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Description: Why choose between naughty or nice in this steamy,
suspenseful Christmas-themed stalker romance that’s perfect for
dark romance readers seeking a spicy, festive read.

It's the night before Christmas and I’'m alone in the house...
Popular jewelry influencer Chloe Hallman is steeling herself to spend
another holiday on her own. Instead, she finds herself drawn to two
different guys... a smoldering hot fan of her secret, seductive online
persona, and a sexy fireman named Jack who looks out for her in
their NYC neighborhood.

She has no idea that | know her better than she knows herself. Her
deepest secrets, her darkest desires—shes careful, but I've been
watching, never leaving footprints in the snow outside her home.
Jack was the first responder to the accident that stole a beautiful
young womans family two Christmases ago, and hes been quietly
guarding her ever since. When Jack uncovers Chloe’s secret
account, his obsession only grows. Both he and Chloe are drawn to

the darkness that mirrors their own.

She’s my Christmas wish come true. And Im hers. She just doesn’t
know it yet.

Will Chloe’s Christmas be a tale of fiery passionor a dangerous game
with a man whose love knows no bounds?
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Acquainted in real life
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Chloe
Falalafucking la
| can’'t lay in bed all morning avoiding the day, and yet here | am.

The Christmas lights strung on the large snow-covered hedge outside my window do
little to get me in the spirit of what needs to happen for the day. The reflection of the
twinkling lights dance on the frosted windowpane, creating a myriad of colors. But it
all feels hollow.

| draw in a deep breath, tasting pine and cinnamon from the scented candle I’ ve kept
lit since first waking in afailed attempt to get me in the mood for work.

Chloe Hallman, social media influencer, can’'t exactly be a Scrooge during the
holidays. Especidly when you're the brand ambassador for Moth to the Flame
Designs, a jewelry company that makes a huge portion of their annua profits this
time of year.

But right now, I’'m a stark contrast to the polished, always cheerful Chloe Hallman
who adorns Instagram feeds and social media timelines. The festive cheer, the joyful
banter, and the lively pictures of me draping costume jewelry on with cherry cheeks
are all part of the job. Chloe Hallman is a brand, an icon of merriment in the wintry
days of December. But that’ s not me, not today. Today, I’m just Chloe.

With asigh, | throw back the cozy quilt and swing my legs over the edge of the bed.
My feet touch the icy wooden floor as | rummage through my closet for a suitable



outfit—something green and red perhaps, with a touch of gold. A laugh that should
feel natural surfacesas| pull out arather ostentatious Christmas jumper.

Remind me again why people love these things?

My phonerings, and | know there are only afew people in my life that would call me
rather than text. Glancing at the screen, | seeit’s Aunt Sue. Of courseit’s her.

| hesitate for a moment before answering, the gaudy jumper still dangling from my
other hand.

“Hi, Aunt Sue,” | say, trying to inject some cheer into my voice.

“Oh, swestie! I'm so glad | caught you. | know you couldn’t make it to Thanksgiving
this year, but we'd really love to have you for Christmas. | know flights are
atrociously expensive right now, but | saw Southwest was running a deal to Phoenix
and they redlly have increased in their customer service, and... yeah, anyway, |
thought 1'd give you acall.” Her voiceis as warm and syrupy as ever.

| grimace, glad she can’'t see my face. “I redlly appreciate the invite but—"

“1 know you said you're allergic to cats, but they have great medicine for that now
and—"

“Aunt Sue,” | interrupt, pinching the bridge of my nose. “It’s not just about the cats.”

There' s a pause on the other end of the line, and | can almost hear the gears turning in
her head. “Oh,” she says, her voice dropping an octave.

“It' sareally busy time of year for me with work.”



There's an awkward silence. “I know your mother wouldn’t want you to be alone
during the holidays,” she begins. “And—"

“Aunt Sue, please,” | cut her off, my voice sharper than | intend. | take a deep breath,
softening my tone. “1 know you mean well, but I’m not alone. | have friends here, and
plans.”

It's not entirely alie. | have friends, even if our plans are more of the “maybe we'll
grab adrink” variety than anything concrete.

“WEéll, if you change your mind...” she trails off, hope still lingering in her voice.

“I'll let you know,” | say, knowing | won't.

We spend the next ten minutes catching up and having small talk, but | can still sense
her disappointment.

As | hang up the phone, a wave of guilt washes over me. I’'m not allergic to cats, for
one. And | could easily make the trip to Phoenix. My excuses are weak. | know Aunt
Sue means well, but the thought of spending Christmas with my extended family,
surrounded by reminders of my parents and how much we all loved the holiday
season, is more than | can bear.

| toss the gaudy jumper onto the bed and sink down next to it, running my fingers
over the scratchy fabric. Mom would have loved this monstrosity. She always had a
flair for the dramatic when it came to holiday attire.

A sudden shout from outside interrupts my thoughts. | quickly make my way to the
window, pressing my face against the frosted glass to get a better look. Outside, my
eighty-two-year-old neighbor islying in a heap of snow with a shovel next to him.



| watch as Mr. Haven groans, attempting to pull himself off his snow-lined walkway.
His elderly body disagrees with his effort, and | wince in sympathy.

“Stay there, Mr. Haven!” | shout. “I’m coming out to help.”

Shoving my feet into the nearest pair of boots, | barely pause to grab a coat before
rushing out the door. The frigid New York winter air hits me like a punch in the
stomach, but | push through it, trudging through the thick layer of snow from last
night’s storm.

“Are you hurt? You should have asked me for help,” | chide as | look his body over
for any visible injury. “What are you doing shoveling your walk by yourself?’

“Woas trying to get the path cleared before the mailman comes. Didn’'t think 1I'd be
taking atumble.”

| glance over at my shoveled walkway. There isn’'t hardly a speck of snow on mine
curtesy of the landlord. Why in the hell he’d shovel my side in our row of connected
townhouses and not Mr. Haven's, made no sense.

“You should have knocked on my door, Mr. Haven,” | scold as | attempt to get him
off the ground. His hand trembles in mine, frail and cold, making me feel guilty for
having been sulking indoors, cocooned in my flannel blanket by the warmth of the
cinnamon-scented candle.

“Let me help,” a man who is walking his dog calls out from the other side of the
street. His bulky figure is aimost hidden beneath layers of thermal clothing, cheeks
reddening in the cold, and a beanie pulled down low over his ears. The dog is a large
husky, its tail wagging excitedly at us. “Are you hurt?’ he asks as he ties the dog to
the porch railing and kneels down beside Mr. Haven.



“l don't think so,” Mr. Haven responds, his voice shaky from the cold, or perhaps
from thefall.

“I'm afirefighter. If you'd allow me, I'd like to check you over to be sure nothing is
broken before we get you standing?’ he offers, his own breath frosting in the air as he
speaks.

His eyes are kind, a bright green that stands out against the white winter wonderland.
They flicker toward me, offering a small smile as he continues his examination of Mr.
Haven, whose color seems to be returning.

“I"'m Jack,” the stranger introduces himself after ensuring Mr. Haven is not seriously
injured, extending a gloved hand toward me. His name slips from his lips with an air
of familiarity asif it's been etched into the corner of my mind.

“Chloe,” | reply, shaking his hand and trying not to shiver from something other than
the snow-laden breeze. “ And thisis Mr. Haven. Someone who should not be out here
shoveling his own walkway.”

Jack’s eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles, or maybe grimaces—hard to tell.
“Right, then, Mr. Haven,” he says, helping the man to his feet once again. “How
about you take it easy for the rest of today?’ He picks up the shovel and adds, “Y ou
let Chloe help you inside, and | can finish up what you started.”

Mr. Haven tries to protest, but he's clearly outmatched by both of our determined
expressions. With a bemused shake of his head, he concedes, leaning heavily on my
shoulder as we make our way slowly toward his front door.

The husky, evidently finished with its bout of curious sniffing, darts forward to meet
us at the entrance. Blue eyes glinting, it nuzzles into Mr. Haven's unsteady grip,
drawing a genuine smile from the old man.



| glance over my shoulder at Jack, who is now industriously shoveling, his broad
back moving with the effort. The snow seems to have picked up again, fat flakes
falling steadily and muffling the sounds of the city.

“Thank you, Jack,” | say, my voice carrying over the wind. He pauses to
acknowledge my appreciation with a nod and a wave of the hand before continuing
on.

Inside, Mr. Haven’s home is warm and comforting, smelling of old books and coffee.
| help him take off his heavy coat and hat, guide him to his recliner by the fireplace
where his calico cat, Miss Patches, is curled up. She raises her head at our entrance,
letting out an indignant meow as if scolding us for disturbing her peace. As Mr.
Haven settles into the cushions, | notice afaint sigh of relief escape his lips.

“I’m going to make you some tea to warm you up,” | tell him, heading toward the
kitchen. | fill up the kettle with water and set it on the stove, the gas flame dancing
under the cold metal. “ So why didn’t you wait for the landlord to shovel your path?’

“That old coot?’ he says from the other room. “He’s good for one thing only and
that’ s cashing our checks at the beginning of the month.”

“That’s not true,” | argue. “He shoveled mine. In fact, he always does.” Not only has
he been shoveling my walkway after every storm, but he also hung the Christmas
lights outside my window. Granted, it was a single and simple strand of lights on my
tall shrub, but | appreciated the effort.

“Hal Not that lazy fool. I've known Lionel for years, and that man hasn’t stepped a
foot on this property since... who knows?’

| reenter the living room with the steaming mugs. “But if he didn’t, then who did?’ |
ask, handing Mr. Haven his tea.



Mr. Haven chuckles, cradling the mug between his gnarled hands. “Maybe Santa's
elves. Or you have yourself a helpful stalker.”
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Jack

H ow many nights have | done this now? Lurking, watching, waiting. It’s become an
addiction | can’t control.

| crouch low beneath the window, careful not to disturb the freshly fallen snow since
the last time | secretly shoveled. Can't leave any trace that | was here.

| can’'t stop myself from coming back, night after night. The thrill of observing
unseen, of peering into a life not my own, has sunk its hooks deep into me. | tell
myself each time will be the last, that I'll break free of this compulsion.

But | can’t.
For some reason, | can’t stop.

My breath forms small clouds in the frigid air as | owly raise my head, enough to
peer over the windowsill. The warm glow from inside spills out, a stark contrast to
the darkness enveloping me. There sheis....

Noticing the snow around me, my thoughts return to this morning. To seeing Chloe
face to face. | had touched her. Barely, but our hands had touched. | can still feel the
warmth of her skin, the softness of her fingers as they brushed against mine when |
helped her with her neighbor. Seeing Mr. Haven splayed out on his snow-covered
walkway this morning made me feel like a real dick. Over the past few years, |'ve
been shoveling Chloe' s walkway after a snowstorm for three reasons.



The first is because snow means footsteps. Footsteps mean evidence. And the last
thing | need is my boot prints leading atrail to right outside her window.

The second reason is it gives me comfort. It reminds me of when | was a kid, when
my mother was still alive and we were a small family. | would shovel walkways to
earn extra cash so | could buy my mom chocolate-covered cherries and a perfume
called Charlie Blue at the neighborhood drugstore.

Thethirdreasonis...well ... don't want Chloeto dip.

And yet, | let that poor man suffer that exact fate.

| made a commitment right then and there as | was lifting the man off the ground that
I’d keep hiswalkway as clean as| keep Chlog's.

The neighbor’ s tabby cat brushes against my legs, her furry body a sudden warmth in
the night air. | reach down to shoo her away, hands trembling dlightly from the
adrenaline pumping through my veins.

“Shoo,” | hiss under my breath. “Y ou’ re going to give me away.”

The cat merely blinks up at me with luminous eyes before dinking off into the
shadows cast by the tall hedges lining the property. | press back against the prickly
branches, heart still hammering in my chest as| try to collect myself.

Even though I’d consider myself a pro at this stalking game, I'm never truly at ease.
The fear of getting caught always remains.

These hedges are the only thing keeping me concealed from prying eyes—the only
barrier between myself and discovery. Even so, | know I'm taking a huge risk every
time | stand outside Chloe’' s bedroom window.



A car drives by on the street, headlights sweeping across the yard. | duck down
instinctively, heart racing. The neighbor’s porch light flicks on suddenly. | freeze,
scarcely daring to breathe. Has someone seen me? But no, it's the motion sensor.
Still, it sa stark reminder of how precarious my position is.

| should go. | know | should go. But | can't tear myself away, not yet. Just a few
more minutes, | tell myself. Alwaysjust afew more minutes.

| glance at my watch, the glowing hands telling me | have one hour until
11:30—before the lights come on. | need to make the most of my time. The last thing
| want is to be lit up with red and green and give Chloe a heart attack as she sees me
staring back at her from the other side of the glass pane. But at least for now, I’'min
the dark, and she’ s distracted by her work.

The old windows and building work to my advantage, amplifying the noises within.

Her voiceis clear and bright. Sitting in front of her phone, set up on a stand, her face
lit up with enthusiasm, she speaks of her latest piece.

“You guys, look at this one” she says as she caresses the red jeweled necklace
resting on her perfect collarbone. “It’'s chunky, but perfect for a holiday party. Has a
sort of retro vibe but is also modern. It’s the right blend to be a great conversation
piece. And the red color is spot on for al the holiday colors we're wearing this time
of year. And the priceisright on budget. I’d give thisaten out of ten for sure.”

Because of my nightly visits, | know more about jewelry than any man in my
profession should know. Firefighters know fires and smoke, not gold and silver. But
Chloe's passion was infectious, and | found myself drawn to her more and more as
each addicting night took hold.

| know every detail of her curvy frame, the way she sat upright when showing off a



particularly dazzling piece, or how she would tuck aloose strand of dark-brown hair
behind her ear when pondering about some jewelry design.

I’ ve memorized her schedule, her mannerisms, the way her eyes light up when she's
truly excited about a piece. It's become an obsession, watching her jewelry videos
late into the night, my phone screen illuminating my face in the darkness of my
apartment.

Except for the times, like now, that | stand outside her window in the cold. Watching.
Obsessing. Stalking.

I’ve viewed her videos so many times that | can practicaly lip-sync along with her
enthusiastic descriptions. My breath fogs the air as | inch closer, careful to stay
hidden. | should leave. | know | should. But | can’t tear myself away from the warm
glow of her room, the sight of her biting her lower lip in concentration. Just a few
more minutes, | tell myself. Just alittle longer.

“Next up,” | hear her say. “| have something from my personal collection.”

She reaches for a small, velvet box and cradlesit carefully in her hands.

“My mother’s,” she murmurs to the camera with a softness in her voice that makes
my heart clench. “I guess I’'m sharing this with you guys because... well, it's the
holiday season. And she always loved the holidays. She wasn't one to dress up or get
extra fancy, but the holidays were the one time when she would. Jewelry was always

part of it.”

She opens the box slowly, careful not to disrupt the contents within. | strain my eyes
to see from my vantage point.

Inside is aring, agemstone brilliantly catching and refracting the light from her lamp.



A blue sapphire, cut in the shape of an oval surrounded by little diamonds, glints back
at me.

“It’s not the most valuable piece in the world,” Chloe says softly, amost reverently.
She lifts it out of its velvet confines to show it off to her followers. “But it was hers.
And now it'smine.”

A pang of guilt hits me like a punch to the gut as | realize the depth of my intrusion.
Despite the physical distance, despite the hidden nature of my presence, I'm invading
one of her most intimate moments—sharing something personal about her family.

Yes, she'stelling al her viewers, but sheisn't telling me.

Yet, | can’t tear away from this scene as she gingerly puts on her mother’ s ring on her
finger. Even from my distance, | can see her eyes well up with tears even as she tries
to keep her composure.

“But that’s enough about me.” She suddenly blinks away the wetness in her eyes and
forces asmile for her audience. “Let’s move onto something brighter.”

She reaches for another item from her table, but | find myself unable to concentrate
on what she's saying next.

My thoughts are mired in guilt, confusion, a longing I’ ve been trying to suppress. In
the anonymity of the shadows, | fight a silent battle with myself as Chloe continues
her show. She isn’'t aware of my presence, but here | am privy to every word she
speaks, every emotion she displays. But it’s not about me being a silent spectator; it’'s
also about how these stolen moments are affecting me. How they’ re making me feel
things I’ d never considered before.

“All right, here we go. This one is a bit more fun and traditional for the holidays.”



She holds up a pair of reindeer-shaped silver earrings, their antlers adorned with tiny
multicolored gems.

Suddenly, my phone vibrates in my pocket, providing an unwelcome distraction. A
text from my chief—a structure fire alert. All hands needed. Duty calls. It's my night
off, but it's not uncommon for me to get the cal ins, or my buddies asking if | can
cover a shift for them. I’'m single, have no kids or family needs, have no red life to
speak of, and frankly, | love my job. Other than watching Chloe, | have little else on
my plate. Pathetic yes, but the facts.

Good ol’ Jack can bail you out.

Being a workaholic does pay off, however. | get a sweet deal to park my truck at the
station afew blocks away from my apartment, which saves me afortune.

| take one last look at Chloe, etching this moment into the corners of my memory.
She’s laughing now, her sorrow from afew moments ago replaced with unbridled joy
as she talks about the next piece of jewelry.

As| get into my truck and drive off, | glance back at Chloe’'s house. The single strand
of Christmas lights is about to turn on, like they are every night when | leave. And
like aways, | promise myself that this will be the last time | come around to watch
her from afar.

But deep down inside, | know that's alie.

Chloe Hallman is my drug.
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Chloe

T aking the ferry from St. George to Manhattan, | lean against the railing as the salty
breeze whips through my hair. | should go inside as it's butt cold, but there's
something about the view of the wall of glass and steel ahead of me that mentally
prepares me for my meetings at Moth to the Flame Designs. | have to go through the
steps of my hype game one more time. Deep breath in, deep breath out.

| am a creative powerhouse.
My ideas are fresh and innovative.

| wouldn't have been asked to be their brand ambassador if | didn't have the
something something.

I’ ve got this.

| only come into the office a couple times a week to pick up the jewelry they want me
to showcase and attend a few meetings. You'd think 1’d get used to it, but | always
feel so out of my league when | walk into the building and face the sleek, polished
interior and the impeccably dressed employees. But thisis where I'll be expected to
dazzle them with my social media prowess and convince them |I’'m worth every penny
of my admittedly generous contract.

| straighten my secondhand blazer—although vintage and, in my opinion,
trendy—and try to channel the confidence | mustered on the ferry. The elevator ride
to the fourteenth floor feels endless, my stomach doing somersaults as | ascend.



As the doors open, I'm greeted by the familiar scent of leather and expensive
perfume. | paste on my best influencer smile and strut toward the reception desk, my
knock-off heels clacking on the marble floor.

“Good morning, Chloe,” the receptionist chirps, her perfect teeth gleaming. “Sloane
Iswaiting for you in the showroom.”

“Thanks, Marissa,” | reply, trying to match her enthusiasm.

