. My body still feels wound tight from last night, every nerve ending aware of its own unsatisfied state.
While the coffee brews, I check my DMs again. Below Mia’s message is a new one from Jo: “Too late 😉”
Two words. One emoji.
Heat floods through me - embarrassment, arousal, and a flicker of hope.
This is it - the moment where I either retreat or commit.
I take a sip of coffee and type before I can overthink it: Drinks tonight?
Three dots appear.
Jo: Alexandra Morgan, are you asking me out?
Despite everything - the nerves, the uncertainty, the complete upheaval of my life - I smile.
Me: Yeah. I think I am
Jo: Bold move
Jo: But what if someone spots us?
She’s right. The city’s not that big, and our company has enough employees that running into someone is more than possible.
Me: Good point
Me: My place?
The three dots appear and disappear. Appear again.
Jo: Even bolder
Jo: Address?
I send her my address, then add: We need to actually talk. About all of this.
Jo: Oh, we’re going to TALK?
Jo: How very professional of you
Me: I’m serious, Jo
Jo: How about this - I’ll do the cooking, you do the talking
Jo: Deal?
I stare at the message. She’s going to cook for me. Like this is normal. Like we’re normal. The audacity of this woman never ceases to surprise me.
Me: Deal
I look around my apartment, searching for something to clean or organize. But everything is already perfect - couch cushions fluffed, throw pillows symmetrical, not a single item out of place.
My phone buzzes.
Mia: You can’t ignore me forever, Alexandra
Me: Don’t you have a date tonight? Remember Jake… and Ryan?
Mia: DON’T DEFLECT
Mia: We’re meeting at 8, I have plenty of time
Mia: Spill
Mia: NOW
I can hear her voice through the phone - that bossy little sister tone she’s perfected over the years.
Me: Have fun tonight. Use protection. All of you.
Mia: DON’T YOU DARE
I silence my phone and toss it face-down on the couch. Whatever drama she thinks she’s uncovered can wait. I have bigger things to worry about.
I finish my coffee standing at the window, watching the rain streak down the glass. The storm shows no signs of letting up - if anything, it’s getting heavier. The city looks gray and blurred through the water, like a watercolor painting left in the rain.
The afternoon passes slowly. I try to read, but can’t focus. I reorganize my already-organized closet. By 6 PM, I’m pacing.
At 6:47, the doorman calls.
My heart jumps into my throat. She’s early.




Jo

I shake the rain off my umbrella in the marble lobby, both grocery bags cutting into my palms. The doorman glances up from his desk and gives me a polite nod.
“Evening,” he says. “Who are you here to see?”
“Alexandra Morgan,” I say. “She’s expecting me.”
He picks up the phone, dials, and waits. “Ms. Morgan? There’s… a lady here to see you.” A pause. “Right, I’ll send her up.”
A lady. I bite back a grin. If only he knew.
He hangs up and gestures toward the elevators. “Seventeen floor. Have a good evening.”
“Thank you,” I manage, still fighting the urge to laugh.
I shift the bags as I head toward the elevators. Definitely went overboard with the groceries, but what the hell was I supposed to buy? For all I know, Alex is vegan. Or has a deadly shellfish allergy. I have no idea what she actually eats - this week’s observation data: coffee, more coffee, with a side of… coffee.
So I bought ingredients for three different options: pasta primavera, salmon with asparagus for a fancy meal, and chicken soup. Because comfort food.
And I do need… want… to comfort her.
Last night, after I left her office, the guilt hit hard. What if I’d been too cruel? What if walking away when she was desperate and shaking crossed a line I couldn’t see? I spent hours replaying every moment, wondering if I’d misread everything.
Then came that Instagram story - my Little Red, embracing the dark. The grin that spread across my face when I saw it was probably visible from space. My confident, controlled VP had a moment of vulnerability and put it out there for me to find. The woman who spent all week trying to maintain professional boundaries just admitted, in the most Alexandra Morgan way possible, that she wants this too.
The elevator dings at seventeen, and I’m still riding that high as I step into the hallway. Her door is at the end - I knock, and footsteps approach from inside. The door opens, and there she is.
Dark jeans, a soft cream sweater, blonde hair loose around her shoulders, and - I do a double-take - fuzzy pink socks with little clouds on them. Still put-together, because it’s Alex, but those ridiculous socks are undoing me in a way her power suits never could.
“Hi,” she says, and the shy note in her voice sends my heart fluttering against my ribs.
“Hi yourself.” I hold out my dripping umbrella. “Mind if I…?”
“Of course.” She takes it, our fingers brushing. Just for a second, but I feel it. “Let me just…” She disappears down a hallway with the umbrella.
I shrug out of my leather jacket, hanging it on the coat rack by the door, then toe off my boots. They’re soaked through, and I don’t want to track water across her floors.
She reappears, glancing down at my wet socks. “Oh, damn.” She disappears again for a moment, coming back with a pair of soft grey slippers. “These should fit.”
I peel off my soaked socks, and she takes them. “I’ll just put these…” She gestures toward the hallway where she took the umbrella. “Kitchen’s straight through - make yourself at home.”
I put on the slippers - warm and ridiculously soft - and pad into her apartment
The living room opens up in front of me - grey L-shaped couch, massive TV, everything arranged like a magazine spread. The bookshelves are perfectly organized, not a single thing out of place.