The showroom door looms before me, and | take one last deep breath before pushing
it open. The room is bathed in soft, flattering light that makes every piece of jewelry
sparkle like stars.

Sloane, one of the designers, and someone | truly consider a friend, stands in the
center of the room, her red hair swept into an elegant updo. She turns to me with a
smile. “We have such great new pieces for the holidays. Wait until you see these.”

As | approach Sloane, my eyes are immediately drawn to the dazzling array of
jewelry spread out on the velvet-lined trays before her. Delicate gold chains adorned
with shimmering crystals, bold statement pieces in vibrant gemstones, and intricately
designed rings that catch the light from every angle. Though Moth to the Flame is
known for affordable “costume jewelry” the pieces are aways elegant and have a
level of class that blows me away. It's a treasure trove of beauty, and for amoment, |
forget my insecurities.

“Oh my god, Sloane,” | breathe, my eyes widening as | take in the stunning
collection. “These are absolutely gorgeous.”

Sloane beams, her pride evident in her sparkling eyes. “1 knew you'd love them. This
season, we're redly focusing on versatility and timeless elegance with a modern
twist.”



She picks up a delicate necklace, a teardrop-shaped moonstone pendant suspended
from a fine gold chain. “This piece, for example, can be worn as a simple pendant
or,” she deftly manipulates the chain, “converted into a lariat style for a more
dramatic look.”

| nod, already envisioning the perfect way to showcase this adaptable piece. “That's
brilliant. My followerswill go crazy for the two-in-one aspect.”

As Sloane continues to show me the collection, my initial nervousness fades away,
replaced by genuine excitement. This is why | love what | do—the buzz of
discovering new, beautiful things and sharing them with the world. My mind is
already racing with ideas for photoshoots and video concepts to showcase these
pi eces.

“And here s the piece de résistance,” Sloane says, a mischievous glint in her eye. She
reaches behind her and produces a velvet box, opening it with aflourish.

Inside lies a pair of earrings that take my breath away. They're chandelier-style,
cascading with tiny, iridescent opals that catch the light and throw rainbows across
the room. The design is intricate yet modern, a perfect balance of elegance and edge.
Opals were my mother’ s birthstone and her favorite.

“My mom would have adored these,” | say, more to myself than to Sloane.

“1 remember your mom always loved opals,” Sloane says, her voice gentle. “That’s
part of why | chose this stone when | designed this piece. In memory of her great

taste.”

“Sloane...” | swallow back my emotion. “These are definitely going to be the star of
the holiday collection,” | say, my voice stronger now, infused with newfound



confidence. “I have so many ideas for how to showcase them.”

Sloane grins, clearly pleased with my reaction. “1 can’t wait to see what you come up
with. Your creativity never ceases to amaze me.”

As we continue to discuss the collection and brainstorm ideas for the upcoming social
media campaign, my earlier doubts melt away. Yes, | may not fit the mold of the
typical high-fashion influencer, but that’s precisely what makes me valuable. My
unique perspective and ability to connect with a diverse audience are why Moth to the
Flame chose me.

By the time we wrap up our meeting, my mind is buzzing with excitement and
inspiration. | carefully pack up the samples|’ll be using for my content creation.

“We need to get drinks soon,” she says. “I’ve been so busy, but I’ve missed seeing
you outside of work.”

“Absolutely,” | agree, feeling a warmth spread through me at the invitation. “Maybe
next week? I'll text you.”

As | make my way back to the elevator, there's a newfound spring in my step. The
insecurity that plagued me earlier has been replaced by a sense of purpose and
belonging.

“Chloe!” | hear call from behind me.

Sigh...Tyler...

| turn reluctantly, plastering on a polite smile as Tyler, the Marketing VP, hurries
toward me. His perfectly coiffed hair doesn’t move an inch as he jogs up, flashing me
atoothy grin that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.



“Glad | caught you,” he says, dlightly out of breath. “| wanted to chat about your last
Instagram post. The engagement was good, but | think we could push it even further.”

| resist the urge to roll my eyes. Tyler, with his business degree and penchant for
corporate jargon, always seems to think he knows better than me when it comes to
social media strategy.

“Oh?’ | say, keeping my tone neutral. “What did you have in mind?’

He launches into a convoluted explanation about hashtag strategies and optimal
posting times, peppering his speech with phrases like “synergistic approach” and
“vertical integration.” | nod along, mentally counting down the seconds until | can
escape.

“..and if we leverage your personal brand more aggressively, we could see a
significant uptick in conversions,” he finishes, looking at me expectantly.

| take a deep breath, reminding myself that Tyler, despite his annoying demeanor, is
technically my superior. “ Those are some interesting ideas, Tyler. I'll definitely take

them into consideration for my next post.”

He beams, clearly pleased with himself. “Great! | knew you'd see it my way. Oh, and
one more thing, on a personal note—"

But before he can continue, the elevator doors open with a soft ding. I’ ve never been
so grateful for an interruption in my life.

“Sorry, Tyler, I've got to run. | have a shoot scheduled this afternoon,” | say, backing
into the elevator. “I’ [l email you my content plan for next week, okay?’

He opens his mouth to protest, but I'm already jabbing the Close Door button. As the



doors dlide shut, cutting off his disappointed expression, | let out asigh of relief.

The elevator descends, and | lean against the wall, closing my eyes for a moment.
The contrast between my interactions with Sloane and Tyler couldn’t be starker.

| hall a cab to head to my next appointment—a photoshoot in for a small, up-and-
coming jewelry designer. As we crawl through the midday traffic, | find myself
comparing the two brands in my mind.

Moth to the Flame, with its dleek offices and corporate structure, offers stability and
prestige. But there’'s something exciting about working with smaller, independent
designers for my other... side project. | have another account that is very much...
well... me. It's a delicate balance, maintaining relationships for both accounts while
staying true to my own style and values.

The cab drops me off in front of a converted warehouse in Bushwick. The brick
exterior is covered in vibrant murals, a complete opposite to the polished marble of
Moth to the Flame's headquarters. | take a deep breath, centering myself before | step
inside.

The interior is a creative chaos of workbenches, tools, and half-finished pieces. The
air isthick with the scent of metal and resin. | spot Hailey, the sole designer, hunched
over aworkbench, her dark curls wild and untamed.

“Chloe!” she exclaims when she sees me, her face lighting up. “I’'m so glad you're
here. I’ ve finished the final pieces for the collection.”

As | approach, | marvel at the intricate designs spread out before her. Where Moth to
the Flame's jewelry is rich and decadent, Hailey’s work is darker and edgier. Each
piece tells a story, from the rough-hewn silver cuffs embedded with uncut gemstones
to the delicate wire sculptures that look like they might take flight at any moment.



“These are incredible, Hail,” | breathe, running my fingers over a necklace that looks
like it was woven from moonbeams and stardust. “Y our work keeps getting better and
better.”

| hate to admit it, because | truly do love Sloane and her designs, but Hailey’ s jewelry
IS much more my style. It's gothic in nature. Collars, chokers, metal and raw. It's a
blend of BDSM club and Victorian elegance that speaks to my soul in away Moth to
the Flame’'s more mainstream pieces never quite manage. Her jewelry feeds the alter
ego inside of me. It fuelsthe “Chlo” as| liketo call her.

“Thanks. | really poured my heart into this collection. It’s inspired by ancient myths
and legends—you know, the dark, twisted ones that nobody talks about anymore.”

| nod, understanding completely. Hailey has always been drawn to the shadows,
finding beauty in the things most people overlook or shy away from. It's one of the
reasons we clicked when we first met at an underground art show two years ago.

“S0, are you ready to channel your inner dark goddess for the shoot?’ Hailey asks,
wiggling her eyebrows mischievously. * Dark, gothic Christmas?’

| grin, feeling a surge of excitement. “Y ou know | am. Let’s bring out Chlo.”

Hailey claps her hands together. “Yes! I've got the perfect backdrop set up in the
back room. It's al black velvet and twinkling lights—like a starry night sky.”

Aswe move to the makeshift studio, | start to shed my professional persona. | change
into my favorite little black dress, fishnets, and sexy black pumps. Gone is the
polished influencer in her secondhand blazer and knock-off heels. In her place
emerges Chlo—edgy, daring, and unapologetically herself.

Hailey helps me into the first piece—an intricate silver collar adorned with black



opals and razor-thin chains that drape across my collarbone. It's heavy and cold
against my skin, but it feelsright. Like armor.

“You look fierce,” Hailey says, stepping back to admire her handiwork. “Like some
kind of warrior queen from another dimension.”

| turn to the full-length mirror and barely recognize myself. My eyes seem darker, my
cheekbones sharper. The collar transforms me, bringing out a side of myself | usually
keep hidden.

“All right, Chlo,” | whisper to my reflection. “Timeto shine.”

The photoshoot flies by in a blur of flashing lights and costume changes. Each piece
Hailey puts on me feels like it's unlocking a different facet of my personality. The
moonbeam necklace makes me feel ethereal and mysterious. The rough-hewn cuffs
make me feel powerful and untamed.

Aswe wrap up the final shots, | feel atwinge of regret. | don’t want to take off these
pieces and go back to being regular Chloe.

“You know,” Hailey says, asif reading my thoughts, “you could keep that look if you
wanted. The world could use alittle more Chlo.”

| laugh, but there's a part of me that’s tempted. “Maybe someday. For now, | think
Chloe needs to stay in charge.”

As | change back into my work clothes, | wonder what Tyler or Sloane would think if
they saw me dressed like a dark vixen rather than the sweet girl next door. Would

they even recognize me? Would they understand this part of me?

| say goodbye to Hailey with a promise to have the edited photos to her by the end of



the week. As | step out into the fading afternoon light, it’s like I’'m straddling two
worlds—the sleek, corporate world of Moth to the Flame Designs, and the raw,
creative chaos of independent designers like Hailey.

For now, | need to find a way to balance both. But someday, | think, Chlo might be
ready to step into the spotlight.

As | walk toward the subway station, my mind is still reeling from the contrast of my
day. The weight of Moth to the Flame's elegant piecesin my bag seemsto pull mein
one direction, while the lingering sensation of Hailey’s edgy creations tugs me in
another. I'm split, torn between two versions of myself.

The subway car is crowded, and | find myself wedged between a suited businessman
and atattooed artist type. It feels oddly fitting, given my current state of mind. Asthe
train lurches forward, | close my eyes and let the rhythmic rumbling settle my
thoughts.

When | finally reach my stop in Manhattan and emerge onto the street, | fish out my
phone with one more task for the day while | wait for the next ferry home. | call my
landlord to complain about him shoveling my wakway but failing to shovel Mr.
Haven’s.

| dial the familiar number, steeling myself for the conversation ahead. My landlord,
Mr. Grayson, picks up on the third ring.

“Hello?’ His gruff voice comes through the speaker.

“Hi, Mr. Grayson. It's Chloe Hallman from 1004 Brennan,” | say, trying to keep my
tone light and friendly. | aso am not sure if he'll remember who | am. It was my
parents who were long time tenants of him, and | merely took over the lease—the
very expensive lease—when they passed.



“Ah, Chloe. What can | do for you?’

| take a deep breath. “| wanted to talk to you about the snow-shoveling situation. |
noticed that you cleared my walkway, which | appreciate, but Mr. Haven's wasn’'t
done. I'm a bit concerned about him.”

There' s a pause on the other end of the line. “ Shoveling?’

“Yes, that's right. HE's in his eighties, and | worry about him trying to navigate an
unshoveled path. He fell and—"

“Look, Chloe, | can’'t be responsible for every tenant’s walkway. Nowhere does it say
inyour lease that | provide snow removal.”

| feel aflicker of annoyance. The Chloe from this morning might have backed down,
but | can feel abit of Chlo’'sfirein my veins.

“l understand that, but Mr. Haven is elderly. It's a safety issue. And since you did
mine—"

“1 don’t know what you' re talking about. | don’t provide snow removal. At all.”

| pause, confused. “But... my walkway was cleared. In fact, it's rarely not cleared. |
assumed you had doneit.”

Mr. Grayson sighs heavily on the other end of the line. “Listen, kid. | don't know
who cleared your walkway, but it wasn’'t me or any of my people. Maybe you’ ve got
a secret admirer or something.”

Mr. Haven had already said as much, and yet my mind races, trying to make sense of
this new information.



“I... 1 see” | stammer. “Well, | apologize for the misunderstanding. But is there any
chance you could arrange for Mr. Haven’s walkway to be cleared? I’m really worried
about him.”

“Not my problem,” Mr. Grayson grunts. “If you're so concerned, why don’t you do it
yourself?’

Before | can respond, he hangs up. | stand there for a moment, phone still pressed to
my ear, feeling a mix of frustration and bewilderment.

As | lower my phone, a chill runs through me that has nothing to do with the cold.
Who has been shoveling my walkway all thistime? And why?
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Jack

P ete's Cafe isn't the type of place I’d normally visit. Not until Chloe that is. I've
always been the type of guy who would make my coffee at home and avoid the
overpriced, pretentious coffee shops in my neighborhood that seemed to be popping
up on every corner. Evenif | do passit every day on my way to the fire station.

Jesus I’ m beginning to sound like my grandpop, god rest his soul.

But Chloe visited this location every Tuesday without fail, often Wednesday, and
even Fridays on occasion when she’'d go to the Moth to the Flame office. So here |
am. The guy who has spent a majority of his adult life as a loner unless you count
work, suddenly daydreaming about holding hands over steaming mugs of coffee.

| even caught myself defending Pete’ s to my fire captain the other day when | entered
with the telltale cup that proved | overspent on something waiting for me in a pot at
the station. “It’s not just about the coffee,” | found myself saying. “It's about the
experience, the atmosphere.”

As | push open the heavy wooden door, the rich aroma of freshly ground beans greets
me. The cafe is bustling with the morning crowd, a mix of suited professionals and

artsy types hunched over their laptops.

| scan the room, my heart rate quickening as | search for Chlo€'s familiar face. She's
already in line, and no oneis behind her. Not until | take the spot, that is.

She doesn’'t know |I'm here.



She never does.

But | am. | always am.

| take my place behind her, close enough to catch awhiff of her jasmine perfume. My
palms are sweaty, and | wipe them on my pants, rehearsing the words |’ ve practiced a
hundred timesin my head.

“Hey there,” | want to say. “Fancy seeing you here.” But the words catch in my
throat. Thank God because who the hell says the word “fancy” ?

I’ ve memorized her order by now. A large soy latte with an extra shot of espresso and
a sprinkle of cinnamon on top. She'll treat herself to one of Pete' s famous blueberry
scones which have now become a favorite of mine as well. Those little fuckers are
addictive.

Today, she's all business, tapping away at her phone as she waits her turn. It’s out of
her normal, however. She's not one of those girls who live on their phones twenty-
four-seven. Shocking considering what she does for a living. But something I've
aways liked about Chloe is she seems to be an observer—Ilike me. She watches
people—like me.

Although she doesn’t stand outside someone’ s windows in the dark—Ilike me.

“Next!” calsthe barista, and Chloe steps up to place her order.

| listen intently, hoping to catch some detail | might have missed, some clue to who
sheredly is.

“Large soy latte, extra shot, cinnamon on top,” she says, her voice melodic and
confident. “And... you know what? I'll take a blueberry scone too. It's been a long



week.”

| smileto myself. Even her small indulgences are endearing.

As she moves to the side to wait for her order, | step up to the counter. The barista, a
young guy with thick-rimmed glasses and an ironic mustache, raises an eyebrow at
me.

“Let me guess,” he says with aknowing smirk. “Large black coffee?’

| clear my throat, suddenly aware of how transparent I’ ve become. “Actualy,” | say,
surprising myself, “I’ll have what she' s having.”

The barista’'s eyebrows shoot up, but he shrugs and punches in the order. | fumble
with my wallet, acutely aware of Chloe standing just a few feet away. As | wait for
my change, | steal a glance at her. She's leaning against the counter, still absorbed in
her phone, a slight frown creasing her forehead.

| want to ask her what’ s wrong, to be the one to smooth away that worry line. But I'm
just another stranger in a coffee shop, not the confidant | long to be.

“Order for Chloe!” the barista calls out, and she steps forward to claim her drink and
scone. As she turns to leave, our eyes meet for a brief moment. My heart skips a beat
as she flashes a polite smile, the kind you give to someone you pass on the street. It's
nothing special, but to me, it’s everything.

But then she pauses, studies me for a moment, and realization dawns on her facial
expression. “Hey, | know you. You're the man who helped my neighbor. Jack,

right?’

“Uh, yeah,” | stammer, caught off guard by her recognition. “That’s me.”



“1 didn’t know you came here.”

My pits begin to sweat, and my mouth goes dry. “Yeah... | work at the station down
the street.”

“Oh.” She pauses as if absorbing the information and then smiles. “I never got to
thank you properly,” Chloe says, her eyes warm with genuine appreciation. “You
were so helpful, and then the fact that you shoveled his walkway was really nice.”

My face heats, unsure how to handle the praise—especially from her. “Just being
neighborly,” I mumble, rubbing the back of my neck.

She glances down at the T-shirt I'm wearing. It has the fire department’s logo.
Although | rarely wear my full uniform to work, preferring to change when | get
there, | do often wear one of the T-shirts as the blue cotton with the FDNY logo
seems they make up most my attire after ten years of working. Ever since | was
eighteen when | was brought on as a seasonal, it’s all I’ ve ever known.

She takes a sip of her latte. “You must have an exciting job. Dangerous too, |
imagine.”

| shrug, not wanting to come across as boastful. “It has its moments. But mostly, it's
just about being there for people when they need help.”

She nods thoughtfully, and | can see a glimmer of genuine interest in her eyes.

“Order for Jack!” the barista calls out.

| turn to grab my drink, and when | look back, | notice Chloe eyeing my cup
curiously.



“Soy latte with cinnamon?’ she asks, a hint of amusement in her voice. “That’s...
unexpected.”

My face heats up again. “Uh, yeah. Trying something new,” | lie, knowing full well
I’ ve ordered her exact drink. | reach for my scone, knowing how guilty | look. What

doesit tell her about methat | copied her exact order?

Chlo€e's lips curve into a knowing smile, and for a moment, | wonder if she's seen
through my flimsy excuse. But then she just nods, taking another sip of her own latte.

“Well, Jack the firefighter,” she says, her tone playful, “since we're both here and
you're trying new things, why don’t you join me? | was just about to sit down and go

over some work, but | could use abreak.”

My heart leaps into my throat. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for, dreaming
about for... years?

Jesus. Has it been that long? Jesus Christ.

And now that it’s here, I'm paralyzed with fear and desire to finally connect with this
woman.

“I...uh...sure” | manage to stammer out. “That'd be great.”

We make our way to a small table by the window. Sunlight streams in, catching the
reddish highlights in Chloe's dark hair. She sets down her phone and takes a bite of
her scone, closing her eyes briefly in enjoyment.

“God, these really are addictive, aren’'t they?’ she says, echoing my earlier thoughts.

| nod, trying to appear casua as | sip my latte. The taste is unfamiliar—sweeter and



smoother than my usual black coffee. But | find | like it, or maybe | just like sharing
this moment with her.

“So, Jack,” Chloe says, leaning forward dlightly. “Tell me more about being a
firefighter. How long have you been doing it?’

As | start to answer, | feel a mix of elation and guilt. This is everything I've
wanted—a chance to talk to Chloe, to get to know her. But there's a voice in the back
of my mind reminding me that this isn't how it's supposed to happen. That |
shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t know so much about her already.

| push the thoughts aside, focusing instead on the way her eyes light up as | tell her
about my first big fire, the adrenaline rush of racing to a call. For now, | let myself
believe that thisis normal, that I’'m just a guy having coffee with a beautiful woman
he'sinterested in.

I’m not the stalker outside her window memorizing every curve of her body.

But as Chloe laughs at one of my jokes, her phone buzzes on the table. She glances at
it, and that worried frown returns.

“Everything okay?’ | ask, unable to stop myself.

She sighs, running a hand through her hair. “It’s just work stuff. Nothing major.”

| nod, wanting to press further but knowing | shouldn’t. | shouldn’'t care this much
about a stranger’s problems. But Chloeisn’t a stranger to me, even if | am to her.

“So what do you do?’ | ask, knowing that | shouldn’t know this information even
though | do.



“I’'m an influencer. Sales, | guess you could say. For jewelry brands.”

“That sounds interesting.”

She shrugs, a wry smile playing at her lips. “It has its moments. Not as exciting as
running into burning buildings, I'm sure.”

| chuckle, trying to downplay my job. “ Trust me, it's not all excitement. There'salot
of waiting around, cleaning equipment, and paperwork too.”

“Well | win there. | don’t have paperwork.” Chloe leans in, her eyes sparkling with
curiosity. “But still, you must have some incredible stories. What's the craziest thing
you'’ ve ever seen on the job?”’

| pause, considering. There are so many stories | could tell, but I'm wary of coming
across as an arrogant jack ass, as some firefighters love to do. I’ ve never been one to
do so just to get in some girl’s pants, and yet here | am now. But thisis my chance to
impress her, to keep her interested.

“Well,” | begin, “there was this one time we got caled to a house fire. When we
arrived, we found out it wasn't just any house—it was a hoarder’ s home.”

Chlo€’' s eyes widen. “Oh no, that must have been awful.”

| nod, remembering the chaos of that night. “It was like navigating a maze of junk,
with smoke licking at our heels. We had to create pathways just to move through the
house. Junk everywhere. Everywhere. And the smell... | can't possibly describe the
smell of burnt hoarder house.”

As | continue the story, | watch Chloe's reactions closely. She gasps at the tense
moments, laughs at the absurd details, and nods sympathetically when | describe the



homeowner’ s distress. It’ s intoxicating, having her full attention like this.

“Wow,” she sayswhen | finish. “That’sincredible. You guys really are heroes.”

My face heats once again a her praise. “We're just doing our job,” | mumble,
suddenly self-conscious that my face keeps changing colors from white to red to
white to red.

Chloe shakes her head. “Don’'t downplay it. What you do is amazing.” She pauses,
then adds with a grin, “Although | have to say, I'm alittle disappointed there weren't

any cats stuck in treesin that story.”

| laugh, grateful for the moment of levity. “Oh, we wouldn’t be true firefighters if we
didn’t rescue acat in our day.”

“I knew it!”

“Well, if it's cats you want, I've got a doozy for you,” | say, leaning in
conspiratorially. “Picture this: athree am. call about a ‘large animal’ stuck in a tree.
We show up, expecting maybe a raccoon or a possum. But no—it's a full-grown
mountain lion.”

Chlo€'sjaw drops. “You're kidding!”

“I wish | was,” | chuckle. “This beast, who actually was some eccentric guy’s pet,
had escaped and gotten itself stuck about thirty feet up an oak tree. And let me tell
you, it was not happy to see us.”

“What did you do?’ Chloe asks, completely enthralled.

“Well, first we had to call animal control. But they were short-staffed and couldn’t



get there for hours. Meanwhile, this cat is getting more agitated by the minute. We
couldn’'t leave it there—someone's pet could’ve wandered by and become lunch.
Hell... we could have become lunch.”

| pause for dramatic effect, enjoying the way Chloe leans in closer, hanging on my
every word.

“S0, there | am, inching up this ladder with a tranquilizer gun borrowed from alocal
vet. Heart crashing against my chest, palms sweating—because one wrong move and
I’m cat food. | get within range, take aim, and...”

“And?’ Chloe prompts, eyes wide.

“1 sneeze. Loudly. The mountain lion, startled, loses its footing and starts to fall. |
manage to get off a shot, but now I've got a hundred and fifty pounds of
semiconscious, very angry cat plummeting toward me.”

Chloe gasps, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh my god, what happened?’

| grin, savoring the moment. “Let’'s just say | gained a newfound appreciation for
airbags that day. My team had set up ajump cushion, just in case. The cat and | both

landed on it—thankfully, on opposite ends.”

Chloe bursts out laughing, a warm, genuine sound that makes my heart skip a beat.
“That’sinsane! | can't believe you actually experienced that.”

“That's because | didn’'t. I'm kidding,” | admit, laughing loudly. “But it makes for a
great story at parties.”

Chlo€'s laughter dies down, replaced by a mock scowl. “Y ou had me going there for
aminute,” she says, playfully swatting my arm. “I can't believe | fell for that.”



| grin, enjoying the easy banter between us. “ Sorry, | couldn’t resist.”

We fall into an easy conversation, swapping stories about our jobs and lives. I'm
careful not to reveal too much, to only share what a casual acquaintance might reveal.
But it's hard when | want to tell her everything, when | want her to know me as well
as | know her.

As we continue to talk, | find myself relaxing, forgetting for moments at a time about
the circumstances that brought me here. It feels so natural, so right, to be sitting
across from her, sharing stories and laughter.

But then | catch sight of my reflection in the window, and reality comes crashing
back. | see myself as | truly am—a man living a lie, pretending to be something I'm
not. The guilt risesin my throat like bile.

Chloe must sense the shift in my mood. “Everything okay?’

| force a smile. “Yeah, just remembered | have my shift | need to get to. | should
probably get going.”

She nods, looking dlightly disappointed. “Of course. Well, it was really nice talking
to you. Maybe we'll run into each other here again sometime?’

“Yeah, maybe,” | say, knowing full well 1’ll be here every Tuesday, Wednesday, and
occasiona Friday, like always. “I come here alot,” | add to make it not so obvious

how obsessed | am.

As | stand to leave, Chloe reaches out and touches my arm lightly. “Thanks again for
helping Mr. Haven. It’s good to know there are still people like you in the world.”

Her words are like a knife to my heart. If only she knew the truth about me, about



why | was really there that day. | mumble a goodbye and hurry out of the cafe, the
bell above the door jingling cheerfully behind me.

Outside, | lean against the brick wall, taking deep breaths of the cool morning air.
What am | doing? Thisisn’t me. I'm not this creepy stalker, thisliar. I'm afirefighter,
for Christ’s sake. Chloe'sright. | am agood person. | am.

But as | start walking to work, | can’'t shake the image of Chloe's smile, the sound of
her laugh. | tell myself this is the last time, that I’ll stop coming to the cafe, stop
following her.

Okay ...I'maliar.

| miss her already.
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| t takes me a minute to recognize him. It's not like | wouldn’t be able to spot him in
the office setting, but at my house? Standing on my porch? “Tyler?’

He nods, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot. “Hey, Chloe. |, uh... | hope you don’t
mind me dropping by unannounced like this.”

| blink, still processing the sight of the VP of marketing on my doorstep. “How did
you know where | lived?’

St. George is nowhere near the office in Manhattan, so there is no way thisis a “just
in the neighborhood” type of situation.

Tyler's gaze darts away, and he rubs the back of his neck. “I, uh... | may have |ooked
it up the address in your contract. | know that’s probably crossing a line, but | really
wanted to talk to you the last time you were in the office, but you rushed out and...”

A mixture of curiosity and unease floods in. Tyler and | have always been friendly at
work, but we've never hung out outside the office. What could be so urgent that he'd
track down my home address?

“Is everything okay?’ | ask, my brow furrowing with concern.

“Oh yes, everything is fine. It's just that,” he swallows hard. “well... the company
holiday party is coming up and | was thinking.”



My stomach tightens. |s he about to ask me out? To the company party, of all places?

“Tyler,” | start, ready to let him down gently, but he holds up a hand.

“1 know you don’'t really do Christmas and all. Sloane told me why and... I'm sorry
for that. But well...” Hisface is so red that | can’t tell if it's from embarrassment or
the cold. “I was wondering if you'd like to come with me?’ Tyler blurts out, his
words tumbling over each other.

The chilly December air nips at my exposed skin, but | barely notice it. My mind is
reeling, trying to process Tyler’ s unexpected invitation.

“l... | don't know what to say,” | stammer, genuinely caught off guard. It’'s true that
I’ ve avoided the company holiday party ever since my parents—well ever since. The
idea of facing all those festive decorations, the forced cheer, makes my chest tighten.

But Tyler's earnest expression and the hint of hope in his eyes makes me hesitate.

He must sense my reluctance because he quickly adds, “It doesn’t have to be a date or
anything. | just thought... maybe if you had someone to go with, it might be easier.
And | promise, no mistletoe or cheesy Christmas carols.”

“Look,” | say, softening my tone, “| appreciate the offer, | really do. But I’'m not sure
I’m ready for that yet.”

Tyler nods, his shoulders slumping dightly. | feel bad. He seems like a nice guy, |
suppose. | mean... | wouldn't really know. I’ve only seen him at work, but | do feel
bad considering he came all the way to my house. He's not bad looking. In fact, he's
quite handsome in a smart accountant sort of way, with his tousled brown hair and
warm hazel eyes. | find myself reconsidering, ailmost against my will. But then |
remind myself that guys like Tyler smply don’'t do it for me.



Too nice. Too straitlaced.

I’m not exactly looking for the bad boy. In fact, | don't want that either. But | do
want someone who can challenge me, someone with a bit of an edge. Someone who
doesn’t follow all the rules.

Someone who has the same sexual interests as me.

And something about Tyler tells me that the man likes his coffee very vanilla.

“1 appreciate you coming all this way, Tyler,” | say, trying to soften the regection.
“But | don't think it'sagood idea.”

Tyler nods, his disappointment evident but not surprising. “I understand. I’m sorry
for bothering you at home like this.”

As he turns to leave, a gust of wind whips down the street, rustling the bare branches
of the trees lining my sidewalk. The cold air bites at my exposed skin, and | find
myself calling out before | can stop myself.

“Wait, Tyler. Do you... do you want to come in for a cup of coffee? It’s freezing out
here.”

His eyes light up, and for a moment, | regret the invitation. But it’s too late now, and
besides, it’sjust coffee. What harm could it do?

As | lead him into my small living room, | notice how out of place he looks. His crisp
button-down shirt and pressed slacks seem at odds with my eclectic decor and the

genera lived-in feel of my space.

“Nice place,” he says, his eyes roaming over the abstract art on my walls and the



collection of vintage vinyl records that belonged to my father stacked in the corner.

“Thanks,” | reply, heading to the kitchen. “How do you take your coffee?’

“Black isfing,” he calls back.

| pause, my hand hovering over the coffee maker. Black coffee? Maybe there's more
to Tyler than | thought.

When | return with two steaming mugs, | find him examining my bookshelf. He turns
to me with araised eyebrow. “The Marquis de Sade? | wouldn’t have pegged you for
afan of eighteenth-century erotic literature.”

| nearly drop the mugs. “Oh, that’s... that’s for research,” | stammer, feeling my face
flush.

Tyler' s lips quirk into a small smile. “Research, huh? What kind of research requires
the works of the man who gave us the word * sadism’ 7

As | struggle to form a response, | realize that maybe, just maybe, I've
underestimated Tyler. The fact that he even knows thisis—

| set the mugs down on the coffee table, trying to regain my composure. “I like to
read a bunch of things,” | say, aiming for nonchalance but hearing the defensiveness
in my voice. “I’'minterested in all kinds of literature.”

Tyler nods as he drinks his coffee, but there’ s something in his eyes that unsettles me.
A glint of... curiosity? Excitement? | can’'t quite place it, but it makes me acutely

aware that we' re aonein my house.

We drink our coffeein silence. Awkward, painful silence.



Tyler's gaze jerks to the bookshelf, then back to me.

He's harmless. Right?

“S0,” Tyler says, breaking the silence. His voice is low, almost a purr. “What other
interesting literature are you hiding on those shelves?’

| swallow hard, my throat suddenly dry despite the coffee. “Nothing special,” |
manage. “ Just your typical bestsellers and classics.”

Tyler sets his mug down and stands up, returning to the bookshelf. | remain frozen in
my seat, watching as his fingers trail along the spines of my books.

“Typical bestsellers and classics, huh?’ he says, pulling out a worn paperback. “Like
this copy of Story of O ? Another research project?’

My heart hammers in my chest. I’d forgotten that was there, nestled innocently
between my Dickens and Austen.

“I...1..." | stutter, unable to form a coherent thought.

Had | known I’d have a surprise guest from work stopping by, | might have done a
sweep of my house. The thought of what is or isn’t in my bookcase has never been an
issue. The hermit in me has never been faced with this uncomfortable situation
before.

Tyler turns to face me, the book dangling from his fingers. His eyes lock onto mine,
and | seethat glint again—definitely excitement now, mixed with something darker.

“You know,” he says, his voice low and husky, “I’ve aways found that the most
Interesting people are the ones with the most interesting bookshelves.”



Tyler isweird. Plain and simple.

| should be able to discuss this book. I’m an adult for fuck’s sake, but | can’t seem to
find my voice. The room feels too small, too warm, and Tyler’s presence is suddenly
overwhelming.

“l... I’'m not that interesting,” | finally manage to say, my voice cracking as | do.

Tyler takes a step closer, still holding the book. “I beg to differ,” he says softly. “I
think you're very interesting. And | think there’'s a lot more to you than meets the

eye.

My heart is thumping so hard I'm sure he can hear it. | should ask him to leave. |
should stand up, take the book from his hand, and show him the door. But | can’t
move. I'm transfixed by his gaze, by the way he'slooking at me like he can see right
through me. Plus, | don’t want to upset him. | have to work with this guy.

Tyler stares at me—innocent but not— and | find myself sinking deeper into the
couch, as if trying to disappear into the cushions. He's still holding Story of O, his
thumb absently caressing the worn cover.

“You know,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper, “I’ve aways believed that
our deepest desires, our darkest fantasies, they’ re nothing to be ashamed of. They're
what make us human.”

Ewww stop. He' s going to ruin this book for me.
A bead of sweat trickles down my back. The room seems to shrink around us, the air

thick and heavy. | should say something, anything, to break this tension, but my
mouth is dry, my tongue leaden.



“S0,” | say, desperate to change the vibe of the room, “the recent designs lately are
amazing. I’'m excited to show them off. In fact, I’'m going to go live as soon as you
leave.”

The intensity in his gaze makes me squirm so | stand and head toward the door. This
Is not the same Tyler from the office, the one who blushes when someone tells a
dightly off-color joke. This Tyler is... different. But not different in a good way.

Different in away that tells me | need to gracefully get him out my door.

Tyler takes a step closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Going live? That sounds
interesting. Maybe | could stick around and watch?’

The air in the room suddenly feels thick, oppressive. | take an involuntary step back,
bumping into the bookshelf behind me.

“1 don’t think that’s a good idea,” | say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I'll get too
nervous knowing someone is watching.”

He doesn’'t move.

“Thanks for stopping by, though.”

For along moment, he stares at me, his expression unreadable. Then, just as suddenly
as his demeanor changed, the mask of the affable executive slips back into place.

“Of course,” he says, forcing a laugh that doesn’'t reach his eyes. “I’m sure you have
alot todo.”

| nod, relief washing over me as Tyler sets down his coffee mug and moves toward
the door. But as he reaches for the handle, he pauses and turns back to me.



“1f you change your mind about the party...”

As he finally exits, | close the door behind him and lean against it. Why was that so
weird?

| shake off the unsettling feeling and double-check that I’'ve locked the door.
Something about that interaction has left me rattled, but | can’t quite put my finger on
why. Maybe I’m just paranoid after recent years of living alone.

Trying to push Tyler out of my mind, | focus on setting up for my livestream. |
arrange the latest Moth to the Flame designs on my desk, adjusting the lighting to
showcase them perfectly.

| take a deep breath, centering myself before going live. Thisis my element. Thisis
where | shine.

“Hey everyone!” | say brightly as the red light blinks on. “Thanks for joining me
tonight. I’ ve got some exciting new pieces to show you...”
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Jack
O bsession has aflavor.
| can tasteit on my lips.

Before | “met” Chloe, | would have never known this little disturbing fact. It's a
bitter tang, like copper pennies and unripe persmmons. Sometimes | catch myself
running my tongue over my teeth, chasing that elusive taste as | stand outside her
window.

Chloe barely knows | exist, of course. Our brief meetings don’t count because she's
only met my outer shell. Nice Jack. Gentleman Jack. Fireman Jack who is aways
there to help. She hasn’'t met the real Jack. The Jack who is creeping outside her
window.

But | know everything about her. The way she takes her coffee at home (one sugar,
splash of soy milk, a sprinkle of cinnamon). Her favorite song (“Psycho Killer” by
Talking Heads). She dances around her room with her eyes closed with the song
blasting as a way to hype herself up before she goes online. | know the exact shade of
her eyes (amber flecked with gold). | know that she likes to wear fluffy socks but can
never sleep with them on. Each day that passes, I'm learning more and more. It's
endless but I'm determined to discover everything | possibly can.

| watch her from afar, collecting these precious details like a fucked up psycho
hoarding shiny trinkets. Each new discovery about Chloe feeds my obsession,
intensifying that metallic flavor in my mouth.



Tonight it's snowing around me as | lurk outside her bedroom window. Delicate
flakes settle on my eyelashes as | peer through the frosted glass. Chloe is curled up on
her bed, bathed in the soft glow of her bedside lamp. She's reading, her brow
furrowed in concentration. | imagine | can hear the whisper of pages turning.

My breath fogs the window, and | wipe it away impatiently. Can’'t let anything
obstruct my view. My fingers leave smudges on the glass, and | redlize with a start
that I’ ve forgotten my gloves. Sloppy. | can’t afford to be sloppy.

Chloe shifts, stretching languidly like a cat. Her oversized T-shirt rides up, exposing a
strip of pale skin above her pgjama bottoms. My mouth goes dry, that familiar taste
intensifying. | swallow hard.

| press closer to the window, my fingertips leaving ghostly imprints on the glass. The
cold bitesinto my skin, but | barely notice. All of my attention is focused on Chloe as
she sets her book aside and reaches for her phone.