“Nice place,” I say when she returns.
“Thanks. I don’t really… spend much time here.”
The kitchen’s just as immaculate. Marble counters, fancy appliances that look untouched. I set the grocery bags on the island and start unpacking.
“So,” I say, pulling out ingredients, “what sounds good? I brought options.”
She hovers nearby, hands clasped like she doesn’t know what to do with them. “I honestly have no idea. What do you think?”
“Salmon’s fancy, but pasta’s more…” I glance around her showroom kitchen. “Casual?”
“Casual sounds perfect.”
There’s this weird tension between us - like we’re both trying to remember how to be normal humans having dinner.
“Pasta primavera it is.” I pull out vegetables, fresh herbs. “You have a cutting board?”
“I…” She opens a drawer, then another. Clearly, not sure where her own kitchen tools live. “Here.”
“Wine?” I ask because if we’re going to navigate this conversation, we’re going to need alcohol.
“Already on it.” She moves to a wine fridge I hadn’t noticed, pulls out a bottle, and pours two generous glasses.
“To…” She pauses, glass halfway raised.
“Figuring this out,” I finish.
We clink. The wine’s incredible - smooth, complex, probably has a name I can’t pronounce. I take a sip and start washing vegetables, trying to find some kind of rhythm in this strange space between last night’s fire and whatever the hell comes next.
I start chopping vegetables, but the tension in the room is thick enough to cut. Alex hovers nearby.
“I could help,” she offers. “I mean, I can’t cook, but I could… chop things?”
“What did we agree?” I set down the knife and turn to face her. “I cook, you talk?”
“Right,” she says with a small smile.
“So talk.”
But she doesn’t. Just stands there looking lost in her own kitchen, fingers twisting together.
I step closer, reaching up to cup her face with one hand. Her skin is warm, and I feel some of the tension leave her shoulders. Her eyes flutter closed for a second.
“Hey,” I say softly. “It’s okay.”
Her hand comes up to cover mine, holding it against her cheek. A wave of unexpected tenderness washes over me, and without thinking, I lift our joined hands and press a gentle kiss to her knuckles.
“Up,” I murmur, hands settling on her waist.
She doesn’t resist as I lift her onto the counter, her legs parting to make room as I settle her on the marble beside the vegetables. Her hands grip my shoulders for balance, and when I step back, she keeps her knees spread just enough that I could step between them if I wanted to.
“Better,” I say, forcing myself to grab the knife again instead of doing exactly that. “Now you can supervise from there.”
“I don’t know how to do this,” she says.
I glance up from the cutting board. “You just have to watch. I know what I’m doing.”
“No, Jo.” Her voice is serious now. “I mean… this. Us.”
The knife stills in my hand. Here we go.
“Look,” she continues, “we can’t go on like this. This week has been… thrilling. But what happens when the chase is over? Is it worth risking both our careers for something when we don’t even know where it’s going?”
I set the knife down, irritation flaring. “So you think this is just a game to me?”
“Isn’t it?” Her voice is quiet but direct. “The wolf emojis, the coffee cup, leaving me… the way you did yesterday. It feels like you’re enjoying the hunt more than thinking about what comes after.”
I want to snap back, but then I realize she’s right about one thing - she doesn’t know how I feel. How could she? I’ve been playing predator all week without showing her anything real underneath.
“You’re being very forward about this,” I say, turning to face her fully. “I like that about you.”
“Jo…”
“No, let me return the favor.” I lean against the counter, looking up at her. “You want to know if this is just a chase? Fine. The chase is exhilarating as hell. But the whole point of hunting, Alexandra, is to catch someone worth keeping.”
She starts to argue, but I hold up a hand.
“That email you sent Dave two weeks ago? The one where you destroyed him?” I pause, watching her face. “Had me so fucking turned on I couldn’t think straight for the rest of the day.”
Her cheeks flush pink.
“Then I texted my friend Anna.” I pull out my phone, scrolling back through my messages. “Here - Forget dating apps. I think I need to marry my new VP.”
Her eyebrows shoot up as she reads it. She looks from the phone back to my face, her mouth parted in disbelief.
“You want to know what this is?” I set the phone aside and step closer. “It’s me wanting to know how you take your coffee in the morning. See what you look like when you’re reading. Cooking you actual meals because watching you survive on caffeine is painful.”
I reach up to touch her knee. Her hands, which had been twisting nervously in her lap this whole time, go still. I watch as her throat works on a swallow, and a single, shimmering tear wells in the corner of her eye before she blinks it away.
“It’s wanting to know why you chose operations over finance, what made you leave your last job, and what you do on weekends when you’re not working. It’s wanting to know every sharp, brilliant part of your mind - not just how you sound when I make you come apart.”
The words hang in the air between us, intimate and undeniable. She lets out a shaky breath, her eyes closing for just a fraction of a second. When she opens them again, the fight is gone. She’s looking at me with the same unguarded expression she had Saturday night.
I step back and pick up the knife again, sliding vegetables into the hot pan where they sizzle and pop.
“Anyway.” I don’t look at her, focusing on stirring the vegetables. “You were supposed to do the talking.”