A faint blue glow illuminates her face as she scrolls, her lips curving into a small
smile. Who is shetexting? A friend? A lover?

| can’t see.

| hate not being able to see.

Jealousy flares hot in my chest, and | have to force myself to take deep, calming
breaths. The vapor from my exhales creates a misty veil between me and my
obsession.

Suddenly, Chloe looks up, her gaze seeming to pierce right through the window. For

a heart-stopping moment, I’'m certain she’'s seen me. | freeze, not daring to move a
muscle. But her eyes dlide past, unseeing, as she gets up and pads over to her



computer.

Her shirt is short and my eyes lock on how the fabric barely covers the curve of her
ass. She glances over her shoulder toward the window as if—

| drop to the ground, my heart pounding so loudly I'm sure she must hear it. Pressed
against the cold earth, | hardly dare to breathe.

That copper-penny taste floods my mouth again. It's both thrilling and nauseating.
Part of me wants to spit, to rid myself of this physical manifestation of my obsession.

But another part, adarker part, savorsit.

| should leave. I've already stayed too long, taken too many risks. But | can't tear
myself away.

Just one more minute, | tell myself. One more glimpse.

| lie there for several more minutes, snow melting beneath me, soaking through my
clothes. When I’'m certain it’ s safe, | slowly raise my head.

Chloe sits at her desk, the glow of the computer screen casting eerie shadows across
her face. Her fingers fly over the keyboard, and | strain to see what she’styping. Isit

amessage to someone? An email? A diary entry?

The thought of Chloe keeping a diary sends a charge through me. What secrets might
she confide to those pages? What hidden desires and fears might she reveal ?

| lean closer, my nose nearly touching the glass. If | could get a better angle, maybe |
could—

A chirp from her ceiling startles me, and | jerk back instinctively. It's the smoke



detector, its little light blinking in the darkness. The smoke detector’s chirp reminds
me of my day job, and for a moment, I’'m disoriented. Fireman Jack seems so far
removed from this version of me, crouched in the snow outside Chloe' s window.

Chloe looks up at the detector, frowning dightly. She stands, stretching again, and |
drink in the sight of her lithe body silhouetted against the warm light of her room.
She walks to her closet, rummaging around until she emerges with a step stool.

My heart races as she sets up the stool beneath the smoke detector. |Is she going to
change the battery? That’s my job. | should be the one up there, keeping her safe.

She climbs up, reaching for the device, and her shirt rides up even further. | can see
the edge of her panties against her creamy thighs, the delicate curve of her legs. My
fingers twitch, aching to trace those lines.

Suddenly, Chloe wobbles on the stool. For a split second, | forget myself entirely. I'm
halfway to my feet, ready to burst through the window and catch her before she falls.
But she steadies herself, letting out a soft laugh that | can hear through the glass.

| sink back down, shaking. That was close. Too close. What if | had given myself
away?What if she had seen me?

But another part of me, that dark, hungry part, whispers. What if she had falen?
What if you had saved her?

The fantasy unfolds in my mind. Chloe, falling. Me, crashing through the window in
a shower of glass. Catching her in my arms, feeling her warm body against mine. Her
looking up at me with those amber eyes, full of gratitude and awe.

And then, as if in low motion, she'd lean in closer. I'd feel my heart pounding, my
breath catching in my throat. Her lips would brush against mine, soft and sweet,



tasting faintly of strawberry lip balm. The kiss would deepen, and I’d lose myself in
the moment, forgetting about anything else but Chloe.

All I’d think about is Chloe. Only her. Always.

| shake my head, dispelling the image. It's a dangerous line of thinking. Not to
mention bat shit crazy. | can’'t afford to get lost in such fantasies. | need to stay
focused, stay hidden.

The detector chirps again. Taunting her.

She struggles to open up the detector but is unable to do so. She pounds on it with her
fist and is rewarded with another chirp.

“Fuck this,” she says as she disappears into the other room. She returns a moment
later with abroom. “Take this, you dirty bastard.”

| literally feel a part of my soul die a slow death as | watch Chloe raise the broom,
preparing to strike the smoke detector.

No, no, no! God no. That's not safe. She could damage it, leave herself unprotected.
She could burn aive in her sleep. She could—just no. You don’'t do this. The
scenarios play out in my mind, each more horrifying than the last.

The urge to intervene is overwhelming.

Chloe swings the broom, connecting with the smoke detector. It comes |oose from the
ceiling with a crack, dangling by its wires. She lets out a triumphant “Hal” that | can

hear even through the ringing of my ears. The girl is going to cause me to stroke oui.

The smoke detector swings like a broken pendulum, its incessant chirping now



silenced. She looks pleased with herself, a mischievous grin playing on her lips.

Bad, bad girl!

| want to burst through that window and explain the dangers, lecture her on fire
safety, spank her naughty and perfect ass, and then beg her to let mefix it properly.

She yawns, stretching her arms above her head. The movement causes her shirt to
ride up again, exposing a tantalizing strip of skin. | force myself to look away,
focusing instead on the broken smoke detector.

| need to fix this. | need to keep her safe.

An idea forms in my mind. It's risky, but | can't bear the thought of leaving her
unprotected. I’'ll come back tomorrow, in my firefighter uniform.

I’ll knock on her neighbor’s door, flash my most charming smile. I’'ll be Nice Jack,
Gentleman Jack, Fireman Jack.

And then I'll be inside her house. In her space. Surrounded by her scent, her
belongings, her life.

The thought sends a shiver down my spine, that copper-penny taste flooding my
mouth once more.

| watch as she turns off her computer and pads back to her bed. She slides under the
covers, reaching for her book once more. The bedside lamp casts a warm glow over
her features, softening them. She looks angelic, peaceful. Completely unaware of the
fact that hives are practically forming on my skin.

She broke the firefighter code. Never. Disable. An. Alarm.



Thinking of punishing her again for her naughty acts has my cock twitching in my
pants. | force those thoughts away, disgusted with myself. I’'m here to protect her,
not... not have an inconvenient boner.

| watch as Chloe's eyelids grow heavy. She marks her place in the book and setsit on
the nightstand, then clicks off the lamp. The room plunges into darkness. | need to go
now. I’m no longer looking into a lit room where | can see her, but she can’'t see me.
If she looks out her window, there is a chance she'll see me once her eyes adjust to
the darkness.

But | still wait. It'sasif I’'m cemented in place.

| watch the rise and fall of her chest, counting her breaths, waiting for them to slow
and deepen. One, two, three... By twenty, I'm certain she’'s aslegp. Only then do |
allow myself to move, my joints stiff from standing for so long in the cold.

As | leave, a twig snaps beneath my foot. The sound seems impossibly loud in the
slent night. |1 freeze, but there’'s no movement from inside. Chloe sleeps on,
oblivious.

| exhale slowly, my breath a white plume in the air. It's time to go. |’ ve pushed my
luck far enough tonight. But I’ll be back...
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Jack

| know her routine. She rarely deviates. Every Tuesday at seven thirty, she emerges
from her inherited house that doesn’t quite fit her personality and walks briskly down
the street, her heels clicking against the uneven sidewalk. She carries a worn leather
purse that’'s seen better days, but it's large enough to carry a laptop which she often
does but not always. Today, she's carrying the laptop. | can tell by the slight tilt of
her shoulder, compensating for the extra weight. Her hair is pulled back in a tight
bun, not a strand out of place. She' s wearing that navy blue jacket again, the one with
the dightly frayed cuff that she thinks no one notices.

As she rounds the corner heading to catch the morning ferry to Manhattan and Pete’'s
Cafe, | dip out of my hiding spot, knowing this is my time to act. Her home will be
empty. Now al | haveto do isget inside.

| aready know she doesn’'t have a key under a flower pot or beneath a rock. | have
one chance. I’'m hoping her neighbor is my ticket in. I’ ve observed their interactions:
friendly waves, occasional cups of sugar borrowed, conversations as they collect their
mail. If anyone has a spare key, it's him.

“Mr. Haven,” | say as the elderly man opens the door. He's wearing a faded flannel
robe and fuzzy dlippers, his wispy white hair sticking out in all directions. His
rheumy eyes squint at mein confusion. “I don’t know if you remember me but—"

“Oh yes, you're the nice gentleman who helped me the other day when | fell on the
ice.” He glances over my shoulder to the scene of the incident.



| nod, relieved he remembers. “That’s right. | wanted to check in and see how you're
doing today.”

Mr. Haven's eyes crinkle as he smiles. “Oh, I'm right as rain, thanks to you. Just a
few bruises, nothing serious.” He pauses, then adds sheepishly, “Though | must
admit, I’'m a bit embarrassed about the whole thing. Slipping like a newborn colt at
my age.” Mr. Haven's gaze lingers on my uniform. “You’re in uniform today.”

| chuckle softly, looking down at my uniform. “Ah, yes. | was off duty when | helped
you. Today I’'m on my way to the station for my shift.”

Mr. Haven's eyes light up with interest. “1 always wanted to be a fireman when | was
akid. | bet you have some great stories.”

| smile, nodding. “It certainly keeps life interesting. But listen, | was hoping you
could help me out. Chloe mentioned that her fire detectors were beeping and driving
her crazy. | said I'd swing by and replace the batteries for her and check them. |
knocked on her door and she’'s not home. But since I'm here, | was hoping you'd
have akey so | could runin really quick before | head off to work.”

Mr. Haven hesitates, then smiles. “Of course. That's so nice of you. People these
days don’'t seem to look out for each other like they used to. It's refreshing to see
someone so willing to help.” He shuffles back into his house, returning a moment
later with asmall key. “Here you go. It’ s the spare Chloe gave me for emergencies.”

| take the key, feeling its weight in my palm. “Thank you, Mr. Haven. | redly
appreciate this. I’ll pop in, change those batteries, and be on my way.”

“Take your time, young man. I'm sure Chloe will be grateful.” Mr. Haven's eyes
twinkle. “And maybe next time you're off duty, you can stop by and share some of
those firefighter stories. I’d love to hear them.”



“Of course.” As | turn toward Chloe's apartment, | notice that the snowflakes that
were falling lightly have picked up intensity, swirling in the air and accumulating on
the ground. “Actually, when I'm done with her aarms, I’'m going to shovel your
walkway and put salt down if you have any. Let’s get you ready for the upcoming
storm coming this afternoon.”

“Oh, that’s very kind of you,” Mr. Haven says, his voice warm with gratitude. “The
salt’s in the garage, but don’t trouble yourself too much. | know you’'re on your way
to work.”

| wave off his concern. “It'sno trouble at all. I’ ve got plenty of time before my shift.”

With a final nod to Mr. Haven, | make my way to Chloe's door. The key dides
smoothly into the lock, and | step inside. The house is quiet and dark, with a faint
scent of cinnamon in the air. | pause for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the
dimness. The living room is tidy, with a plush couch and a bookshelf filled with
colorful spines. | take a moment to take in the part of her house I’ ve never seen. I’'ve
committed every inch of her bedroom to memory from al my time standing outside
her window, but thisis al new territory for me. The space is exactly as | imagined it
would be—cozy and inviting, just like Chloe herself. | resist the urge to explore
further and remind myself why I’'m here. Focus on the task at hand.

| spot the smoke detector on the celling near the kitchen and head toward it. It's not
the one that she bashed, but I’ m going to check it anyway since I’m here. | pull over a
kitchen chair to stand on, wishing | had taken my boots off before entering her home.
But I’'m on atime limit since | don't know exactly how long | have before Chloe
returns.

The battery compartment opens easily, and | replace the old batteries with new ones
from my backpack that | brought. The detector gives a reassuring chirp as it comes
back to life.



| move to the one in her bedroom, the one that | watched her crush into pieces to
silence it. | brought a spare detector, pretty sure her other one is beyond repair. The
scent of cinnamon is stronger here, emanating from a small diffuser on her
nightstand. Her bed is unmade, the comforter twisted asif she'd left in a hurry.

The smoke detector, or what's left of it, hangs limply from the ceiling. | carefully
remove the broken detector, my fingers brushing against the jagged edges where
Chloe's frustration had taken its toll. As | work to install the new one, my eyes
wander around her bedroom, drinking in every detail. The framed photos on her
dresser, the half-empty mug of coffee on her nightstand, the pile of clothes draped
over a chair—each item feels like a precious clue, another piece of the puzzle that is
Chloe.

| finish installing the new detector and reach for my backpack once again. My hands
shake. My mind screams no. | shouldn’t do it. | should stop. But | don't. Instead, |
pull out a nanny camera. It would fit so perfectly next to this alarm and Chloe would
never be the wiser.

My heart races as | position the tiny camera, angling it just so. It blends seamlessly
with the new smoke detector, practically invisible unless you know exactly what to
look for. | take a deep bresath, trying to calm my nerves. Thisis wrong, | know it's
wrong, but | can’t help myself. | need to see her, to know her, to keep an eye on her at
al times.

Last night when | came up with this plan, | justified it by telling myself it'sso | don’t
have to stalk outside her window anymore. I’ d be taking one step closer to not being
the creeper. I’d ween myself off. I'd... I’d be able to protect her better. That’s what |
tell myself as| secure the camerain place, my fingers clumsily moving.

As | step back to admire my handiwork, a wave of guilt makes me want vomit. What
am | doing? This isn't protection; it's invasion. I’'m violating Chloe's trust, her



privacy, her very sense of security in her own home. The weight of my actions
suddenly feels crushing.

| reach up, ready to tear down the camera, to undo this terrible mistake. But as my
fingers brush against it, the creeper stalker in me returns. And he's so much stronger
than the good angel on my shoulder telling me how fucked up thisis.

| leave the camera in place, my upper lip sweating. The guilt is still there, but it's
overshadowed by a sick sense of anticipation. I'll be able to see Chloe whenever |
want now, in her most private moments. The thought both thrills and disgusts me.

Quickly, | gather my tools and make my way out of the bedroom. | need to leave
before | do anything else | might regret—or worse, before Chloe returns home. | lock
up and head back to Mr. Haven's house, my mind racing with thoughts of Chloe and
the cameral’vejust installed.

Mr. Haven greets me with awarm smile, oblivious to what I’ ve done. “All fixed up?’
he asks.

| nod, plastering on a fake smile. “Yes, sir. Batteries changed and everything's in
working order. She'll be safe now.”

As | shovel Mr. Haven's walkway and spread salt, my mind races. What have | done?
What will | do next? The line between protector and predator has never felt so blurry.
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Chloe

| don’t know why | was hoping to see Jack today at the cafe—maybe on his way to
work, but | was. Disappointment sinks in as | scan the familiar faces, none of them
his. | stir my latte absently, watching the foam swirl into intricate patterns. The
chatter and clinking of cups fade into background noise as my mind wanders.

| find an empty table by the window, pulling out my own computer to edit some new
videos. But | can’'t focus. My gaze keeps darting to the door every time the bell
chimes, hoping it will be him walking in.

Thirty minutes pass, then an hour. The latte grows cold beside me, barely touched. |
scold myself for wasting so much time pining over someone who clearly isn’t
interested. Jack and | had barely spoken, mostly small talk and mostly about work.
Y et something about his easy smile and the way his eyes crinkled when he laughed
has wormed its way into my heart.

But is he redly my type? After my last boyfriend, | swore to myself that I'd steer
clear of vanilla, and something about Mr. Fireman screams vanilla. For the same
reasons | had zero interest in Tyler, | should feel the same about Jack. I’m ready for
something... spicier.

As if on cue, my phonerings and | seeit’s Tyler calling me. Why not text? At least
I’d have time to think of ways to politely reject his advances. | don’t want to answer,
but he is technically one of my bosses so | reluctantly answer the call, steeling
myself. “Hello, Tyler.”



“How’s my favorite influencer?’ His voice is jovial, but there’'s an undercurrent of
something else. Expectation, maybe.

| know the only way | can move forward with Tyler is act like our last exchange
wasn't as awkward and unsettling asit was. | need to work with this man.

| force alight tone. “Oh, you know, trying to get some work done in my favorite café.
What's up?’

“Yeah, | seeyou.”

| scan the room quickly. Huh? How does he see me?

“Well, | was hoping to catch you in person, and | remembered how you often come
into the office with your coffee and | remembered it was Pete's Cafe. I'm actually

right outside. Mind if | join you?’

My stomach drops. This is... weird. | glance out the window and spot him on the
sidewalk, phone to his ear, waving at me with agrin.

“Um, sure,” | manage, ending the call as he pushes through the door.

Tyler saunters over, al confidence and cologne. He dlides into the chair across from
me, his eyes roving over my face in away that makes me want to squirm.

“Fancy meeting you here,” he says with awink.

| muster aweak smile. “Y eah, what a coincidence.”

He leans in, lowering his voice. “Listen, Chloe. I’ve been thinking. Why don’t we
grab dinner tonight? Just the two of us. | know this great little Italian place.”



| open my mouth, scrambling for an excuse. “1 don’t think that’s a good idea. Mixing
work with—"

“Since you' re a contractor and not an employee, | seriously doubt—"

“It'snot agood idea,” | cut in. “ Sloane gave me a bunch of jewelry to show when we
met this morning, and | haven’'t done any recording lately. I’'m super behind, and with
the holidays...” | lieas| take a deep breath. “Timing isn’t right.”

Tyler' s smile falters for amoment, but he quickly recovers. “But that’sjust it. It's the
holidays and we shouldn’t be all about work.”

| feel trapped, cornered by Tyler’s persistence. His eyes bore into mine, expectant and
hungry. | quickly gather my stuff. “In fact, | really need to get going. I’'m doing a
Zoom with Sloane | ater today that | need to get ready for.”

As| stand up, Tyler’'s hand shoots out, gripping my wrist. “Chloe, wait—"

The bell above the door chimes, and | look up reflexively. My heart skips a beat as
Jack walks in, his firefighter uniform crisp and neat. His eyes scan the café, landing
on me. Our eyes meet, and for a moment, the rest of the cafe fades away. A smile
starts to form on his face, but it quickly fades as he takes in the scene—Tyler’'s hand
on my wrist, my obvious discomfort.

Jack’s brow furrows, and he starts walking toward us. Tyler, oblivious to Jack’'s
approach, leansin closer. “Come on, Chloe. One dinner. What are you afraid of 7’

| seize the opportunity. “Oh, Jack! I’'m so glad you could make it. | was getting ready
to leave because | thought you weren’t coming,” | call out, waving him over.

Tyler' s head whips around, his eyes narrowing as he takes in Jack’ s uniform.



Jack looks confused for a split second before catching on. “Sorry I'm late,” he says
smoothly, coming to stand by our table.

| stand up quickly, gathering my things. “Tyler, I’'m so sorry, but | have plans with
Jack that we are now late to. We'll have to catch up another time.”

Tyler's jaw tightens, but he forces a smile. “Of course. No problem at all. We'll talk

Soon.

| nod, relief soothing the anxiety inside as Jack and | make our way to the door. Once
outside, | let out a long breath. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much
you just saved me.”

Jack’s eyes crinkle as he smiles, and my heart does a little flip. “Happy to help. Care
to tell mewhat | just walked into?’

| hesitate, weighing the situation. Part of me wants to brush it off, act like nothing
happened. Another part of me, the loud warning bellsin my head, wants to admit that
something with Tyler is off. Either way, it's not Jack’s problem, and | don’t want to
play the damsel in distress. He deals enough with that at his job.

| settle for a half-truth. “A coworker who doesn't quite understand boundaries.
Nothing | can’t handle.”

Jack’s eyebrows raise dlightly, but he doesn’'t push. “Well, I'm glad | could help,
even if it was unintentional .”

We stand there for a moment, the crisp winter air nips at my cheeks, and it’s brought
a flush to Jack’s cheeks, and... Jesus... his uniform fits him perfectly. | try to push
away the thoughts of how good he looks, reminding myself of my earlier
reservations.



But | realize | don’t want this moment to end, don’t want to say goodbye to Jack just
yet.

“Can | buy you a coffee?’ | blurt out. “You know, as a thank you.” | glance at the
front door. “Not here, of course. And | should probably |eave before he comes out.” |
notice his uniform again. “Unless you' re on your way to work.”

“1 have the day off today,” he says, then pauses. “I mean, | had something | had to do
today that required me to be in uniform. But I’m done and free.”

“So coffee?’ | ask.

“| have a better idea.”

Jack’s eyes twinkle with boyish charm as he says, “How about we grab some hot
chocolate instead? | know this amazing little place a few blocks from here. They
make it from scratch with real melted chocolate.”

My heart flutters at his suggestion. It feels intimate somehow, more special than just
grabbing coffee. “That sounds perfect,” | reply, unable to keep the smile from my
face.

Walking the streets of downtown Manhattan, near the water, in the winter, next to a
fireman, and on our way to get hot chocolate. What could get more Christmas than
that?

As we walk, our breath misting in the cold air, | find myself stealing glances at Jack.
His profile is strong, jawline defined, and there’'s a quiet confidence in the way he

carries himself. It’s genuine and grounded.

“So, day off, huh?’ | say, breaking the comfortable silence. “What do firefighters



usually do on their days off?’
Jack chuckles, the sound warm and rich. “Walk next to pretty girls to get hot cocoa.”
We round a corner, and Jack points to a small, cozy-looking shop with steamed-up

windows. “Here we are. Best hot chocolate in the city, | promise.”

The scent of chocolate and cinnamon envelops us as we step inside. It's warm and
inviting, with mismatched chairs and tables, and shelves lined with old books.

Aswe wait in line, Jack turns to me. “Listen, about what happened back there...” He
hesitates, his brow furrowing slightly. “If you ever need help or someone to be
nearby... No pressure, of course.”

“Thank you,” | manageto say. | shrug. “No big deal redly. | just have a stalker.”

Jack’s eyes widen, his expression turning serious.

| immediately regret my flippant comment. “No, no, it's not like that. | was joking.
No stalker for me.”

Jack’s face relaxes dlightly, but something | can't quite make out still lingers in his
eyes.

We reach the counter, and Jack insists on paying for our hot chocolates despite my
protests. As we wait for our drinks, | notice how at ease | feel with him. There's
something about Jack that seems so familiar, but | can’t quite put my finger onit.

“1 know we've just met,” | begin. “But it feelslike | know you from someplace.”

Jack smileswarmly. “Maybe we knew each other in apast life,” he jokes.



Our drinks arrive, steaming mugs topped with a swirl of whipped cream and a dusting
of cocoa powder. We find a small table by the window, and | wrap my hands around
the warm mug, inhaling the rich scent.

“l think I've fallen in love just from the smell,” | say, taking a sip. The chocolate is
thick and velvety, with a hint of cinnamon. “Oh wow, you weren't kidding about this
place.”

Jack grins with a wicked glimmer in his eyes, clearly pleased by my reaction. “Told
you. It'smy little secret.”

| take another sip, savoring the rich flavor. “Well, consider me impressed. | might
have to make this my new spot. And | like secrets.”

Jack gins, oblivious to the bit of whipped cream on his upper lip

| laugh and gesture to my own lip. “You've got alittle...”

He wipes it away, his cheeks flushing dlightly. “So | told you one of my secrets. Now
it'syour turn to tell me one of yours.”

| hesitate, my fingers tightening around the warm mug. God, if only | could tell him
my darkest and most desired secret. What if | told him that nothing would turn me on
more than having him knock our hot chocolates to the floor with one swoop of his
arm and throw me across the table instead? He'd tear of my clothes and fuck me
without a second thought to the people around us. Nothing could get in the way of his
hunger for me and—

Jesus... | don’t want to risk chasing the man out of the building.

“WEell,” | begin, lowering my voice and searching for a safe answer, “| have a secret



addiction to trashy reality TV shows. The more drama, the better.”

Jack’ s eyes light up with amusement. “ Really? Which ones?’

“All of them,” | admit, feeling my cheeks warm. “But my absolute favorite is Love
Island . It's so ridiculous and over-the-top, but | can’t stop watching. | call it Cringe
Island and yet | watch every episode.”

He leans in, a conspiratorial grin on his face. “Want to know a secret? | may have
binged a season or two of that myself.”

| gasp in mock horror. “No! And here | thought you were this tough, macho
firefighter.”

“Hey, even tough, macho firefighters need a guilty pleasure,” he laughs.

Our conversation flows easily after that, jumping from topic to topic. We discuss our
favorite books (he loves historical fiction, I’'m more into psychological thrillers), our
go-to comfort foods (mac and cheese for him, ice cream for me), and our most
embarrassing moments (his involves a high school talent show and a failed magic
trick).

Aswe talk, | find myself drawn to the way his eyes crinkle when he laughs, and yes,
crinkle is the perfect word to describe it. I'm aso drawn to the passion in his voice
when he talks about his job, the gentle way he listens when | speak. It's refreshing,
especially compared to the men I’ ve dated in the past.

Before | know it, hours have passed. The sky outside has darkened with the next
predicted snow storm coming, and the cafe is starting to empty out.

“l can’'t believe how late it’s gotten,” | say, glancing at my watch. “I should probably



head home.”

Jack nods, looking a bit disappointed. “Yeah, | guess we should call it. | should stop
by the station anyway and see if they need any help prepping for tonight’s snow.”

We gather our things and step out into the chilly air. The street is busy with people
hurrying past, bundled up against the cold.

“1 can go to work later if you'd like me to escort you home instead?’ Jack says, his
breath visible in the afternoon air.

| hesitate for a moment, loving the idea of prolonging this day. But | don't want to
come off as needy or too clingy. “That’s sweet of you to offer, but | think I'll grab a

Cab.”

Okay, so thisis where he needs to ask me for my number. Come on Jack. Ask me for
my number.

Jack nods, his expresson a mix of understanding and something
el se—disappointment, maybe? He shoves his hands in his pockets, rocking back on

his heels dightly.

“Well, | had agreat time today,” he says, a soft smile playing on hislips. “It was nice
getting to know you better.”

My heart sinks a little. Is thisit? Are we just going to part ways without any promise
of seeing each other again?

Ask me for my number!

As I’'m about to say goodbye, Jack clears his throat. “Listen, | was wondering...” he



starts, then pauses, seeming to gather his courage. “Would it be okay if |1 got your
number? Maybe we could do this again sometime?’

Relief and excitement flood through me. “Yes, absolutely,” | reply, perhaps a bit too
eagerly. | fumble for my phone, nearly dropping it in my haste.

We exchange numbers, our gloved fingers brushing as we hand our phones back and
forth.

We stand there for a moment, neither of us quite ready to leave. Snowflakes begin to
fall softly around us, catching in Jack’s dark hair and eyelashes. The urge to reach out

and brush them away is overwhelming.

Instead, | take a step back. “I should go. Thanks again for today, Jack. For
everything.”

“Anytime,” he says softly. “Get home safe, Chloe.”

| turn and start walking away, my heart light despite the heavy snow beginning to
fall. I’ve only gone afew steps when Jack calls out.

“Hey, Chloe?’

| turn back, eyebrows raised in question.

Jack is standing there, snowflakes swirling around him, a hesitant smile on his face.
“1 was thinking... there’ s this Christmas market opening up tomorrow night in Bryant
Park. They’ve got ice skating, hot cider, the works. Would you maybe want to check

it out with me sometime this week, if you’ re going to be back in city?’

My heart skips a beat. | can already picture us strolling through twinkling lights,



sipping warm drinks, maybe even holding hands as we glide across the ice. It sounds
magical, perfect even.

But a nagging voice in the back of my mind reminds me of my earlier reservations. Is
Jack really my type? Am | setting myself up for disappointment by pursuing

something with someone who might be too... safe?

| bite my lip, weighing my options. The hopeful look in Jack’s eyes makes my
decision for me,

“That sounds wonderful,” | say, unable to keep the smile from my face. “I’d love to.”

Jack’s face lights up, his grin wide and genuine. “Great! I'll take a look at my work
schedule, and I’ [l text you the details later?’

| nod, my own smile mirroring his. “ Sounds perfect. I'm looking forward to it.”

Asl| finally turn to leave, hailing a cab with awave.
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| blame Tyler for the fact that | am once again standing outside her window in the
fucking cold. | swore to myself the stalking would stop but old habits die hard.

My jaw clenches involuntarily. My fingers are numb inside my pockets, but | barely
notice.

| had to make sure she was safe. Something about seeing Tyler in the coffee shop
touching Chloe didn’'t sit well with me. Could it be because | wanted to tie him to
coffee shop chair and slowly chop his hand off with a butter knife? Maybe. But
regardless, | couldn’t resist the urge to return to her house to see she got home okay.

So here | am again, breath coming out in puffs, watching her once again.

The soft glow from her bedroom window casts a faint halo on the frost-covered lawn.
| can see her moving around, probably getting ready for bed. My heart races as |
imagine her dlipping out of her clothes, her smooth skin bathed in the warm
lamplight. It’s later than | normally come to watch her, so late that | had to unplug her
Christmas lights so I'm not lit up. | hope she doesn’t notice. | hope that | can ssimply
watch her in peace. Watch her dide into bed and—

| shake my head, trying to clear those thoughts. I'm here to protect her, not...
whatever thisis. But deep down, | know it’s more than that. It aways has been.

A car door slams nearby, startling me. | duck behind a hedge, my pulse vibrating in
my ears. Footsteps crunch on the icy sidewalk, coming closer. | peer through the



branches as | wait for everyone to settle for the night. Settle so | can watch Chloe.
Chloe appears in my view again, and | hold my breath as | notice something different
about her. She's not in pgjamas as | expected. Quite the opposite. She's wearing a
raven-black wig, bright red lipstick and a tight, revealing black dress I’ ve never seen
before. What the fuck?

Where is she going at this hour?

| watch as she applies more makeup, her movements hurried and nervous. She keeps
glancing at her phone, as if waiting for a message. My stomach churns with a mix of

jealousy and concern. I's she meeting someone?

She applies jewelry I’ve never seen before either. It'sachoker... no... it sacollar. It's
gothic in style, with asmall silver ring dangling from the front.

She then stands in front of her mirror in all her mysterious beauty, and | barely
recognize her. In fact, if | didn’t know it was Chloe, I'm not sure I'd be able to pick
her in alineup.

She' s fucking stunning.

My fingers twitch with the urge to grab my phone and snap a picture, but | resist.

She then moves to her computer and sits down. With a couple of clicks, a website is
pulled up. | squint to get a better look, and | instantly recognizeit.

Holy fucking hell . . .

My heart nearly stops.



| can’'t believe what I'm seeing. Chloe, my sweet, innocent Chloe, is logging into a
Dark Secrets account.

| have a Dark Secrets account. But Chloe? My sweet, angel Chloe?

| watch in stunned silence as she adjusts her webcam and begins to type something. A
chat window pops up, filling with messages from eager viewers.

Unlike when she does her influencer jewelry videos, she doesn’'t turn on her ring
light. She' s shadowed by a flickering candle nearby.

Chloe takes a deep breath, visibly steeling herself. She applies a lace mask over her
thick eyelashes to hide her identity even more. Then she smiles at the camera—a
sultry, confident smile I've never seen before. It's like she's transformed into a
different person entirely.

She starts to move sensuoudly, running her hands over her body, cupping her breasts,
caressing her pussy, and spreading her legs as she speaks to her audience. | can’'t hear
what she's saying as she has put sexy music on in the background, but | can see her
lips moving, forming words | never thought I’ d see coming from her mouth.

I’m frozen in place, unable to look away as she slowly starts to unzip her dress. Part
of me wants to rush in there and stop this, to protect her from the prying eyes of
strangers. But another part, adarker part | try to ignore, is utterly captivated.

How have | missed this? Y ears of sitting outside her window, and thisis the first time
I’ ve seen this? It’s obvious this is not her first time on this site. Clearly, she does so
much more once | leave her for the night.

As | watch, transfixed, a flurry of emotions courses through me. Shock, arousal,
jealousy, and a twisted sense of pride al war for dominance. My sweet Chloe, the



object of my obsession for so long, has depths | never imagined.

The chat window explodes with activity as Chloe—no, her alter ego—begins her
performance. | can amost feel the heat of the laptop against her skin, the hungry eyes
of faceless strangers drinking in every curve and gesture. My fists clench in my
pockets, nails digging into my palms.

She moves with practiced grace, each motion calculated to tease and entice. The dress
dips lower, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of lace underneath. I’'m torn between
averting my eyes and drinking in every detail, committing it to memory.

A car engine rumbles to life down the street, snapping me back to redlity. | glance
around nervously, suddenly aware of how exposed | am. If anyone were to see me
now, lurking in the shadows, watching this private show...

When | look back, Chloe is holding something up to the camera. It takes me a
moment to recognize it: a hot pink dildo, thick and large. My mouth goes dry as she
runsit along her thigh, her lips curving into awicked smile.

Holy shit this escalated quickly!

|s this what some melted chocolate doesto agirl?

This is too much. | need to leave, to process what I’ ve seen. But my feet feel rooted
to the ground, my eyes locked on the window. I’ ve watched Chloe for years, thinking

| knew everything about her. Now, | realize | know nothing at all.

| took the girl out for hot cocoa like she was a virginal eighteen-year-old. Jesus she
must think I’m a goddamn Boy Scout. Had | known...

She leans back further so | can get a better view of exactly where she plans to put that



dildo. My legs go weak, and | have to grip the hedge to stay upright. | thought | was
protecting her, keeping her safe from the darkness of the world. But she was already
deepinit, reveling init even.

| watch as she positions herself, ready to give her audience what they’re clamoring
for. My fingers twitch toward my phone again, this time to open the Dark Secrets
app. | could join the stream right now, be one of those faceless usernames cheering
her on.

Will she see the light from my phoneif | do?
| hesitate, my thumb hovering over the app icon. The temptation is overwhelming.
But something stops me. Maybe it’s the last shred of decency | have left, or maybe

i’ sthe fear of being caught. Either way, | force my hand back into my pocket.

The music changes into something lower. Enough so that | can actually hear her
speak now as she inserts the dildo past her silky folds.

Holy shit! I'm staring at Chloe' s bare, and absolutely perfect pussy.

“Something happened today,” she says. “Something that got me in the mood to fuck
myself for all of you to see.”

| press my face to the glass, straining to hear every word. My curiosity is piqued,
overriding even my arousal.

“1 saw someone today,” Chloe continues, her voice husky and breathless as she works
the toy inside herself. “1 had the most perfect day. Something right out of a Hallmark

movie.” She giggles and then moans. “But it was very G rated.”

Fuuuuuuck me. She's talking about me. About out meeting over cocoa and whip



cream!

| lean in, my heart constricting as | strain to catch every word. Chloe's voice is low
and sultry, punctuated by soft moans as she pleasures herself.

“It was so innocent,” she continues, her breath catching. “We had hot chocolate and
walked in the snow. He was such a gentleman.” She laughs, a sound caught between
amusement and arousal. “If only he knew what | really wanted. Y ou all know exactly
what | want, don’t you?’

My mind reels. | struggle with a surge of conflicting emotions—shock, jealousy,
arousal, and yes... embarrassment. How did | not pick up on this? My Chloe. My
Chloeis...

“1 wanted him to push me up against awall,” Chloe gasps, her movements becoming
more frantic. “To rip my clothes off and fuck me right there in the snow.”

Part of me wants to burst through her door, to be the man she's describing. But I'm
rooted to the spot, avoyeur to her darkest fantasies.

“But instead,” she pants, “I’m here with you. My faithful viewers. Y ou know what |
really need, don’t you?”’

The chat explodes with comments. | can only imagine what they’'re saying, what
they’ re asking her to do. Chloe reads a few aloud, each one filthier than the last. She
complies with their requests, her body writhing on her black leather office chair.

I’m trembling now, from both the cold and the intensity of what I’m witnessing. This
is Chloe stripped bare—not just physically, but emotionally. The sweet, pure girl |
thought | knew is gone, replaced by this seductive creature who knows exactly what
she wants.



As she nears her climax, Chloe locks eyes with the window. For a heart-stopping
moment, | feel like she'slooking right at me. Like she knows I’'m here, watching her
most intimate moment. It’s asif she knows she should have pulled the curtains shut to
give herself privacy, but she never does. Never. It tells me one thing. She likes to
leave them open... tempting the universe. Inviting...

“Oh god,” she moans, her back arching, eyes closing. She thrusts the dildo in al the
way and cries out.

| fixate on the sexiest thing I’ ve ever seen, mesmerized, as she shudders through her
orgasm.

My legs nearly give out as | watch Chloe climax, her body quivering with pleasure.
The intensity of her orgasm seems to radiate through the window, electrifying the
cold night air around me.

As Chloe comes down from her high, she slumps back in her chair, a satisfied smile
playing on her lips. She reaches for atowel off-screen and begins to clean herself up,
still engaging with her audience.

“Thank you al for joining me tonight,” she purrs, her voice slightly hoarse. “You
know how to make a girl feel special.”

She leans in close to the camera, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Same time next
week? | might have a special surprise for you all.”

With a wink and a blown kiss, she ends the stream. The window goes dark as she
shuts off her computer, leaving me standing in the shadows, my mind reeling from

what I’ ve just observed.

| stand here, frozen. The silence of the night seems deafening. My breath comes in



short, ragged gasps.

What do | do with thisinformation? The Chloe | thought | knew is gone, replaced by
this sultry, confident woman who bares her soul (and body) to strangers online.

| shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. | need to leave before someone spots
me. As | turn to go, my foot kicks a rock, the sound seeming to echo in the quiet
night.