Alex

Jo turns back to the stove like she didn’t just…
This is fine. Everything is fine.
Who am I kidding? I’m sitting on my kitchen counter having what can only be described as an emotional breakdown while she calmly sautés vegetables.
Maybe she’s just being nice. People say things when they feel guilty. Right?
“Are you having a stroke over there?” Jo asks without turning around.
“What? No, I’m fine.”
“You’re breathing weird.”
I am not breathing weird. This is perfectly normal breathing for someone whose entire worldview just got obliterated.
Oh, fuck.
“You know what?” I say out loud, probably too loudly. “Same, girl.”
Jo’s spoon clatters against the pan. She turns around, eyebrows raised.
“Same,” I repeat, because apparently I’ve lost all ability to articulate. “I want all of that too. The coffee thing and the weekend thing.”
“Alexandra Morgan,” she says slowly, “are you catching feelings?”
“Shut up.” I’m smiling, though. “So… after you left me completely wrecked in my office… thanks for that, by the way.”
Jo glances over her shoulder with a wink. “You’re welcome.”
Heat floods my cheeks. “You’re insufferable.”
“Mmm.” She turns back to the stove, looking entirely too pleased with herself.
“As I was saying,” I continue, trying to regain some dignity, “I researched HR policies last night.”
Jo adjusts the flame under the pan and walks over to lean against the counter next to me. “And?”
“Not the career apocalypse I thought. We’d have to disclose, deal with gossip about timing. Manageable.”
She grins. “Okay. So what’s our next step?”
“I’ll grab a coffee with Laura from HR on Monday morning. Off the record, to see how we should tackle this.”
Jo leans into my shoulder, her voice dropping to a mock-serious whisper. “Really? You’d do all this? For little old me?”
I nudge her with my elbow. “And speaking of doing things, we need to be professional at work. No more funny business.”
“Funny business?” Jo blinks at me with wide, innocent eyes. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I am the picture of professional restraint.”
I give her my best unimpressed stare. “Right. And I’m the Easter Bunny.”
“You’d make a cute Easter Bunny.”
“Jo… If we’re doing this, we do it right.”
Her innocent expression finally cracks. “Yes, ma’am. Professional boundaries until we know where we stand.”
I slide off the counter and move to the dining area, pulling plates from the cabinet. I don’t think anyone’s ever cooked for me before. Well, except Mia. And my mom, obviously. But not… not like this.
Mia made pancakes last Christmas morning, flour everywhere, burning the first batch while she told me about Jake’s terrible gift-wrapping skills. And mom makes pot roast when I visit, which happens twice a year now because I’m always too busy.
Shit. I haven’t called her in three weeks. She left a voicemail on Tuesday that I keep meaning to return - something about Dad’s birthday next month, and did I want to come home for dinner. And of course I ignored Mia’s texts today because I was too wound up about tonight.
I set down the plates, watching Jo taste the sauce and nod approvingly. The kitchen smells incredible - garlic and herbs.
This could be normal. Coming home to each other and not to empty apartments and leftover food.
I want this. I could get used to this.
Jo’s humming while she pours the sauce over the pasta. Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it. She’s got her hair twisted up with…
“Is that a pen in your hair?” I ask.
“What?” Jo touches the back of her head. “Oh. Yeah. Couldn’t find anything else.”
“I have hair ties.”
“Where?”
Good question. “I… somewhere.”
She grins. “Pen works fine.”
I should be setting the table. Standing here like an idiot isn’t helping. The napkins. Do I even own napkins? I dig through the drawer until I find some paper ones shoved in the back.
Jo turns off the burner and gives the pasta one final stir. “Perfect timing,” she says, more to herself than to me. She grabs a serving spoon from the drawer next to the stove.
“Smells incredible,” I say, moving toward her.
“Sit.”
“I can help…”
“Sit,” she repeats, pointing at the table with the spoon. “I’ve got this.”
So bossy.
I settle into my chair, watching her serve my plate first and adding a sprinkle of fresh herbs on top. She serves herself and sits across from me.
I take my first bite and close my eyes. The flavors hit perfectly - garlic, herbs, and a citrus spark I can’t identify. “Oh, my God.” Jo grins, clearly pleased with my reaction. “This is incredible.” I take another forkful. “How did you learn to cook like this?”
“Trial and error,” Jo says, twirling pasta around her fork. “Lots of errors.”
“Hard to believe. This is perfect.”
“You should have seen my first attempt at carbonara. Scrambled eggs everywhere.” She shakes her head. “Took eight tries to make something edible.”
Jo takes a sip of wine, watching me over the rim of her glass. “What about you? Any hidden talents I should know about?”
“I can…” I pause, trying to think of something interesting. I fail. “I can fold fitted sheets.”
“No way.”
“Perfect corners every time. My linen closet looks like a Martha Stewart magazine.”
Jo stares at me. “Who folds fitted sheets properly? They’re meant to be shoved in a closet and forgotten.”
“Not in my house.”
We settle into dinner properly after that. The pasta is amazing, and I find myself making little appreciative sounds without meaning to. Jo notices, watching me with this satisfied expression every time I react.
The conversation flows easily between bites. Jo makes me laugh with stories about her college roommate, who somehow managed to burn instant noodles. In return, I tell her about my first job, where I spent three months thinking my boss hated me before realizing he was just naturally grumpy.
Jo sets down her fork and looks at me across the table. “Tell me something people don’t know about you.”
I consider this. “I read dark romance novels.”
Jo’s grin turns absolutely wicked. “I know.”
My fork pauses halfway to my mouth. “You what?”
“Sorry to ruin your big reveal.” She doesn’t look sorry at all. “I did my homework.” Jo’s grin is absolutely smug.
“Takes one to know one, I guess.”
“Guilty as charged.”
We both dissolve into laughter. My cheeks hurt, and I’m wiping my eyes. When it finally dies down, I stack the dishes, carrying them to the sink.
I open the pantry, scanning the mostly empty shelves until I find what I’m looking for. “This is the only dessert I’ve got,” I say, pulling out a bar of dark chocolate and breaking off squares onto a small plate. “Not exactly impressive after that pasta.”
“Dark chocolate?” Jo raises an eyebrow. “How fitting.”
We move to the living room, placing the chocolate on the coffee table. I start toward one end of the couch, but Jo’s hand catches mine.
“Where do you think you’re going?” She pulls me down right beside her, her arm sliding around my waist to keep me close. “Much better.”
I settle against her side, letting my head lean onto her shoulder. Jo reaches for a piece of chocolate.
“Open,” she says
“I can…”
“Alex.” Her voice is gentle but firm. “Let me.”
Why do I keep doing this? Fighting her on every little thing when all I want is to let her take care of me. It’s chocolate. But a stubborn part of me keeps pushing back, keeps insisting I have to handle everything myself.
I part my lips, and she places the chocolate on my tongue. The dark sweetness melts slowly, rich and bitter, and without thinking, I catch my lower lip between my teeth as I savor it.
Jo goes still beside me.
“Fuck,” she breathes, her arm tightening around my waist.
“What?” I look up at her, and her eyes have gone dark.
Her voice is rougher now. “I told you to stop doing that.”
I can see it on her face. The composure she’s maintained all evening is cracking.
“You have no idea what you do to me,” she says, thumb tracing along my jaw. “All night I’ve been good. Patient. Letting you set the pace.” Her thumb moves to my lower lip, the one I just bit. “But you keep doing things that make me want to forget all those boundaries we agreed on.”
“We’re not at work.”
Her hand slides into my hair, and she pulls me closer. “Thank God for that,” she breathes against my lips before kissing me.
It’s not a gentle kiss. All the careful negotiation of the evening, the tentative steps forward and back, evaporate in an instant. This is a kiss of pure, undiluted want. Hungry. Demanding.
My brain, my over-analytical, risk-assessing brain, short-circuits. There are no lists of pros and cons, no thoughts of HR or office gossip. There is only the firm pressure of her lips and the taste of bitter chocolate.
A moan escapes my throat. My hands, which had been resting uselessly in my lap, fly up to grip her shirt. It’s not enough. I need to be closer, so my fingers slide up her back and tangle in her hair. I hear the pen that held it up dislodge and clatter onto the hardwood floor behind the couch. I don’t care.
Jo groans into my mouth, a low, guttural sound of approval that vibrates through my entire body. She shifts her weight, and I’m being pushed back into the plush cushions of the couch. Her body follows, leaning over me, one leg coming up to rest between mine on the sofa.
She’s pinning me down, and I have never felt freer.
This is it. This is the surrender my body has craved the entire week.