Suddenly, Chloe’s bedroom light flicks back on. | freeze, my heart tightens. Did she
hear me? | press myself against the side of the house, praying she doesn’t look out the
window.

| hear the soft creak of her window opening. “Hello?” Chloe's voice, tentative and
dlightly fearful, cuts through the night air. “Is someone there?’

| hold my breath, not daring to move a muscle. Seconds stretch into an eternity as |
wait, praying she'll give up and go back inside. When | don’t hear anything, | quickly
leave, running down the street to where my truck is waiting.

| slide into my truck, hands shaking as | fumble with the keys. My mind is racing,
replaying every moment of what | watched. The image of Chloe, transformed into her
vixen ater ego, is burned into my retinas. | can’'t shake the sound of her voice, husky
with desire, as she described what she really wanted from our innocent cocoa date.

| know | shouldn’t, but before | can stop myself, I'm opening the Dark Secrets app.
My fingers hover over the search bar. What name would she use? Something

mysterious, sexy as fuck... | search through the most recently uploaded videos and
streams, my heart racing with each attempt. Finally, | see her.



The profile picture is aclose-up of red lips and a hint of that |ace mask.

Username: BlackAsChlo

| click on her profile, scrolling through the content she offers. My mouth goesdry as|
see thumbnails of her previous shows, each one sexier than the last. There's a button
to subscribe to her channel, to gain access to exclusive content. There's no fee
attached which tells me one thing. Chloe does this by choice. Not for monetary gain.

My thumb hovers over it, trembling slightly. Thisis aline | never thought I’d cross.
If 1 do this, there’s no going back. I'll be one of them, one of the faceless usernames
cheering her on, asking for more.

But isn't that what I've always been? A faceless observer, watching from the
shadows?

Before | can change my mind, | hit subscribe. The screen loads, and suddenly I’'m in,
privy to Chloe's secret world. | scroll through her posts, each one revealing a side of
her | never knew existed.

Shelikestoys. | like toys.

She likes kink... so much kink. | fucking adore kink.

One video catches my eye. The thumbnail shows Chloe—no, BlackAsChlo—in a
dimly lit room, her wrists bound above her head. The title reads, “Punish me,

Daddy.”

My finger hovers over the play button. Thisiswrong. | shouldn’t be seeing this. But
I’ ve already crossed so many lines tonight. What’ s one more?



| pressplay.

The video starts with Chloe struggling against her restraints, her eyes wide behind her
mask.

“1’ve been abad girl,” she says.

Her latest video is there, the one | saw in person. | hit play, my breath catching as |
watch the scene unfold from a new angle.

Chloe' s voice fills my room, erotic and alluring. “I saw someone today,” she purrs,
and | shiver, knowing she's talking about me. | watch, transfixed, as she pleasures
herself, describing in vivid detail what she wished | had done to her.

My hand drifts to my lap, ailmost of its own accord. | know thisiswrong—

| can’'t do this. Not yet. Not yet...

| shut off my phone, my hands shaking. The night’s revelations swirl in my mind. As
| sit there in my truck, | realize that everything has changed. The game has shifted,
the rules rewritten. And I’'m not sure if I'm the protector anymore, or just another
moth drawn to Chloe' s flame.

| start the engine again, my mind made up. | need to see her again, to look into her
eyes knowing what | know now. To see if | can spot a glimmer of BlackAsChlo
behind Chloe' s innocent facade.
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Chloe
“H ello?’ | call out as| walk toward the window.

Why am | saying hello to a potential serial killer standing outside my window? And
why in the hell am | walking toward him?

My heart pounds as | take another step. The rational part of my brain tells me it was
the wind. | didn’t hear anything more than a tree branch falling. My chance meeting
with Tyler today is making me paranoid. But the irrational part, the part that’s been
on high alert since | saw his face at the cafe, insists there’s someone out here. And
when | came home today, my walkway had been shoveled again .

| take another hesitant step, my bare feet silent on the hardwood floor. | strain my
ears, listening for any sound that might confirm my fears.

Silence.

Then, a soft scraping noise. My breath catches in my throat. That was definitely not
the wind.

| should run. | should turn around, grab my phone, and lock myself in the bathroom.
But my body isn't listening to reason. I'm moving forward again, my hand

outstretched toward the window to crack it open so | can hear better.

Still silence.



It's nothing. I’m just acting crazy.

But not crazier than coming home amost immediately after my date... not date...
maybe date... with Jack and obsessing over every little detail of our conversation. Not
crazier than going on Dark Secrets tonight and getting my rocks off for all my
subscribers.

Giving up and closing the window, | return to my computer, my heart rate slowly
returning to normal. | settle into my chair, the soft glow of the screen illuminating my
face in the dimly lit room. My fingers hover over the keyboard, ready to do mindless
scrolling through Dark Secrets and seeing what fun pics and videos | can find.

But | can’'t shake the unease. My eyes keep darting to the window, half-expecting to
see aface pressed against the glass. | will myself to focus on my feed, but the images
blur together, failing to capture my attention or arouse me like they usually do.

A soft ping from my phone makes me jump. | grab it, heart racing again, but it's a
notification from Dark Secrets. A new message. Probably from one of my regular
subscribers, asking for a custom video or a private chat.

| open the app, my finger hovering over the message icon. But something catches my
eye in the notifications tab. A new follower. | tap on it, curiosity overriding my
lingering fear.

The username makes my blood run cold: WinterWatcher.

It can’t be. It’s a coincidence, right? But as | click on the profile, the bio reads:. “I like
to watch from afar. Always from afar.”

My hands shake as | scroll through WinterWatcher’s activity. He' s liked every single
one of my posts from the past month already.



He's studying me.

My mind races, trying to connect the dots. Tyler at the cafe. The shoveled walkway.
The noise outside my window. And now this... WinterWatcher.

| close the app, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps. It's too much of a
coincidence.

Tyler?

No, thisisridiculous.

I’m in my head. | know | can get like this once | get worked up. It’s not easy being a
single woman living alone in New Y ork.

Tyler isnice. Too nice.

That's the problem. That's why I’'m not interested in him. | want a man who can
dominate me. Someone who can make me cry out as he spanks me, who can tie me
up and make me beg for release.

But now my thoughts return to Jack. Jack isnice. Is he too nice?

| shake my head, trying to clear my muddled thoughts. Jack is different. There's an
undercurrent of intensity beneath his polite exterior that | can’t quite put my finger
on. But Tyler... Tyler's niceness always feels forced, like he is trying too hard to be
the perfect gentleman.

Taking adeep breath, | turn off my computer. I’m done for the night.

As | change into my pajamas, | can’'t shake the feeling of being watched. | double-



check the locks on my windows and look outside one last time. My Christmas lights
are off. Were they aways off?

Sliding into bed, | pull the covers up to my chin, feeling like a child afraid of the
monstersin the closet.

Sleep eludes me. | toss and turn, my thoughts a jumbled mess of Tyler, Jack, and
WinterWatcher. Every creak of the house makes me start, my heart leaping into my
throat.

Around three am., | give up on sleep. | reach for my phone, telling myself I'll just
scroll through social media to distract myself. But my fingers betray me, opening the
Dark Secrets app instead.

WinterWatcher has been active. He's left comments on my older posts now,
innocuous things like “Beautiful” and “Stunning.” But there’'s one comment that
makes my heart stop: “1 wonder what other dark secrets you have.”

Something inside of me wants to respond. But | never speak to any subscribers. |
never interact. | never comment. I’ m not going to start now...

My thumb hovers over the reply button, twitching in suspense. I’ve never broken my
rule of nonengagement before, but something about this situation feels different.
Dangerous. Maybe if | respond, | can get more information, figure out if thisreally is
Tyler or just some random guy.

It can’'t be Tyler. Why am | thinking it's Tyler? In fact, why do | think | know
WinterWatcher at al? He could be anyone. He could even be a she. Why am |

overreacting?

| turn off my phone and roll over. | toss and turn for another hour, my mind racing



with possibilities. Every shadow seems to move, every noise amplified in the stillness
of the night. Finally, as the first hints of dawn start to creep through my curtains, |
drift into afitful sleep.

My dreams are a confusing jumble of images. Tyler’'s too-wide smile, Jack’s intense
gaze, and a shadowy figure standing outside my window, watching. Always
watching.

| wake with a start, my alarm blaring. For a moment, I’m disoriented, the events of
last night feeling like a distant nightmare. But as | reach for my phone to silence the
alarm, reality comes crashing back. It’'s time to be Chloe. Cute, bubbly, admired by
many Chloe Hallman, jewelry influencer.

BlackAsChlo needs to go back into the shadows where she belongs.
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Chloe

H ow many daysis normal to wait for a text after a date? Not that Jack and | had an
actual date. It was just a coincidental meet up. But he said he'd text so | stare at my
phone for what feels like the hundredth time today, willing it to light up with a
notification.

It wasn't areal date, | keep reminding myself. Just a chance encounter. But the way
his eyes had crinkled when he smiled, how attentively he’'d listened to every word |
said... it had felt like more.

| sigh and toss my phone onto the desk, determined to stop obsessing. But as | turn
away, afaint buzz makes my heart leap. | snatch it up, fumbling in my haste.

It'sjust an Insta notification. Disappointment crashes over me.
“Get agrip,” | mutter to myself.

Deciding to obsess over something else, | decide to look at my views and engagement
on my most recent post for Moth to the Flame. | wasn't feeling it while filming, and |
have a pretty good feeling that my video is going to prove to me that my viewers felt
the same way.

As | scroll through the analytics, my suspicions are confirmed. The view count is
dismal, likes are sparse, and the comments are... well, there aren’'t many. | groan,
slumping back in my chair. This is exactly what | needed—another blow to my
already fragile ego. If | want to remain the brand ambassador for Moth to the Flame



Designs, I’'m going to have to get my shit together. | need thisjob if | want to remain
in this house. Thisis not even up for debate. | need to pull myself together and focus
on creating content that will resonate with my audience.

In desperate need of a pick-me-up, | close out that app and move to the one | actually
love being part of. | try really hard not to log into Dark Secrets until the late hours as
my reward for staying focused and on task, but right now, | need the dopamine hit
from the comments | know are waiting for me from my live last night.

This is my true escape, my secret world where | can be anyone | want. The persona
I’ ve crafted here is confident, mysterious, and alluring—everything | wish | could be
inreal life.

The notification icon is lit up, and | tap it eagerly. Comments and messages flood in,
each one alittle burst of validation. Y ou were amazing last night! Can’t wait for your
next stream! Y ou’ re the highlight of my evening!

| bask in the praise, feeling my mood lift with each message. Here, in this digital
realm, I’'m adored. Desired. Important. It's potent, and for a moment, | forget about
my real-world troubles—the lackluster content, spending another holiday without my
parents, living in their house which is far above my means, and the lingering
disappointment of Jack’s silence, wondering if | read more into our hot chocolate
date—not date—than he did.

But as | scroll through the comments, one freezes me off guard.

“1 loved how you finally showed more of your face. | wish you had shown even
more.”

Wait! What?



| pull up my replay to see for myself. Panic sets in. My heart races as | frantically
scan through the video, praying it's a misunderstanding. But there it is—a moment
where the camera dlipped, and the lighting is just right, revealing more of my features
than | ever intended. It's only a few seconds, but it feels like an eternity as | watch
my carefully crafted anonymity crumble.

| slam my laptop shut, breathing heavily. This can’t be happening. My mind whirls
with potential consequences. What if someone recognizes me? What if this gets back
to Moth to the Flame, to the brand | represent? | signed a morality clause! No way
does masturbating with a dildo on alive stream classify as moral. Fuck me. Fuck me
and not in the fun dildo fuck me kind of way.

Thelife I’ ve built could come crashing down around me.

What will Moth to the Flame do if they know that rather than promoting their jewelry
next to gingerbread and mistletoe, I'm instead using their delicate chains and
pendants as sensual props in my late-night streams? The thought makes me nauseous.
I’ve worked so hard to keep these two worlds separate, and now they’ re threatening
to collide in the most catastrophic way possible.

| know better than this. I’ ve always been so careful. But Jack . . . hegot meso.. . .
fuck . ..

With trembling fingers, | reopen the laptop and start damage control. | delete the
video, hoping it hasn’t been screen-recorded or shared elsewhere. But the internet is
forever, and | know deep down that | can’t undo what’s been done.

My stomach grumbles and I’'m not sure if it's from fear or hunger, but since | haven’'t
eaten since breakfast, and I’ve been cooped up inside all day working, | decide to
venture out for some food... and a stiff cocktail. Maybe a change of scenery will help
clear my head and give me some perspective on this mess.



| grab my coat and keys, hurrying out the door before | can change my mind. The
crisp evening air hits my face, and | take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. |
take alook around and I’ m struck by how quiet the neighborhood is.

Almost too quiet.

And | get this eerie feeling that eyes are on me.

| shake off the paranoia, chalking it up to my frayed nerves. Still, | glance over my
shoulder as | walk down the sidewalk. The streetlights cast long shadows, and every
rustle of leaves makes me jump.

Thelocal pub isafew blocks away, and | set off at a brisk pace, my mind still racing.

As | wak down the street, | try to take in the holiday decorations adorning the
storefronts and lamp posts. Twinkling lights and garlands of evergreen should lift my
spirits, but they only serve as a stark reminder of how alone | fedl.

Alone and lost.

As | push open the heavy wooden door of The Rusty Nail, the familiar scent of beer
and fried food greet me. It's busy for a weeknight, the low hum of conversation
punctuated by occasional bursts of laughter. | make my way to the bar, squeezing into
an empty spot.

“What'll it be?’ the bartender asks, wiping down the counter.

“Whiskey, neat,” | reply, surprising myself. I’'m usually more of afruity cocktail kind

of girl, but | can't exactly order a pina colada and sound cool, and tonight calls for
something stronger.



The bartender nods and pours me a generous measure. | take a sip, wincing at the
burn. As the warmth spreads through my chest and kills every single germ | may or
may not have had in my body, | scan the room, half-hoping to see afamiliar face and
half-dreading it.

No oneis here. Just me. Alone.

But that is when the door opens and snow comes flurrying in, followed by a tall
figurein adark coat. My heart skips a beat as | recognize the silhouette. Jack.

He stamps his feet, shaking off the snow, and looks around the pub. Our eyes mest,
and for amoment, I’'m frozen. Should | wave? Pretend | didn’t see him? Before | can
decide, he' s making his way over to me, a hesitant smile on his face.

“Hey,” he says, dliding onto the stool next to me. “Fancy meeting you here.”

| try to keep my voice casual, despite the butterflies in my stomach. “1 uh... do you
come here often?’

He shakes his head, signaling the bartender. “I'd like to tell you this was a
coincidence,” he begins with a smile, “but | actually saw you walking in here from
across the street,” Jack admits, a sheepish grin on his face. “l was on my way to ice
Mr. Haven’swalkway. | hope you don’t mind me joining you.”

My heart races at his confession. He saw me and decided to follow? Part of me is
thrilled, but another part iswary. After al, | barely know this man.

“No, | don’'t mind,” | say, trying to sound nonchalant. “It's nice to see a familiar
face.”

Jack orders a beer and turns to face me fully. “Cheers,” he says as he raises the glass.



| clink my glass against his, the whiskey sloshing dangerously close to the rim.
“Cheers,” | echo, taking another sip. The alcohol is already starting to dull the edges
of my anxiety, but Jack’s presence brings a new kind of nervousness.

“$S0,” he says, his eyes gleaming in the dim pub light, “what brings you out on a night
like this? Escaping the holiday madness?’

| laugh, but it comes out more like a nervous titter. “Something like that,” | reply
vaguely. How can | explain that I’'m here drowning my sorrows over a potential
career-ending mistake in my secret online life? “Needed a change of scenery, | guess.
What about you? Isn’t it a bit late to be shoveling snow?’ | pause and decide to ask
something that has been bothering me ever since | came home and saw the snow
removed again. “You didn’t by chance shovel my walkway yesterday?’

Jack’ s eyes widen dlightly as he lowers his beer. “Ah, you caught me,” he admits with
a sheepish grin. “I hope you don't mind. | was aready helping Mr. Haven and
decided to do yourstoo.”

My heart flutters at his thoughtfulness. “That was really sweet of you,” | say, feeling
awarmth that isn’t just from the whiskey. “Thank you.”

He shrugs, looking almost embarrassed. “It was nothing, really. | like helping out
where| can.”

There's a pause as we both sip our drinks, the noise of the pub swirling around us.
I’m hyperaware of how close we're sitting, our knees almost touching.

“Funny story,” | add. “When | came home yesterday and saw it done, | started to
really feel | may have a stalker. A snow-shoveling stalker.”
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T rying to act cool and collected while your palms sweat isn’t easy. | wipe my hands
on my jeans for the third time, hoping Chloe doesn’t notice. She’s mentioned having
a stalker more than once. She's noticed her walkway being cleaned. And me entering
the same bar she entered was pushing things too far. And after watching her last
night... everything has changed. Everything.

| saw her videos. | can see what she's favorited. | can see everything and all her
hidden kinks. And fuck me... they are the same as mine. If Dark Secrets were a dating
app, we' d be a match.

But I'm fucking up. I’m getting too close.
Am | hoping to get caught? Because I’ m acting really fucking careless right now.

“A stalker to shovel your snow huh?’ | say as | chase my question with my beer.
“Most people would consider that a good thing.”

“I’ve been getting this feeling lately. And | heard noises...” she says. “Last night |
freaked myself out and—" She shakes her head. “Clearly | was overreacting since
you just admitted to doing my walkway.”

“You live in a safe neighborhood,” | add, “And it was windy last night. But make
sure you lock up and keep your eyes open just in case.” | fed like an absolute creep.
I’m the cause of her distress, and I’ m trying to play it down like it’ s nothing.



Then tension in her shoulders relaxes a bit, but | can still see doubt lingering in her
eyes. “Y eah, you're probably right,” she says, but her voice lacks conviction.

| need to change the subject, and fast. “So, tell me about your Christmas plans.
Anything fun planned? A trip?’

She sighs, taking a sip of her whiskey and grimacing.

“Not really,” Chloe says, setting down her glass. “Holidays aren’t really my thing.”
“No family to visit?’ | ask, trying to keep my tone casual.

Yes, | already know the answer to this question, and | feel like an asshole bringing up
a painful topic, but | need to take a huge step away from familiar. | feel asif I'm
getting too close to being caught. | need to play the perfect stranger role. | need to ask

all the “normal” guestions a man who knows nothing about a woman would ask.

Chloe shakes her head, a glimmer of sadness crossing her face. “Not anymore. It's
just me.”

Guilt stabs at my gut as | see the pain present. As much as | want to tell her that |
know more about her family situation than | should, | can’t let on.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” | say, reaching out to touch her hand briefly before pulling
back. “The holidays can be tough when you’ re on your own.”

She nods, her eyes distant. “Yeah, it’s... it’s not easy. But | manage. What about you?
Big family celebration planned?’

| chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. “Nah, I'm abit of alone wolf myself. Probably
order some Chinese food and watch terrible Christmas movies.” Wanting to give her



alittle more, | add, “My mother loved the holidays when she was alive, but now that
i'sjust me...” | shrug. “You know.”

“Woas she your only family?’

“Yeah, and when she died, | bounced around as a kid does in that situation, but
Christmas was never the same.”