Jo

I break the kiss only long enough to catch my breath, my forehead resting against hers. Her chest is rising and falling rapidly beneath me, and when I pull back to look at her, those blue eyes are completely blown, pupils wide and dark with want.
My mouth finds hers again, harder this time, more insistent. My hand slides up her side, feeling the soft cashmere of her sweater, the curve of her waist underneath. She arches into my touch, a soft sound escaping her throat.
I shift my weight, settling between her legs, and she wraps them around my hips. The pressure makes us both gasp, and I have to pause, breathing hard against her neck.
“Jo,” she whispers, her hands fisting in my shirt.
I pull back just enough to look at her. “Words, Little Red.”
Her eyes flash with a mix of frustration and desire. “You know what I want.”
“Maybe.” I trace my thumb along her jaw, down her throat. “But I love to hear you say it.”
She’s trembling beneath me, and I can feel her pulse racing under my fingertips. The woman who makes grown men cower with a single look is completely at my mercy right now.
“I want you to touch me,” she finally admits, the words coming out breathless and desperate.
My control snaps.
I kiss her again, pouring everything I’ve been holding back all week into it - all the frustration and longing and this terrifying, wonderful feeling that’s been building in my chest since the first moment I saw her.
My hands find the hem of her sweater. She lifts her arms, and I pull the soft fabric over her head and toss it aside.
My gaze trails down to the lace covering her breasts, then lower to the smooth expanse of her stomach, the subtle definition of muscle there.
“You’re staring,” she murmurs.
“Can you blame me?” I lean down, pressing my lips to her collarbone, feeling her shiver beneath me. “You’re fucking gorgeous.”
I take my time, kissing my way down her throat, across her collarbone, lower. When I reach the edge of her bra, I pause, looking up at her through my lashes. She’s watching me with dark, hungry eyes, her bottom lip caught between her teeth again.
“What did I say about that?” I murmur, reaching up to pull her lip free with my thumb.
“Make me stop,” she challenges, her voice low and breathless.
Oh, I will.
I capture her mouth again, swallowing whatever smart response she was planning, and reach behind her to unclasp her bra. She helps me slide it off, and then there’s nothing between us but heated skin and rapidly diminishing restraint.
My mouth finds her breast, and she cries out. I take my time, circling the hardened peak with my tongue before drawing it between my lips. She gasps when I apply the barest pressure with my teeth, and her fingers tighten in my hair - holding me there.
I suck harder, and the sound she makes goes straight through me. Her nipple is tight and sensitive under my tongue, and I alternate between gentle pulls and firmer pressure. When I bite down, she makes this broken sound that has me doing it again, soothing the sting with my tongue before moving to her other breast.
Her fingers tangle desperately in my hair as I lavish the same attention on this side, sucking and biting until she’s squirming beneath me, her breathing ragged and uneven.
“Jo,” she breathes, and my name has never sounded better than it does in her voice, broken and needy. “God, Jo…”
I move lower, kissing down her stomach, feeling her muscles flutter beneath my lips. When I reach the waistband of her jeans, I pause, looking up at her.
“Still with me?” I ask because I need to be sure.
She props herself up on her elbows, looking down at me with flushed cheeks. “If you stop now, I might actually kill you.”
I grin. “Well, we can’t have that.”
I make quick work of the button and zipper, and she lifts her hips to help me slide the denim down her long legs. The matching black lace makes my mouth go dry.
I hook my fingers in the lace and slowly pull it down. She releases a frustrated sound that turns into a gasp when I press my mouth to the inside of her thigh, taking my time working my way higher.
When I finally reach where she needs me, I start with slow strokes of my tongue. She tastes incredible - everything I’ve been craving since I left her wrecked in her office.
“Oh, God,” she gasps, her hips lifting off the couch. “Oh God, Jo, right there…”
I find her clit with my tongue, circling it slowly before I catch it between my teeth - just enough pressure to make her entire body go rigid.
“Fuck!” The word tears out of her throat.
Her usual control is nowhere to be found - just pure, unfiltered pleasure. I release her clit and soothe it with my tongue before doing it again, a little firmer this time. She makes a sound I’ve never heard from her before - desperate and needy.
I can feel her getting close, her breathing more ragged, her thighs starting to shake around my head. I slide two fingers inside her, curling them in while my mouth works her clit, alternating between sucking and those bites that make her lose her mind.
“Fuck,” she cries out. “Fuck, I’m…”
She doesn’t finish the sentence. She comes apart with my name on her lips, her whole body going taut before the tremors take over. I work her through it, gentling my touch as she comes down, pressing soft kisses to her thigh.
When she finally goes limp against the cushions, breathing hard, I rest my head on her stomach and grin.
“Still want to kill me?” I ask.
She makes a sound that might be a laugh. “Give me a minute to regain brain function and I’ll let you know.”
I press a kiss to her hip bone, then move up to lie beside her on the couch, gathering her against my chest. She curls into me, tucking her head under my chin.
We stay like that for a while, just breathing together, her fingers tracing absent patterns on my shirt. She tilts her head up to look at me, and the vulnerability in her eyes makes my chest ache. “Stay,” she whispers. The single word, fragile and full of a need, hits me harder than any of her commands ever could. “Tonight. Stay with me.”
“Nowhere else I’d rather be,” I promise, and kiss her forehead.
There’s a fierce resolve in her eyes now. Not vulnerable anymore - determined.
“Bedroom,” she says. “Now.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Bossy.”
She sits up, completely unselfconscious in her nakedness, and holds out her hand. “Come on.”
I let her pull me up and lead me down the hallway.
We don’t make it to the bedroom.
Alex spins me around halfway down the hall, pressing me against the wall with enough force to steal my breath. Her mouth finds mine, demanding and hungry, and I barely have time to process before she’s grabbing both my wrists, pinning them above my head with one hand.
“Stay,” she orders against my lips.
I could break free easily. We both know it. But the command in her voice, the triumphant, playful fire in her eyes as she finally takes what she wants - I wouldn’t miss this for the world. So, I keep my hands exactly where she put them.
Her free hand slides under my shirt, fingers splaying across my ribs before moving higher. She pulls back just enough to yank the shirt over my head, and I have to lower my arms for a second before she pins them right back up.
“Good girl,” she murmurs, and heat floods through me at hearing my own words turned back on me.
Her hand traces down my sternum, between my breasts, lower. She pops the button of my jeans, and the zipper follows.
“Matching set,” she observes. “How presumptuous.”
“More like wishful thinking.”
Her hand slides into my jeans, and I gasp against her mouth. Her fingers find me through the fabric, and I buck against her hand. She pulls back just enough to watch my face, those sharp blue eyes taking in every reaction.
She kisses me again, slower this time. Her hand moves in a steady rhythm that’s going to undo me if she keeps this up. And she knows it. I can see the satisfaction in her expression - she’s enjoying watching me fall apart.
“Alex…” I gasp out.
“Mmm?” She doesn’t stop, doesn’t slow down.
“Bedroom. We should… bedroom.”
“No,” she says, and increases the pressure.
My hips rock against her hand, chasing the building pleasure. She’s got me pinned against the wall, one hand braced beside my head, the other working me. Every time I get close, she adjusts the rhythm just enough to keep me on the edge.
“You’re doing this on purpose,” I accuse, voice shaking.
Her smile is wicked. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
The tension coils tighter in my core. I’m so close, my thighs trembling, breath coming in short gasps. Her fingers move faster, and I can feel it building, that perfect edge right there…
She stops.
Completely.
“What the fuck?” I stare up at her in disbelief.
Alex releases my hands and takes a step back, looking entirely too pleased with herself. “Payback’s a bitch, isn’t it?”
Oh, she did not just…
I surge forward, backing her against the other wall, and she barely has time to gasp before I’ve got my hands under her thighs, lifting her. She’s lighter than I expected, and her legs wrap around my waist on instinct.
“Jo!”
I’m already moving, carrying her. First door - bathroom. Second door - bedroom. The room is as immaculate as the rest of her place, all whites and greys, but I’m not here for the interior design.
I drop her onto the bed. She bounces, hair spreading across the pillows, and for a second, I just look at her.
Mine.
And not just for tonight.
“You,” I say, pulling my shirt over my head and tossing it aside, “are in so much trouble.”
Her eyes go dark as I reach for my jeans, and I push them down my hips.
“Am I?” Her voice has gone husky.
I unhook my bra, letting it fall. “You have no idea.”
She props herself up on her elbows, watching me with undisguised hunger as I slide my underwear down and kick them away. Completely bare now, I crawl onto the bed, caging her body with mine.
“Little Red,” I whisper against her ear. “Prepare to beg for mercy.”




Alex

The apartment feels impossibly quiet after Jo leaves.
I’m standing in my kitchen, Sunday evening, staring at two coffee mugs in my sink. Such ordinary objects, but they’re proof that today actually happened.
This morning…
Waking up slowly, consciousness returning in layers. The unfamiliar weight of another body beside me. Jo’s woodsy scent on my pillow. The realization that I was tracing patterns on her bare shoulder.
When she stirred, turning in my arms with a sleepy smile, a knot in my chest quietly came undone.
“Morning, Little Red,” she’d murmured against my collarbone. The nickname that once made me panic now just felt… right.
Twenty minutes later, she was standing in my bathroom doorway, wearing one of my shirts and holding up my electric toothbrush with an amused expression.
“This is very fancy,” she’d said, “but I’m going to need one a little more… guest-friendly.”
Heat flooded my cheeks - the casual way she’d said guest, like she planned to be here again.
“I have extras,” I’d said, moving toward the linen closet.
Her smile when I’d handed her the unopened toothbrush was soft. “Of course you do.”
Coffee became a lesson in my own kitchen. Jo had stared at my fifteen-hundred-dollar espresso machine like she’d discovered buried treasure.
“You have this beast,” she’d pointed out, running her fingers along its sleek surface. “But you don’t know how to use it.”
“It came with the apartment,” I’d admitted.
“Alex.” She’d turned to face me, hands on her hips. “This is a crime.”
Twenty minutes later, I’d been drinking the best coffee of my life while Jo explained the difference between espresso and drip brewing. Her enthusiasm for even the smallest things - the perfect cream, the sound of milk steaming - was infectious.
We’d ended up on my couch with our mugs, Jo’s legs tangled with mine while some cooking show played in the background. Neither of us was watching. I’d been mesmerized by the way she gestured when she talked, how her face lit up when she got excited.
Such a difference from last night. The urgency, the desperate need, the way we’d devoured each other. This morning felt soft. Easy. Like we’d been doing this for years.
I kept waiting for the anxiety to kick in, for my brain to list all the reasons this was moving too fast. But lying there with Jo’s warmth against me, watching her get animated about coffee bean storage, I felt calmer than I had in months.
“You know what your problem is?” she’d said, settling deeper into the cushions.
“Just one problem? I’m impressed by your restraint.”
“You don’t know how to relax.” She’d shifted to face me. “When’s the last time you spent an entire day doing absolutely nothing productive?”
I’d had to think about it. Really think. “I honestly can’t remember.”
“That’s tragic.” Jo had reached for the remote. “We’re fixing that too.”
What followed was four hours of the most unproductive time I’d spent in years. We’d watched terrible reality TV - something about people trying to survive on a deserted island - while Jo provided running commentary that made me laugh until my sides hurt.
“Oh, please,” I’d scoffed at one contestant’s dramatic confession about missing his girlfriend. “It’s been three days. I’ve gone longer without checking my email.”
“Have you, though?” she’d teased.
“Okay, no. But I could.”
Somewhere after noon, my stomach started growling loud enough to interrupt whatever crisis was unfolding on screen.
“Right,” Jo said, muting the TV and standing up. “Brunch time.”
“I don’t really have brunch food…”
“Alex.” She gave me that look - the one that said I was being ridiculous. “I bought enough groceries yesterday to feed a small army. We’re covered.”
She insisted on cooking again, and I watched from my perch on the counter - a place that was becoming my favorite spot in the apartment. There was a quiet grace to the way she moved around my kitchen like she belonged there, humming under her breath while she whisked eggs.
“What’s that song?” I asked.
“Hmm?” She looked up, confused.
“You’re humming something.”
“Oh.” A blush crept up her neck. “Probably stuck in my head from the radio.”
But she went quiet after that, suddenly self-conscious. I wanted to tell her not to stop, but I just watched her work - the way she moved with easy confidence, flicking water onto the pan to test the temperature.
The eggs were perfect - fluffy and rich, with herbs she’d found in my mostly empty refrigerator. We ate at my dining table, afternoon sun streaming through the windows, and for the first time in years, I didn’t check my phone once.
“This is nice,” I said, more to myself than to her.
“What is?”
“Never just… share a lazy Sunday with someone.” I paused. “I read, I watch Netflix, but always alone. This is different.”
Jo reached across the table to take my hand. “How does it feel?”
“Perfect,” I admitted.
The afternoon had dissolved into more of the same - lazy conversations that meandered from her college stories to my family drama to our opposite approaches to grocery shopping. At some point, we’d migrated back to the couch, and I’d found myself with my head in her lap while she played with my hair.
“I should probably go,” she’d said around six, but her fingers kept threading through my hair.
“Should you?”
“We both have work tomorrow. Big week ahead.”
Right. The Cognitex visit. Reality creeping back in.
She sighed, giving my hair one last gentle tug before shifting. “Come on. Up.”
I reluctantly lifted my head, watching as she stood and stretched. I had to resist the urge to pull her back down.
Jo disappeared into my bedroom, returning minutes later in her jeans and button-down. I hovered in the doorway, arms crossed, torn between wanting to drag her back to bed and knowing she was right about tomorrow.
“Stop looking at me like that,” she said, buttoning her shirt.
“Like what?”
“Like you’re planning to tackle me before I reach the door.”
“The thought hadn’t crossed my mind.”
“Liar.” She grinned, pulling on her boots. “Besides, someone has to talk to Laura tomorrow and start this whole HR thing.”
I sighed. “You’re right…” I followed her to the front door. She grabbed her jacket, pausing with her hand on the doorknob. Then she turned back to me, stepping close.
Her hand cupped my jaw, thumb brushing across my cheek. “I had a fantastic day.”
“Me too.”
She kissed me then - slow and deep. For a second, I forgot why she was leaving, and when we broke apart, I was a little breathless.
“See you tomorrow, Ms. Morgan,” she said with that wicked smile.
And then she was gone, leaving me standing in my entryway, already missing her.
Now the apartment feels too big, too quiet. The indent from her head is still visible on my couch cushions. There’s a coffee ring on my usually spotless coffee table.
I pick up my phone and scroll to Jo’s contact.
Me: Thank you for the perfect day
The response is immediate.
Jo: Thank YOU for letting me teach you the fine art of being lazy
Jo: Sleep well tonight. Big day tomorrow
Me: You too
I’m about to set my phone down when I notice the notifications. Five unread messages from Mia. Shit.
Mia: Hello? Earth to Alex?
Mia: Did you fall into a black hole?
Mia: ALEXANDRA
Mia: Fine, I’m calling mom to report you missing
Mia: Kidding, but SERIOUSLY, where are you??
I wince and type quickly.
Me: Sorry! Long weekend, just catching up on things. How did last night go?
Mia: THERE YOU ARE
Mia: and… let’s just say it went very well 😏
Mia: You NEVER ignore your phone for an entire day
Mia: What’s going on??
Me: I was… busy
Twenty minutes later, we’re both giggling through video chat about our respective weekends like we’re teenagers again. Turns out Jake and Ryan exceeded expectations, and Mia’s practically glowing. When it’s my turn, I fill her in on everything while she makes increasingly victorious faces about me finally taking a risk. Some things never change.
◆◆◆
 
Monday morning, 10:30 AM. I’m sitting across from Laura in a coffee shop six blocks from the office, nursing my second espresso and trying not to fidget.
Laura’s in her mid-forties, with graying hair she doesn’t dye and a practical style that screams “I have actual problems to solve.” She’s been with the company for eight years, which means she’s seen every possible workplace drama and lived to tell about it.
“So,” she says, stirring sugar into her latte, “off-the-record conversation about a hypothetical situation?”
“Hypothetical,” I confirm, though we both know it’s not.
I’d spent the last ten minutes walking her through everything - the Halloween party, the anonymity, and discovering Jo’s identity. Laura had listened without interruption, occasionally raising an eyebrow but keeping her expression neutral.
“Okay. Hypothetically, if two employees were to develop feelings for each other outside of work, having met at a company event while wearing masks and having no idea of their professional relationship…” Laura pauses. “That would be an interesting situation.”
Interesting. That’s one word for it.
I take a sip of espresso to hide my reaction. Laura’s tone suggests this isn’t the first time she’s dealt with a situation like this, which is oddly reassuring.
“The company’s position would depend on several factors. Direct reporting relationship - that’s always complicated. But if we’re talking about someone who reports to someone who reports to you…” She shrugs. “Not uncommon.”
“What about timing? If a promotion happened around the same time as the… hypothetical relationship?”
Laura leans back in her chair. “Here’s the thing, Alex. I’ve seen your work. If someone earned a promotion based on merit, then personal feelings are irrelevant.”
She takes another sip of her latte. “That said, perception matters. Office gossip can be vicious, and people love to assume the worst.”
“So what would you recommend?”
“Honestly?” Laura meets my eyes. “Give it time. Let the professional relationship establish itself first. If this person continues to excel - which I suspect they will - then any future disclosure becomes a non-issue. Success silences gossip better than policy ever could.”
I nod, processing this. “And if… hypothetically… things got serious?”
“Then we’d have a conversation. Formal disclosure, some structural adjustments to eliminate any appearance of impropriety. But Alex?” She leans forward. “The company wants good people to be happy. We’re not in the business of breaking up functional relationships.”
Relief floods through me, so intense I have to set down my cup to keep my hands steady.
“How long?” I ask. “Hypothetically, how long should someone wait?”
“Give it a few months. Let the Cognitex situation play out. If that goes well, which I expect it will, then you’re in a much stronger position.”
I finish my espresso and check my watch. “Ugh, I should get going.”
“Alex.” Laura reaches across and touches my arm. “This conversation stays between us, obviously. Though technically, you’re already following procedure by coming to me.”
“Thank you. Really. I was… spiraling a bit.”
“I could tell.” She grins. “For what it’s worth? Life’s short. You deserve to be happy, too.”
A picture of Jo humming in my kitchen flashes in my mind. Happy. Yeah, I think I’d like that.