Chlo€e's eyes soften, and for a moment, | see a glimmer of genuine empathy. “I’'m
sorry about your mom,” she says quietly. “It's hard, isn’t it? Trying to celebrate when
the people who made it special are gone.”

| nod, surprised by the sudden lump in my throat. | hadn’t meant to bring up my
mother, but something about Chloe makes me want to open up. “Yeah, it is.
Sometimes | think about trying to recreate those old traditions, but it feels... empty.”

She reaches out, her fingers lightly brushing against mine. The touch sends a jolt
through me, and | have to resist the urge to pull away. I’'m not used to this kind of
gentle contact, especially not from her. As if she senses my discomfort, she pulls
away and reaches for her drink again.

“1 lost my parents a little over two years ago,” she admits. “Car accident we were all
in. Things haven't been the same since.”

| know , | want to say. | want to admit that | was the one working the scene that night.
That | was the firefighter who pulled her parents' bodies from the wreckage. That |
held her shaking hand as | got her into the ambulance. That | went to the hospital
after my shift to check on her and have watched over ever since.

| swallow hard, forcing myself to maintain eye contact. “I’'m so sorry. That must have
been devastating.” The words feel hollow, inadequate. | want to tell her everything, to



confess that | was there, that I’ve known her pain intimately since that night. But |
can’'t. It would ruin everything.

She nods, blinking rapidly. “It was. Still is, sometimes. But life goes on, right?” She
attempts a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

| nod sympathetically, keeping my expression neutral despite the turmoil inside me.
Chloe takes another sip of her whiskey, this time not grimacing at the taste. “You
know, it's funny. | haven't talked about them in... | can’t even remember how long.

My therapist would probably say thisis progress.”

| chuckle, trying to keep the mood light. “Well, I'm honored to be part of your
progress, then.”

She laughs, a genuine sound that makes my heart skip. “Y ou should be. | don’t open
up to just anyone, you know.”

Theirony of her statement isn’t lost on me. If only she knew how close wereally are.

“I’'m glad you feel comfortable with me,” | say, meaning every word. “ Sometimesit’'s
easier to talk to a stranger, isn't it?’

“But you aren’t a stranger, are you?”’

Her words hang in the air, and for a moment, my heart seizes. Does she know? Has
she figured it out? Has she been playing a game of cat and mouse with me? Toying
me on to see me squirm? | had tested the limits, and maybe it’'s time the truth to be

revealed.

| force myself to stay calm, however. Waiting to see.



“What do you mean?’ | ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

Chloe smiles, and a wave of relief washes over me. “I mean, we've shared hot
chocolate together now. That means something.” She giggles. “But yeah, something
about you has always felt... familiar. You don’'t feel like a stranger. At least not
anymore.” She leans in, her eyes searching mine. “There's something about you,
Jack. | can’'t quite put my finger oniit, but... | feel like | can trust you. Isthat crazy?’

| swallow against the guilt and desire warring inside me. “No, not crazy at al. | feel
the same way about you.”

And it's true. Despite everything, despite the lies and the secrets, | do fed a
connection with Chloe. One that goes beyond my initial fascination with her. One
that scares me more than I'd like to admit. And after what | discovered about her last
night... Well, it’sfair to say that my obsession has grown to a completely new level of
Insanity.

Thiswoman is my dream girl, and she doesn’t even know it.

“Another drink?’ | ask, desperate to break the tension.

She nods, and | signal the bartender. As he pours our drinks, | steal glances at Chloe.
She's playing with a strand of her hair, lost in thought. | wonder what she’s thinking
about. Is she still worried about her stalker... AKA me? Is she thinking about her

parents? Or is she thinking about me?

The bartender sets down our drinks, and Chloe raises her glass. “To new friends,” she
sayswith asmile.

| clink my glass against hers, ignoring the voice in my head that screams I'm
anything but a new friend. “To new friends,” | echo.



“I’m sure you see alot of car accidentsin your job,” she says.

| freeze for a moment, caught off guard by her sudden change of topic. My mind
races, trying to figure out how to respond without revealing too much.

“Yeah, unfortunately, it's a big part of the job,” | say carefully. “Every accident is
different, but they’re all tough to deal with.”

Chloe nods, her eyes distant. “1 can’t imagine what it must be like, being the first on
the scene, seeing people... broken.” She looks at me then, her eyes searching mine.
“Have you ever... lost anyone? On the job, | mean.”

The question hits me like a punch to the gut. Images flash through my mind: her
parents’ mangled car, the smell of gasoline and blood, the way her mother’s hand had
gone limp in mine as | tried to pull her from the wreckage. Chloe had been so lucky
to have survived that night. No one should have walked away from an accident like
that and yet she had.

| take a long swig of my drink, buying time. “Yeah,” | say finaly, my voice rough.
“It happens. More often than I’d like.”

“I’m sorry,” she saysin away that could melt the most heartless of hearts. “ That must
be so hard.”

| nod, not trusting myself to speak. The irony of her comforting me about her own
parents’ death is almost too much to bear.

“You know,” she continues, her voice thoughtful, “I never got to thank the
firefighters who were there that night. When my parents...” She trails off, shaking her
head. “It'sadl ablur.”



My heart pounds so loudly I’m sure she must be able to hear it. | want to tell her. |
want to confess everything. But | can’t. Not now, not like this.

Chloe shakes her head, her eyes misty. “This night is becoming a bummer.” She
finishes her drink in one gulp, then stands up abruptly. “Why don’'t we go for a walk
and take in the Christmas lights.”

| hesitate for a moment, caught off guard by her sudden change in mood. But | can’'t
deny the appeal of spending more time with her, even if it means prolonging this
dangerous game.

“Sure,” | say, standing up and reaching for my coat. “ Some fresh air might do us both
good.”
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Chloe

S hoveling snow, hot chocolate, and now walking beneath the snowflakes of New
Y ork. How much more Hallmark movie can you get?

Oh and Jack. He' s a freaking fireman for Christ’s sake.

| shake my head, laughing at the absurdity of it all. Jack catches my eye and grins, his
perfect teeth gleaming against the Christmas light-lit sidewalks.

“What's so funny?’ he asks. “Care to share?’

“Nothing,” | reply, trying to suppress my smile. “Just thinking about how perfectly
Christmas-y thisis. And I’'m not exactly the most in the spirit person. I’m two steps
away from being a Scrooge.”

Jack chuckles, his breath visible in the frosty air. “Well, we can’'t have that, can we?
I’ll make it my personal mission to turn you into a regular Cindy Lou Who by

Christmas Eve.”

| roll my eyes but can’'t help the warmth spreading through my chest. “Good luck
with that, Fireman Jack. I'm atough nut to crack.”

“1 love a challenge,” he says, winking at me. “Besides, | have a few tricks up my
Sleeve.”

Asif on cue, | dlip on a patch of ice and Jack reaches out and catches me by the arm.



| legit slipped, but you couldn’t ask for a better set up.

| steady myself, my hand lingering on Jack’s arm a moment longer than necessary.
“Smooth move,” | mutter, both to myself and him. “Isthis one of your tricks?’

Jack’ s eyes twinkle with mischief. “Nah, that was all you. But I’'ll take credit for the
save.” Hetakes hold of my hand. “But | will keep ahold of this. Just in case.”

“Just in case,” | parrot as our fingers lace together.

We continue walking, our footsteps stomping in the fresh snow. The city feels quieter
than usual, muffled by the blanket of white.

“S0, Ms. Scrooge,” Jack says, breaking the comfortable silence. “What’'s your usual
Christmas tradition? Sitting alone in a dark room, plotting against holiday cheer?’

| snort. “Close. It usually involves a bottle of wine, Chinese takeout, and binge-
watching true crime documentaries.”

Jack’s eyebrows shoot up. “Wow, you weren't kidding about the Scrooge thing.
That's... intense.”

| shrug. “Hey, don’'t knock it till you've tried it. Nothing says Happy Holidays like
learning about serial killers while stuffing your face with lo mein.”

Jack laughs, squeezing my hand. “All right, al right. No judgment here. But maybe
you can find a middle ground between murder docs and Miracle on 34th Street 7

| groan dramatically. “Next thing you know, you'll be asking me to hang stockings
and sing carols.”



“Don’'t tempt me.” He grins. “I’ve got a great singing voice. | could serenade you
with ‘Baby, It's Cold Outside’ right here on the street.”

“Please don’t,” | laugh, bumping his shoulder with mine. “I’d hate for you to become
the next victim of one of my true crimes.”

Jack feigns a hurt expression. “Ouch. And here | thought | was making progress with

you.

| roll my eyes again but can’t help smiling. “Y ou’re doing al right, I guess. But don’t
push your luck.”

We round a corner, and suddenly we're face-to-face with a massive Christmas treein
the center of asmall park. It's decked out in thousands of holiday lights, ornaments of
al sizes, and a giant star on top. The sight is breathtaking, even to my Grinch-like
heart.

“Wow,” | breathe, unable to hide my awe. “I haven’t seen this lit up before. I’'m not
usually out at night much.”

Jack’ s grin widens. “ See? Even the toughest nut can crack alittle.”

| try to scowl at him but fail miserably. “Fine, it’s pretty. Happy now?”’

“Ecstatic,” he replies, tugging me closer to the tree. “Come on, let’'s get a closer
look.”

As we approach, | notice a small group of carolers gathered near the base of the tree.
Their harmonies float through the crisp air, and | find myself humming along despite
my best efforts not to.



Jack notices, of course. “Isthat ‘Silent Night' | hear you humming?’

“Absolutely not,” | deny quickly. “I wasjust... clearing my throat.”

“Right,” he says, clearly not buying it. “Well, since you're ‘ clearing your throat,” why
don’t we join them?’

| shoot him alook of mock horror. “Join the carolers? Me? | thought you were trying
to spread Christmas cheer, not traumatize innocent bystanders.”

Jack laughs, the sound warm and rich. “Come on, it’ll be fun. And | promise to sing
extraloud to cover up any, uh, throat clearing you might do.”

Before | can protest further, he's leading me toward the group. They welcome us with
bright smiles and nods, barely missing a beat in their rendition of “Deck the Halls.”
Jack jumps right in, his voice surprisingly melodic. | stand there awkwardly for a
moment, mouth firmly shut.

But then Jack gives my hand a gentle squeeze, his eyes encouraging. And something
in me softens. Maybe it’s the magical lights, or the infectious joy of the carolers, or
just Jack’s unwavering enthusiasm. Whatever it is, | find myself opening my mouth
and joining in, quietly at first, then with growing confidence.

We stay with the carolers for afew more songs, and | hate to admit it, but it’s... nice.
There's something magical about our voices blending together in the cold night air,

with the magnificent tree towering above us.

As we finish “We Wish You a Merry Christmas,” Jack leans in close, his breath
warm against my ear. “See? | knew you had it in you, Cindy Lou.”

| elbow him playfully. “Don’t get cocky, Fireman Jack. This doesn’t mean I’'m going



to start watching Hallmark movies or anything.”

“Baby steps.” He gives me atoothy grin. “But I’d say thisis definitely progress.”

We bid farewell to the carolers and continue our walk toward my home, our joined
hands swinging between us. The neighborhood seems different now, softer somehow.
Or maybe it’s me that’ s softening.

“S0,” Jack says after a while. “Chinese food and true crime, huh? You know, that
doesn’'t sound half bad. Maybe we could do that together sometime before Christmas
to get us in the spirit. It might be a better date than ice skating and more Christmas
cheer in Bryant Park. What do you think?’

| nearly trip over my own feet at his suggestion. He used the word date . A date? With
Jack? The idea sends a flutter through my stomach that 1’'m not entirely sure how to
interpret.

“A date?’ | echo, trying to keep my voice casual. “I thought your mission was to
make me more festive, not corrupt you with my Grinch-like ways.”

Jack shrugs, a lopsided grin on his face. “Who says we can’'t do both? We'll eat
Chinese food, watch true crime, and then follow it up with It's a Wonderful Life .
Best of both worlds.”

| laugh at the image. “That sounds... surprisingly appealing, actually.” | pretend to
consider it for a moment, tapping my chin thoughtfully. “Well, 1 suppose | could
pencil you in. But fair warning: my commentary during true crime docs can get pretty
dark.”

“Wanna know a secret? | happen to like dark,” he says, his eyes connecting with
mine.



Jesus. | swallow hard, trying to ignore the sudden spark of electricity between us.
“Dark, huh? Be careful what you wish for, Jack.”

He holds my gaze, his expression turning serious. “I’m not afraid of the dark. Or of

you.

My thoughts return to my video on Dark Secrets and how close | came to revealing
my true self. Theintensity of the moment catches me off guard. | look away, focusing
on the snow-covered sidewalk. “Maybe you should be,” | mutter, more to myself than
to him.

Jack’ s hand tightens around mine, but he doesn’t say anything. We walk in silence for
afew moments. I'm not sure why | said that, why | let that little hint of darkness dlip
out. Maybe it’s the magic of the night getting to me, making me feel more open than

usual.

Jack clears his throat. “You know... I'm not all rescuing kittens from trees and
running into burning buildings.”

| glance at him, surprised by the seriousnessin his tone. “ Oh? Secrets too?’

Jack’s expression is unreadable in the dim light. “More than I’ d like to admit.”

WEe' ve stopped walking now as we reach my front porch, standing in a pool of light
from the nearby Christmas colors on my hedge. Snowflakes dance around us, but |

barely notice them. I'm captivated by this new, mysterious side of Jack.

| study Jack’s face, trying to decipher the meaning behind his words. “Care to
elaborate on that, Fireman Jack?

He steps closer, hiseyesintense. “I’m not sure you’ re ready for that side of me.”



My heart races at his proximity. “And here | thought you were a walking Hallmark
movie,” | tease, but my voice comes out breathier than | intended.

Jack’s lips quirk into a half-smile. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me yet. Just
like I'm sure there’'salot | don’t know about you.”

“Careful,” | warn, but I’'m not sure if I’'m talking to him or myself. “Y ou might not
like what you find out.”

“Try me,” he challenges, hisvoice low.

We stand there, the tension between us suffocating. I’m acutely aware of how close
we are, how easy it would be to close the distance between us. Part of me wants to
run, to retreat back into my safe, cynica world. But another part, a part that's
growing stronger by the second, wants to take the risk.

Kiss me, Jack.

Comeon...doit.

Kiss me.

Nothing . . . damn it.

“Maybe...” | start, then pause, gathering my courage. “Maybe we could start with that
date. Chinese food, true crime, and al the dark commentary you can handle.”

Jack’ s face breaks into agenuine smile. “1'd like that. A lot.”

He leans in, and for a moment | think he's going to finally kiss me. Instead, he
brushes a snowflake from my cheek, his touch sending a jolt of heat straight to my



pussy.

“Goodnight, Ms. Scrooge,” he murmurs. “Sweet dreams of sugarplums and serial
killers.”

| laugh softly, trying to ignore the disappointment at the lack of a kiss. “Goodnight,
Fireman Jack. Try not to save too many kittens before our date.”

As | watch him walk away, his broad shoulders dusted with snow, | try to suppress
the little schoolgirl inside of me that wants to squeal. Jack is charming, handsome,
and surprisingly intriguing. But | have dated enough vanilla men to know how this
ends. And Jack may be sexy as fuck, but no way is he the type of man that would pull
my hair, choke me out, and fuck me as | plead for mercy.

| unlock my front door, still feeling the ghost of Jack’s touch on my cheek. As| step
inside, I'm hit with the silence of my empty house. The contrast between the magical
night outside and the stark reality of my solitary lifeisjarring.

Shrugging off my coat, | head straight for the kitchen and pour myself a generous
glass of wine. | need to clear my head, to shake off this ridiculous Hallmark movie
feeling that’ s threatening to overtake me.

| settle onto my couch, laptop open, ready to dive back into editing my latest video.
But my mind keeps wandering back to Jack. His smile, his laugh, the way his hand
feltinmine...

“Get it together,” | mutter to myself, taking a long sip of wine. “He’s just a guy. A
hot, charming guy who probably has no idea what he' s getting himself in to.”

| try to focus on my work, but the words on the screen blur together. Instead, | find
myself imagining what our date might be like. Would Jack be shocked by my dark



humor? Would he be disgusted if he knew the things | think about, the things | crave?

My hand unconsciously drifts to my neck, fantasizing about the feeling of being
choked, controlled. God, | crave that in someone... someone like Jack. The thrill, the
danger, the exquisite balance of pain and pleasure.

| shake my head, trying to dispel the thoughts. There's no way Jack, with his boy-
next-door charm and heroic job, would be into anything like that. He' d probably run
screaming if he knew the truth about me. But then | remember the intensity in his
eyes when he said he wasn't afraid of the dark. The way his voice dropped when he
hinted at his own secrets.

| close my laptop, giving up on getting any work done tonight. My mind is too full of
Jack and possihilities. | lean back on the couch, letting my imagination run wild.

| picture his strong firefighter’s hands gripping my throat, his eyes dark with desire.
In my mind, he pins me against the wall, his body hard against mine. “Is this what
you want?’ fantasy Jack growlsin my ear. “Isthis dark enough for you?’

My breath quickens as the fantasy takes hold. | slip a hand beneath my waistband,
finding myself already wet. As | touch myself, | imagine it's Jack’s fingers, rough
and demanding. In my mind, he takes control, pushing me to my knees, fisting his
hand in my hair.

“Oh, God,” | moan softly, my fingers working faster. The fantasy is so vivid | can
amost feel Jack’s presence, smell his scent—a mix of smoke and pine and pure
masculinity.

| circle my clit with my fingers, imagining it his thumb. | pulse harder, the sensation
intensifying, my body responding to the fantasy with a growing urgency.



In my mind, he speaks again, his voice low and demanding. “Do you want it rough,
or sweet? Do you want to submit or take control ?”

And | choose both. | imagine him tying me up, restraining me, forcing me to be
vulnerable and powerless. In the same breath, | also envision his tender touch, hislips
tracing delicate patterns on my skin, whispering promises of pleasure and pan
Intertwined.

My hips buck involuntarily as the fantasy intensifies. I'm so close now, teetering on
the edge of release. In my mind, Jack’s hands roam my body, alternating between
gentle caresses and forceful grips. His mouth claims mine in a searing kiss, then
travels down my neck, leaving atrail of firein its wake.

“Please,” | whimper, both to the Jack in my mind and to the empty room around me.

Fantasy Jack smirks, awicked glint in his eyes. “ Please what? Use your words.”

| arch my back, my fingers working faster, mimicking what | imagine his touch
would feel like. “Please... | need...”

“What do you need?’ Hisvoiceisalow growl that sends shivers down my spine.
“You,” | gasp. “I need you. All of you. The darkness, the light, everything.”

In my mind, he rewards my honesty with a bruising kiss, his hands everywhere at
once. I'm lost in the sensations, real and imagined blurring together. The tension
builds, a coiling spring ready to snap.

“Comefor me,” fantasy Jack commands.

I’m close to the edge when suddenly, my phone buzzes. | jump, startled out of my



reverie. It' s atext from Jack.