Jo

The week leading up to the Cognitex visit runs on caffeine, spreadsheets, and strategic planning sessions that stretch well past midnight.
I’m running on four hours of sleep and pure adrenaline, but I’ve never felt more alive. This is what I was made for - taking broken systems and making them sing. Every late night feels like laying the foundation for change.
Mental note: hit the mall this weekend for a few power outfits. If I’m going to revolutionize client relations, I should probably look the part.
By Wednesday, I’ve basically moved into Conference Room B. My laptop charger snakes across the table, surrounded by printed reports, sticky notes, and enough coffee cups to caffeinate a small village. Client analysis spreads across every available surface: retention patterns, satisfaction surveys, competitive analysis, and implementation timelines.
The presentations I’m building are ruthless. Slide decks that dissect Cognitex’s pain points and then offer solutions. I’ve tackled operational details that should have been handled months ago - streamlined reporting protocols, automated client check-ins, and added a feedback system that captures what clients need. Every recommendation is backed by data, and every proposal includes implementation timelines and success metrics.
The irony isn’t lost on me - I’m working myself to death to impress a client while barely seeing the woman I want to impress more.
Alex and I have managed exactly three live conversations this week, all in passing:
Tuesday morning, elevator: “How’s the prep going?” “Good. A bit overwhelming.” “Need anything?” “More hours in the day?” Her laugh, soft and understanding.
Wednesday, coffee machine on the executive floor: “You look tired.” “I look determined.” “There’s a difference?” “Ask me Friday.” Her fingers brushed mine when she handed me sugar packets.
Thursday evening, my desk: “Blake, go home. That’s an order.” “Five more minutes.” “I said, go home. The analysis will still be here tomorrow.” The way she said my name - like she was biting back a different thought.
But we’ve been texting. God, have we been texting.
Tuesday, 11:40 PM
Alex: Still at the office?
Me: Where else would I be
Alex: Home. In bed. Like a normal person.
Me: I’ll sleep when Cognitex is happy
Alex: I’m bringing you food tomorrow. No arguments.
Wednesday, 2:14 PM
Me: Dave just asked if I need “guidance” on the presentation
Alex: That prick…
Me: Told him I’ve got it handled
Alex: Of course you do.
Me: Thanks for the vote of confidence, boss lady
Alex: It’s not a vote. It’s a fact.
Thursday, 9:23 PM
Alex: Conference room light is still on
Me: You checking up on me?
Alex: Maybe
Me: From your office window?
Alex: Maybe
Me: That’s so romantic
Me: Want me to come over?
Alex: I want you to go home and rest
The texts keep me sane - little reminders that someone’s paying attention, that someone cares. It’s not enough. I want to fall into her couch again, want her fingers in my hair while I complain about spreadsheet formatting. But it’s something.
And she’s been finding ways to take care of me without breaking our professional boundaries. Wednesday’s promised food became a gourmet wrap from that place near her apartment, left on the conference room table with a sticky note: Fuel for brilliance. - A.M. Then, the afternoon brought coffee waiting at my desk with no note but smelling suspiciously like her fancy perfume. Thursday’s internal message read purely professional: Cognitex analysis - Section 3 is exceptional work. The competitive comparison charts will be particularly impactful. But I could read between the lines.
She’s watching out for me in a dozen small ways that make my chest tight.
Friday afternoon, the cavalry arrives in the form of Nick, carrying bags from that good sandwich place downtown.
“Fuel for the troops.” He sets everything on the table. “Can’t have you passing out before the big day.”
The team descends on the food like they haven’t eaten in days. Which, honestly, isn’t far from the truth. Kathy grabs a turkey sandwich and immediately starts outlining her portion of Monday’s presentation between bites. Judd and Andy compare notes about technical implementation while splitting a bag of chips.
“Where’s Dave?” Nick asks, scanning the room.
“Conference call.” I don’t mention it’s his third “urgent” call today, all suspiciously timed to coincide with actual work.
Nick nods, understanding flickering across his face. “Well, you all seem to have things under control.”
“We do.” I mean it. This team - the people actually doing the work - we’ve got this.
Nick’s about to leave when I catch sight of Alex through the conference room glass, heading toward him. She’s wearing that charcoal pencil skirt again - the one that first caught my attention what feels like a lifetime ago - and my brain short-circuits for a solid three seconds.
Professional. Professional thoughts only.
Except the way that skirt hugs her hips is distracting as hell. When she gestures toward our conference room, pointing at something on the tablet in her hands, I force myself to look away before someone notices I’m ogling.
Nick steps out to meet her. Through the glass, I watch them have what looks like an intense discussion. Alex’s posture is all business - shoulders back, chin lifted.
I turn back to my sandwich, but my eyes keep drifting to the window. The way Alex moves when she’s in full executive mode is hypnotic - controlled, confident, commanding.
God, I have it bad.
◆◆◆
 
Saturday morning, I wake up to a text from Nick: Emergency task force meeting today. Conference Room A. 10:30 AM. Bring coffee.
I arrive to find Alex already there, hair in a ponytail, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt that makes her look like a graduate student cramming for finals. The sight of her in casual clothes - in my space, ready to work alongside us - is distracting.
She shouldn’t even be here. Nick called this meeting, not her. But it’s immediately clear she’s not here out of obligation. She’s here to support me. To make sure I have everything I need to succeed on Monday. The thought makes my stomach flip.
“Morning,” she says, looking up from her laptop. “Ready to make this presentation bulletproof?”
It takes me a second to find my voice. The word choice isn’t lost on me. She’s not just talking about the presentation - she’s talking about us. “Yeah. Let’s do this.”
The day unfolds like the best kind of group project. Alex slides seamlessly into our workflow, asking sharp questions that tighten our arguments and pointing out gaps we missed. She’s not micromanaging; she’s collaborating. The difference is striking.
Kathy presents her client satisfaction analysis, and Alex suggests reorganizing it. “Lead with the problem, then the solution, then the results. Tell them a story. Data is more convincing when it has a narrative flow.”
Judd walks through the technical implementation timeline, and Alex asks about contingency planning. “What if they want to speed-up the rollout? Add features midstream?” Practical questions that separate good presentations from great ones.
Nick nods along with Alex’s suggestions, building on her ideas. “Exactly what I was thinking,” he says when Alex proposes restructuring the risk assessment section.
When they both laugh at Judd’s joke about our old system being held together with digital duct tape, I feel a pang of jealousy. Not romantic - just territorial. I want to be the only one making Alex laugh, the one whose ideas she’s building on. She belongs to me in the dark, but out here, in the daylight, she’s all business.
And God, that’s almost as hot.
“What about you?” Alex asks when everyone else has presented. “What’s your opening?”
I pull up my slides - the master strategy. “I’m starting with their pain points. Not what we think their problems are, but what they’ve explicitly told us over the past six months.”
I click through the first few slides, watching Alex’s face. “Then I show them how every solution we’re proposing responds to the complaints they’ve voiced. Make it impossible for them to say we don’t understand their business.”
Alex nods along. “Smart. What’s your closer?”
“Revenue projection. Specific numbers showing what our improvements will do to their bottom line over twelve months.”
“Even smarter.” She leans back, smiling. “They’re going to love you.”
“Absolutely,” Nick chimes in.
Kathy nods enthusiastically. “And after the week you’ve put in? They’d be crazy not to be impressed.”
“You’ve got this, Jo,” Judd adds. “Best presentation I’ve seen in years.”
The support hits me unexpectedly hard. I’m so used to fighting for every scrap of recognition, of having my ideas stolen or dismissed, that this open, genuine support almost knocks the wind out of me. But here’s my team - my team - rallying around me.
I catch Alex’s eye across the table, and there’s a softness in her expression. Pride. Or recognition that this is exactly what she saw in me from the beginning.
“Thanks, everyone,” I manage. “Let’s bring this home.”
The afternoon turns into final revisions and rehearsals. By 6 PM, we’re as ready as we’re ever going to be. The conference room is chaos - whiteboards covered with diagrams, laptops scattered across tables, empty coffee cups everywhere.
“Go home,” Alex says, closing her laptop. “All of you. Rest. Monday’s going to be a long day.”
The team files out, exhausted but satisfied. I’m packing up my materials when I realize Alex and I are alone for the first time all week.
“Hey,” she whispers.
“Hey, yourself.”
We look at each other across the conference table, and I can see the same exhaustion in her face that I’m feeling.
“You ready for this?” she asks.
“Always.”
The word comes out more confident than I feel. Truth is, I’m terrified.
This isn’t just about proving I can handle the account. If I nail this presentation, if Cognitex sings my praises loud enough, then nobody can question my competence when Alex and I go public. Success tomorrow means we won’t spend months dodging office gossip about favoritism. The pressure is immense, and it’s not just about me. It’s about her. I have to be so brilliant that they won’t dare question her judgment.
Alex stands and walks around the table, stopping beside my chair. Her hand settles on my shoulder, warm and steady. “That’s my girl.”
The possessive note in her voice makes my pulse quicken, but it’s her touch that undoes me. Just for a moment, I let myself have this - tilting my head so my cheek brushes against her hand. A small surrender in an empty conference room where no cameras can catch us.
Her thumb traces along my shoulder blade once before she steps back.
“Alex…”
Her voice is quick. “Professional boundaries. Monday’s about work.”
“Monday’s about work,” I agree.
I want to pull her back, want to let her hold me until the fear subsides. Instead, I hand her my folder of backup materials, our fingers brushing in the exchange.
“See you Monday, boss.”
“See you Monday, Blake.”




Alex

I’m in the office by 7 AM. I couldn’t sleep, and I need to make sure every detail is perfect before Cognitex arrives.
The conference room has been transformed into what can only be described as a presentation theater. Jo and her team spent yesterday afternoon setting up displays, testing the projection system, and arranging materials. Fresh flowers sit on the side table - Kathy’s touch, she’d explained, because “first impressions matter.”
I’m reviewing the agenda one final time when Jo appears in the doorway at 7:30, looking composed and professional in a black blazer and fitted skirt. Her hair is pulled back in a low bun. She’s carrying a leather portfolio that I suspect contains backup plans for the backup plans she handed me on Saturday.
“Morning,” she says, stepping into the room. “Ready for showtime?”
“Ready as we’ll ever be.” I glance at my watch. “They’ll be here in an hour.”
Jo moves to the front of the room, checking sight lines and testing the remote. She opens her laptop and connects it to the projection system. There’s a hypnotic quality to watching her work - she adjusts the screen angle and tests the laser pointer. Then, she pulls up her presentation and clicks through the slides, verifying formatting and timing. Her fingers fly across the keyboard, making minor adjustments - a font size here, an animation timing there.
When she steps back to survey the setup, her blazer shifts, and I glimpse of the red silk camisole underneath. My pulse quickens before I can stop it. Even in full professional mode, she’s devastating.
She catches me watching and tilts her head. “Everything looking good from back there?”
I realize she’s asking about the presentation setup, not the way that blazer hugs her curves. “Perfect. You’ve thought of everything.”
“Alex?” She turns to face me fully. “Thank you. For taking the risk on me.”
“Thank you for proving me right.”
At 8:45, our guests arrive: Vincent Morris, Cognitex’s CEO, and Olivia Cooper, their CTO. I’ve spoken with Vincent several times over the past few weeks - he was instrumental in some escalations during my first week here, and his frustration with our previous service level had been palpable. The introductory call, where I presented Jo as their new primary contact, was a risk that seems to have paid off. Both he and Olivia had been relieved to hear about the transition, with Vincent commenting that he looked forward to “a fresh perspective.”
“Vincent, Olivia,” I say, moving forward to greet them. “Thank you for taking the time. The team is all here and ready, so we can get started whenever you are.”
Vincent’s handshake is firm; his smile wide. “Looking forward to this, Alex. After our last few conversations, I’m optimistic about the direction you’re taking things.”
Olivia nods in agreement. “The preliminary materials Jo sent were impressive. We’re excited to see the full presentation.”
The next ninety minutes are a masterclass in client management. Jo doesn’t just present data - she tells a story. She walks them through their journey with us, acknowledging where we’ve fallen short, and laying out a roadmap for where we’re going.
“Over the past six months,” Jo says, clicking to a slide that shows their escalation patterns, “you’ve raised concerns about response times, communication gaps, and proactive support. We heard you.”
She clicks again, revealing a timeline of specific improvements. “Here’s what we’ve implemented in the past three weeks, and here’s what you can expect over the next quarter.”
Vincent leans forward. “This is exactly what we’ve been asking for.”
“And this,” Jo continues, advancing to the revenue projections, “is what these improvements mean for your bottom line. Based on our analysis, these changes should reduce your operational overhead by twelve percent over the next year.”
Olivia raises her hand. “What about scalability? We’re growing fast, and we need a partner who can grow with us.”
Without missing a beat, Jo launches into the scalability framework. I watch Vincent and Olivia exchange glances. They’re impressed.
By the time Jo wraps up, both clients are leaning back in their chairs with satisfied expressions.
“Questions?” Jo asks.
“Just one,” Vincent says. There’s a pause that stretches just long enough to make me hold my breath. Then he breaks into a grin. “When do we start?”
The laughter that fills the room is warm, all the tension flowing out in a rush of celebration. Vincent slaps the table appreciatively, while Olivia actually applauds.
“That,” Olivia says, still smiling, “was exactly what we needed to hear.”
Jo’s professional composure doesn’t crack, but I catch the slight exhale of relief, the way her shoulders drop just a fraction. Success.
The rest of the meeting is pure chemistry - Jo and her team working in perfect sync while our clients ask increasingly detailed questions. Dave, who arrived just as the clients did, sits mostly silent while competence happens around him.
Nick appears halfway through, ostensibly to check in but really, I suspect, to witness Jo’s moment of triumph. He catches my eye and nods approvingly.
At 11:30, we wrap up the formal meetings. Vincent shakes Jo’s hand with obvious warmth.
“Ms. Blake,” he says, “this is the partnership we signed up for. We’re excited to see where this goes.”
Olivia steps forward, extending her own hand. “Absolutely. The level of preparation, the strategic thinking - this is what we’ve been missing. Thank you for listening to our concerns and developing such a comprehensive response.”
She turns to me. “Alex, you’ve assembled an exceptional team here. We’re looking forward to this partnership.”
After our guests leave, the team gathers in the conference room for a debrief. The energy is electric - everyone talking at once, rehashing highlights, already planning next steps.
“Exceptional work, everyone,” I say, addressing the room but letting my gaze linger on Jo. “This is exactly what client partnership should look like.”
Dave clears his throat. “Yes, well, good team effort. I’m glad the foundation we laid proved useful.”
The silence that follows is pointed. Jo’s expression doesn’t change, but I see Kathy roll her eyes.
“The foundation,” Nick says with careful precision, “was Jo’s analysis. But you’re right, Dave. Good team effort.”
◆◆◆
 
By 7 PM, we’re seated around a large table at Marcello’s - the same restaurant where I had dinner with Mia two weeks ago. The team is celebrating with wine and too much food, everyone talking over each other.
I’m sitting across from Jo, who’s been fielding congratulations all evening with gracious professionalism. But I can see the satisfaction in her eyes, the quiet pride of someone who’s proven exactly what they’re capable of.
“Speech!” Kathy calls out, raising her wine glass. “Jo, say something!”
Jo stands, looking slightly embarrassed but pleased. “I just want to thank everyone who made today possible. This wasn’t a solo effort - it was all of us working toward the same goal.”
She pauses, her eyes finding mine across the table. “And thank you to the leadership who trusted us to get it right.”
Dave’s absence speaks louder than his presence ever could.
The table erupts in applause. Jo sits back down, her cheeks flushed.
Watching her bask in well-deserved praise hits me hard. I want to grab her hand across the table, want to kiss her in front of everyone, want to celebrate this victory as what we both know it is - ours, together. The urge to claim this moment, to stop pretending, is almost overwhelming.
My phone, sitting face-up beside my plate, lights up with a text. I glance down, expecting a work-related follow-up.
All I see is Jo’s name.
I look across the table. She’s engaged in conversation with Andy, her phone nowhere in sight. But there’s a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
I look down at the message: I can’t wait another second. Bathroom, 5 minutes. Follow me.
Heat hits me so fast I nearly choke on my wine. I look up to find Jo watching me over her glass, that innocent expression not fooling anyone.
Here? Now?
But even as I think it, I’m already calculating. The restaurant is crowded; the team is deep in celebration mode, and I’ve been watching Jo all day. Besides, two women excusing themselves together wouldn’t raise an eyebrow.
I’ve been good all day. Professional. Appropriate.
I’m done.
I check my watch and catch Jo’s eye, nodding almost imperceptibly.
Four minutes later, I excuse myself from the table.
The bathroom hallway is quiet and mercifully empty. I’m checking my reflection in the mirror when the door opens behind me.
Jo steps in, locks the door, and turns to face me with that wicked smile I’ve missed.
“Congratulations,” I say, my voice already breathier than it should be.
“Thank you.” She steps closer. “I’ve spent the entire day watching you watch me, and I can’t pretend for another second.”
Her hands come up to frame my face, and then she’s kissing me with all the pent-up hunger of a week spent maintaining boundaries. I melt into her, fisting my hands in her blazer.
When we break apart, breathless, she rests her forehead against mine.
“Your place,” she says. “Now.”
“We can’t just leave…”
“Watch me.”
She straightens her blazer, checks her reflection, and opens the bathroom door like nothing happened. I wait thirty seconds before following, still catching my breath.
Back at the table, Jo is settling into her seat like she never left.
“Everything okay?” Kathy asks.
“Perfect,” Jo says, reaching for her wine. “Actually, I think I’m going to head home soon. Long day.”
“Same,” I say, maybe too quickly. “Early morning tomorrow.”
The team barely notices our departure - they’re too deep in celebration mode. We leave separately, but I know exactly where we’re both headed.
Twenty minutes later, I’m unlocking my apartment door with shaking hands. Jo’s Uber is pulling up outside - we agreed to get separate cars.
The elevator dings down the hall just as I get my door open.
When she appears in my doorway, every boundary crumbles.
We’re here. We made it.
“Dark Wolf,” I say, leaning against my doorframe with a smile, “dangerous walking through these woods alone.”
Her eyes widen, then that familiar predatory smile spreads across her lips.
“Little Red,” she says, pushing me back into my apartment, the door slamming shut behind us, “you’re the dangerous one.”




Epilogue - Jo

Eight months later, I’m standing in our kitchen - our kitchen - listening to the chaos of our first dinner party and wondering how I got this lucky.
The apartment merges Alex’s minimalist aesthetic with my chaotic energy. Her books are still organized by genre, but mine are scattered throughout, creating little reading nooks everywhere. The coffee table that once held nothing but a single decorative bowl now sports a half-finished puzzle and the romance novel Alex abandoned when work emails distracted her.
It’s beautiful chaos, and I love every mismatched piece of it.
“Jo!” Mia calls from the living room. “Anna’s telling the story about how you stalked Alex online!”
“I did not stalk!” I call back, stirring the sauce one more time. “I conducted thorough research!”
Alex appears in the doorway, sliding her arms around my waist. “You most definitely did,” she murmurs against my ear. “Found my sister’s Facebook, screenshotted my Instagram stories…” She presses a kiss to my neck. “My little stalker.”
The dinner party has been everything I hoped for and more. Anna and Ella arrived first, Anna immediately demanding a full apartment tour so she could “see how the other half lives.” Mia came with Jake and Ryan in tow - their threesome arrangement apparently working out beautifully, judging by how they can’t seem to stop touching each other.
The evening has been filled with exactly the kind of easy conversation I’d imagined when I fantasized about this life. Anna regaled everyone with stories about our corporate misadventures. Mia explained the dynamics of dating two people while Jake and Ryan nodded along like it was the most natural thing in the world. Alex relaxed, laughing at Anna’s impression of our old boss.
“Dinner was incredible,” Ella says as we clear the last of the plates.
Alex catches my eye across the kitchen island, and her smile is warm, satisfied. This is what she wanted - people in her space, conversation flowing around her table, someone to make sure she remembers to take care of herself.
Late at night, everyone starts making leaving noises. Hugs are exchanged, along with promises to do this again soon.
“Best dinner party ever,” Mia declares, kissing Alex goodbye.
After everyone leaves, we collapse onto the couch together, Alex’s head on my shoulder, both exhausted but happy.
“That was perfect,” she says, curling closer.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Thank you for making me do it.”
“You needed little convincing. You’ve been planning the menu for three weeks.”
She laughs. “I wanted it to be perfect.”
“It was perfect. You were perfect.”
We sit in silence for a while, listening to the dishwasher hum and the distant sounds of the city outside our windows. This life we’ve built together feels solid - worth all the risks we took to get here.
The Cognitex account has been a massive success - they’ve renewed for another two years and referred three other clients to us. Dave got transferred quietly to a different department. I got the promotion and an office of my own. And Alex and I navigated the HR disclosure process with Laura’s guidance, weathering exactly two weeks of office gossip before everyone moved on to more interesting drama.
“I should put away the wine glasses,” Alex says, but she doesn’t move.
“Leave them. We’ll deal with it tomorrow.”
“But they’ll get water spots…”
“Alex.” I shift so I can look at her. “Leave. Them.”
She considers this radical concept for about three seconds before settling back against me. “Okay…”
“Good girl.”
I can’t help myself - the words just come out, and I feel her reaction immediately. Her breathing changes, and she presses closer. Eight months, and she still responds to praise like it’s a physical touch.
Without warning, I scoop her up from the couch. She squeaks in surprise, arms wrapping around my neck.
“Jo! What are you doing?”
“Taking you to bed.”
“I can walk, you know.”
“I know. But I enjoy carrying you.”
She doesn’t protest again, just settles against me - four months of living together, of seeing her first thing in the morning and last thing at night, and I’m still amazed this is my life.
In the bedroom, I set her down gently beside the bed. She starts fussing with her hair, with her clothes, with anything that gives her hands something to do while she processes the shift in energy.
I move to the bedside drawer and pull out Miss Dependable, holding it up with a grin. “Look who’s been patiently waiting for us.”
Alex laughs, cheeks flushing pink. “She’s been neglected lately.”
“Scandalous. A device of her caliber deserves better treatment.”
Alex rolls her eyes, but she’s still smiling. “You’re ridiculous.”
“You love it.”
“I love you.”
The words catch me off guard every time, even though we say them daily now. I step closer, framing her face with my hands.
“I love you too, Little Red.”
This is what the wolf had been hunting for all along. Not just the chase, not just the conquest, but this: coming home to someone who sees every part of you and chooses to stay.
Miss Dependable is about to have a very good night. But not as good as ours.




Afterword

Thank you for joining Jo and Alex on their journey from Halloween night to happily ever after. I hope their story reminded you that sometimes the best things happen when we're brave enough to take off our masks - literally and figuratively.
May you find someone who sees through your armor to the person underneath, and may you always have the courage to chase what sets your heart racing, even when it's complicated.
◆◆◆
 
Speaking of complicated... did Mia's situation with Jake and Ryan catch your attention? I'd love to know if you're interested in reading about three people navigating love, jealousy, and figuring out how to make a polyamorous relationship work in a world that doesn't always understand it. If that sounds like your kind of messy, beautiful love story, let me know in your review - your enthusiasm might just convince me to tell their tale next.


Until then, keep chasing what makes you feel alive.
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