Sweet dreams , it reads. Looking forward to our date. P.S. | like my lo mein extra
spicy. Hope you can handle the heat.

| stare at the message, my heart racing. Is he flirting? Or am | reading too much into
it, seeing innuendo where there is none?

| type out several responses, deleting each one. Finally, | settle on, | can handle more
heat than you’ d expect, Fireman Jack. Sweet dreams to you too.

As | hit send, | wonder if I’ve said too much, revealed too much of my true self. But
then | remember the look in Jack’s eyes, the hint of something deeper, darker. Maybe,

just maybe, there’s more to Jack than meets the eye.

And maybe, just maybe, I’m ready to find out.
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“Y our last post was epic!” Sloane says the minute | answer the phone. She never
wastes time with a“hello” or “how are you?’ It’s straight to business with Sloane.

“You think?" | ask, fishing for the compliment. I’ ve been feeling down lately due to
lower views, and her praise really does mean the world. Not just as a friend but as
someone who actually works for the company.

Maybe | still have ajob at Moth to the Flame... at least for a bit longer.
“Serioudly, Chloe. The way you explained how to layer necklaces without them
getting tangled up. How have | lived this long and not known all you have to do is
link them together and then treat them as one big necklace? Pure gold.”

| smile at the praise and greedily want to hear more. “Really?’

“Really. The higher-ups are buzzing about the reach. | wouldn’'t be surprised if you
get acall from Jasmine herself today.”

Jasmine. The CEO of Moth to the Flame. My palms start to sweat at the mere thought
of it.

“Anyway, that’s not why I'm calling,” she says. “I'm heading to Montauk for
Christmas. My family is getting together, and | need a wingman. | need someone by
my side to help me navigate the chaos. You in?’



| hesitate. Christmas in Montauk sounds amazing, but spending it with Sloane's
family? That's a whole different story. I’ve heard tales of their wild holiday
gatherings—the competitive gift exchanges, the heated politica debates, the
infamous eggnog incident of 2018.

“I don’t know, Sloane,” | say, biting my lip.

“Oh, come on!” she pleads. “It’ll be fun. Plus, you can use it as material for your next
post. ‘How to Survive a Family Christmas Without Losing Your Mind.” Or ‘What
Necklace to Wear to Hang Y ourself.” It'll be a hit!”

She’ s not wrong—it would make for great content.

But I’m not ready to be cheery and in the spirit. Not yet. | wasn’t kidding when | told
Jack that I'm a Scrooge. | just can't...

“Sloane, | appreciate the offer, but | don’t think I’'m up for it this year,” | say, trying
to let her down gently. “Christmasisn’t really my thing, you know? Not since—"

“1 know. But you can’'t grieve them forever.”

A lump forms in my throat. Sloane's words hit me hard, even though | know she
means well.

“I"'m not grieving forever,” | say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I just... need
more time.”

There' s a pause on the other end of the line. | can aimost see Sloane' s face softening,
her usual bravado giving way to concern.

“1 didn’'t mean to push,” she says gently. “But maybe... maybe this is exactly what



you need. A change of scenery, some chaos to distract you. My family may be nuts,
but they’'re also warm and welcoming. You won't have to be aone with your
thoughts.”

| close my eyes, picturing the empty family home that awaits me for the holidays.
The thought of spending another Christmas surrounded by memories and ghosts of
Christmases past makes my chest tighten. I’'m starting to question staying in this
house. Taking on a lease that is far too expensive for me. But | can’'t say goodbye. It
still smellslike them. | can still hear their voices. This house is still them.

| take a deep breath, feeling the weight of the decision pressing down on me. Sloane's
offer is tempting, a lifeline thrown into the sea of my grief. But can | redly face a
bustling family Christmas when my own family is so painfully absent?

“Ask me again next year. | promise I'll stop acting like alump of coal. But | need this
year to figure out my shit. Face my shit,” | finally say, my voice cracking slightly. “I
need to face the memories head-on, you know? Maybe it’s time | stop running from
them.”

Sloane sighs, but | can hear the understanding in her voice. “1 get it. But promise me
you won't spend the whole time moping around in your pajamas, eating old Chinese

food and watching terrible crime docs.”

| laugh. “1 make no such promises.” My thoughts go to Jack and how | may have a
partner in crime with my acts.

“At least mix in some action movies or something. Die Hard is technically a
Christmas movie, you know.”

“I'll consider it,” | say, smiling despite myself.



“Fine. I'll accept this answer for now. But then you owe me. Let’s get drinks tonight.
We haven't had our traditional ugly sweater cocktail hour yet thisyear. It'stime,” she
suggests.

| glance at my calendar, already knowing it's empty. “Sure, I’m free. Where should
we meet?”’

“The usual spot. Tonic at eight. Don’'t forget your ugliest sweater!”

| laugh, picturing the gaudy reindeer-covered monstrosity 1'd picked up at a thrift
storelast year. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ ve got just the thing.”

We chat for afew more minutes before hanging up. | don’t have long to get ready if |
want to catch the ferry to Manhattan and considering that I’ve been working on
admin all day wearing nothing but sweats and a messy bun, | have some work to do if
I’m going to have a chance of measuring up to Sloane’ s effortless beauty.

| rummage through my closet, tossing clothes left and right. Finally, | unearth the
sweater—a garish green thing with a stuffed reindeer head protruding from the front,

its red nose flashing with tiny LED lights.

As| pull it on, I grin at my reflection in the mirror and think of Jack. What would he
think if he saw me? Not exactly a Scrooge right now.

After spending entirely too long applying makeup and trying to turn my unwashed
hair into something presentable, | grab my bag and head out the door.

| lam into what feels like abrick wall but isonly aman’s chest.

“Whoathere!” afamiliar voice chuckles as hands steady me. “Where' s the fire?”’



“Tyler?' | step back. Why is he at my house? Again.

His eyes travel down to my sweater, and his lips twitch into a grin. “Nice reindeer.
Very... festive.”

“Uh yeah.” | don't like the feeling I'm starting to get. Another unannounced visit is
just... weird.

“Wanted to congratulate you on your latest post. It's causing quite a stir at the office.
We thought we should increase the number of pieces you show off this week since
engagement is high,” Tyler says, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. He lifts a black
velvet bag. “So | volunteered to bring you some more jewelry so you don’'t have to
come all the way to the office.”

“Oh... okay,” | say as | take the bag and place it inside next to the door, not entering
the house. “I'll get on that first thing tomorrow.”

| shift uncomfortably, acutely aware of how close he' s standing.

“But I’'m actually heading out right now. I’m meeting Sloane for drinks.”

“Oh, Sloane,” Tyler says, his tone shifting slightly. “Y ou two are pretty close, aren’t
you?’

| nod, trying to edge past him. “Y eah, we' ve been friends for awhile. Listen, Tyler, |
really need to go. | don’t want to miss the ferry.”

He doesn't move. “You know, I've been thinking. Maybe we should grab a drink
sometime, just the two of us. Professional, of course. Discuss some ideas for future
posts.”



Alarm bells.

“That’s... nice of you to offer,” | say, trying to keep my voice steady. “Maybe we can
discussit at the office sometime?’

Tyler's smile falters for a moment before returning, a bit too wide. “Sure, sure. No
pressure. Just thought it might be good to collaborate more closely. You know, given
the fact that your posts have had low engagement before the most recent... and I'd
hate to see you lose your seat with the company.”

The implication hangs in the air between us. |s he threatening me? Suggesting he has
some sway over my job security?

“Right,” | say, finally managing to step around him. “Well, | really do need to go.
Thanks for stopping by.”

| hurry down the steps, my heart racing. As | reach the sidewalk, | can’t resist
glancing back. Tyler is still standing there, watching me with an unreadable
expression.

The entire ferry ride to Manhattan, | can’'t shake the uneasy feeling that I'm being
watched, but | know it's impossible. | left Tyler on my porch, and he wouldn’t have
been able to catch up to me without me noticing. But something is definitely off
about him. | can’'t quite put my finger on it, but off. | debate whether to tell Sloane
about Tyler's visit but decide against it. No need to ruin our night out with work
drama.

As | approach Tonic, | spot Sloane through the window. She’s wearing a sweater that
appears to be made entirely of tinsel and Christmas ornaments. | laugh louder than
normal, my earlier discomfort fading away.



“There you are!” Sloane exclams as | enter. “I was beginning to think you’d gotten
tangled up in that reindeer.”

| settle onto the barstool next to her, grateful for the warmth and cheer of the bar.
“Sorry I'm late. | had an... unexpected visitor.”

Sloane raises an eyebrow. “Oh? Do tell.”

| hesitate, then shake my head. “It's nothing. Let's focus on more important
things—Ilike how many candy canes are actually attached to your sweater?’

Sloane grins and launches into a detailed explanation of her sweater’s construction.
As we laugh and sip our festive cocktails, | push thoughts of Tyler and work stress to
the back of my mind. For now, at least, | can just enjoy this moment with my friend.

“S0, | have aconfession,” Sloane says as she orders us two more drinks.

“Oh?’ | raise an eyebrow, taking a sip of my peppermint martini. “This should be
good.”

“Actualy... it's you who should be confessing. Y ou're holding out on me. | thought
we were close enough to not keep secrets.”

| nearly choke on my drink. “What are you talking about?’

Secrets would be an understatement. The question is which one?

Sloane crosses her leg, flips her hair and narrows her eyes. “A little birdie told me
you’ ve been spending time with a certain someone.”

My face is suddenly very hot, and I’'m grateful for the dim lighting in the bar. “It’s



not what you think. We're just—"

“It's fing,” she interrupts. “You didn’t sign an exclusivity contract or anything. Y ou
can show off other jewelry besides Moth to the Flame. And Hailey has some amazing
pieces. She's far more... edgy... gothic. I'm surprised you like it so much. | didn’t peg
it asyour style.”

| blink in confusion, my mind racing to catch up with Sloane’s words. Hailey?
Jewelry?

“Oh,” | say, trying to hide my relief that we aren’t speaking about Jack or even Dark
Secrets. “Yeah, Hailey’sjewelry is... different, but in agood way.”

“You don't have to hide it from me. | mean... my designs are still far superior,” she
teases.

| laugh, grateful for the misunderstanding. “Of course they are. No one can top your
designs.”

She preens at the compliment, tossing her tinsel-adorned hair. “Damn straight. But
serioudly, it's okay to branch out a bit. Just don’'t let Jasmine catch wind of it. You
know how possessive she can be about her brand ambassadors.”

| nod, remembering the stern talking-to another influencer had received for wearing a
competitor’s bracelet in an Instagram post. “Trust me, I'm careful .”

“Good,” Sloane says, raising her glass. “To staying on Jasmine’'s good side and
rocking killer accessories!”

We clink glasses, and | try to push away the guilt gnawing at me. She's right. We
shouldn’t keep secrets from each other, and lately that’s all I’ ve been doing.



“S0,” | say, eager to change the subject, “tell me more about this family Christmasin
Montauk. What exactly am | missing out on?”’

Sloane's eyes light up. “Oh, where do | even start? There's Aunt Marge's infamous
fruitcake—I| swear it's more brandy than cake. And when there's enough snow, we
have the snowman-building contest, which always ends in sabotage and tears...”

As Sloane regales me with tales of her family’s holiday antics, | find myself laughing
harder than | have in months. For a moment, | aimost regret turning down her
invitation. But then | remember the empty house waiting for me, filled with memories
| need to face.

“It sounds amazing,” | say when she finally pauses for breath. “Maybe next year?’
Sloane's expression softens. “Absolutely. And hey, if you change your mind at the
last minute, there’s always room for one more. Even if we have to stuff you in the
chimney like Santa.”

| smile, touched by her persistence. “1’ll keep that in mind.”

As we continue chatting and sipping our cocktails, my phone buzzes in my pocket. |
pull it out, expecting another work email, but freeze when | see the name on the
screen.

Jack.

| smileas| read the words.

Hey, Scrooge. Hope you're not drowning your sorrows in eggnog. Just want you to

know I’'m picking up a shift for a buddy, but when I’ m off, we can make plans for our
date and discuss our anti-Christmas agenda.



There' s aflutter in my stomach as | read Jack’ s message. Part of me wants to respond
immediately, but | hesitate, glancing at Sloane.

“Everything okay?’ she asks, noticing my sudden distraction.

“Yeah, just... nothing,” | lie, slipping my phone back into my pocket. I'll respond to
Jack later, when I'm aone.

Sloane narrows her eyes and leans forward, her sweater jingling slightly. “Oh no, you
don’t get to ‘just nothing’ me. Spill it, Chloe. Who's got you smiling at your phone
like that?’
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M aybe it's the two peppermint martinis, or maybe it's Jack. But | feel my cheeks
flush as the room increases in temperature and | have the sudden urge to remove the
sweater I'm wearing. “It’s nobody, really. Just... afriend.”

“A friend, huh?’ Sloane's grin widens. “A friend who makes you blush like that?
Come on, give me something here. I'm seriously worried that you may die of
boredom someday. Change my mind that you aren’t actually living the most boring
existence known to man.”

| feign being offended, but she has no idea just how not boring | am. Living this
doublelife as of late has been anything but dull.

| take a deep breath, weighing my options. On one hand, | don’t want to lie to Sloane.
On the other, I'm not sure I’ m ready to share this... whatever it is with Jack.

“Okay, fine,” | concede. “It's a guy | met recently. We're... getting to know each
other.”

Sloane squedls, earning us a few curious glances from nearby patrons. “I knew it!
Tell me everything. Is he hot? Smart? Rich?’

“Safe,” | say and am shocked to hear myself say as the first word to describe Jack.

“Safe?” Sloane repeats, her brow furrowing. “That's not exactly a glowing
endorsement. What do you mean by ‘safe’ 7’



| take asip of my drink, trying to find the right words. “I mean... he'safireman.”
Sloane's eyes widen, and she lets out a low whistle. “A fireman? Well, that certainly
explains the ‘safe comment. But girl, you're holding out on me! A fireman is

definitely not boring.”

| play punch her arm. “I’'m not boring, you know. | have some juicy secrets. You
might just not know them all.”

Oh yes. The martinis are most definitely taking hold.

Sloane inches closer, her eyes sparkling with intrigue. “Ooh, secrets? Now we're
talking. Come on, spill! What juicy secrets are you hiding, Miss Boring?’

| bite my lip, realizing I’ve said too much. The alcohol is making me loose-lipped,
and | need to be careful. “I... | meant that there’ s more to me than you might think.”

“Clearly,” Sloane says, eyeing me suspicioudly. “First a hot fireman, now mysterious
secrets. Who are you and what have you done with sweet Chloe?’

| laugh nervously, trying to deflect. “Maybe I’ m just full of surprises.”

“Well, don’t stop now,” Sloane urges. “Give me something. Anything. I'm dying
herel”

| hesitate, weighing how much | can safely reveal. “Okay, fine. Let’s say... I’ve been
doing aside project. Not just for Hailey.”

Sloane' s eyebrows shoot up. “ Cheating on me?’

“Not exactly,” | hedge. “It'smore... personal. Just exploring another side of me.”



Sloane' s voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “ Another side of you? What, like
a secret identity? Are you moonlighting as a superhero or something?’

| laugh at the irony. If only she knew how close to the truth she was. “Not quite a
superhero. But may involve... costumes.” | take another sip. “And leather, whips,

cuffs, and—" | shrug. “Maybe.”

Sloan€e’ s eyes widen to the size of saucers, and she nearly spits out her drink. “Wait,
what? Are you saying... are you doing some kind of ... kinky stuff?’

My face burns, realizing I've gonetoo far. “I .. .it'snot. ..l mean..."

“Oh my God,” Sloane whispers, leaning in even closer. “You are! Little Miss Vanilla
Is secretly a dominatrix or something, aren’t you?”’

“Well, I'm far from vanilla. But I'm aso not a dominatrix. But | do have an account
on Dark Secrets. | have subscribersand | like to... perform. Do live videos and...”

Sloane's mouth drops open, her eyes widening in shock. “Dark Secrets? As in the
adult content platform? Chloe, are you serious?’

| nod slowly, the full weight of my admission sinking in. There's no taking it back
now.

“Holy shit,” Sloane breathes. “1 can't believeit. You're like... acamgirl?’

| wince at the term. “It’s not exactly like that. It's more... artistic. Sensual. | don’t do
hardcore stuff, and | hide my face for the most part. | keep my identity private.”

Sloane leans back, studying me with new eyes. “Wow. | never would have guessed.
Y ou always seemed so... reserved.”



“That’s kind of the point,” | say, feeling strangely relieved to finally share this secret.
“It's a way to explore a different side of myself. To be someone else for a little
while.”

Sloane nods thoughtfully. “Well, girl, | have to say—I'm impressed. And a little
jealous. Here | thought you were spending your nights curled up with a book and a

cup of tea.”

| laugh, feeling lighter than | have in months. “Well, sometimes | do that too. A girl
needs balance, you know?”’

“And the fireman? | s that how you met him?’

| shake my head. “No. In fact, | think that’s one of my hang-ups about the fireman.
I’ ve been with vanillamen all my life. I'm ready for a change.”

Sloane leans back, a mischievous glint in her eye. “So, the fireman doesn’t know
about your... extracurricular activities?’

| shake my head, feeling a twinge of guilt. “No, he doesn’t. And I’'m not sure how to
bring it up. Or if | even should.”

“Oh, hon,” Sloane says, patting my hand. “If you're serious about this guy, you'll
have to tell him eventually. But maybe not on the first date.”

| nod, grateful for her understanding. “It’s just... complicated. | like Jack, | really do.
But this other part of me... it’simportant too.”

“Jack, huh?’ Sloane grins. “ So the fireman has a name. And a pretty hot one at that.”

| roll my eyes but can’'t help smiling. “Yes, his name is Jack. And he's... he's



different. Kind, funny, and yes, hot.”

“But you want something less safe ,” she says.

| nod slowly, feeling conflicted. “Maybe. | don't know. And I'm probably
overthinking this. Jack and | haven’t even been on areal date yet.”

Sloanetakes along sip of her drink, studying me thoughtfully.

“Maybe Jack has hidden depths too. Or maybe he' d be open to exploring new things
with you. Plus, firefighters are used to handling heat, right?’

| groan at her terrible pun but a laugh still escapes. “ That was awful.”

“You love it,” she grins. “But seriously, don’t write him off just because he seems
safe . Give him a chance. Maybe he'll surprise you. Also, don’'t hold back on this
Dark Secretsthing either. Exploreit. Liveit. Fuck... maybe | need to as well.”

| nearly choke on my drink. “Y ou? On Dark Secrets?’

Sloane shrugs. “Why not? | could use some excitement in my life. Plus, it might be
fun to explore my wild side abit.”

“Trust me, your wild sideis plenty explored,” | laugh, remembering some of Sloane’s
more outrageous escapades.

“Well trust me on one thing,” she says. “Now that | know this about you, we are
going to have much more fun! No more cocktails at geriatric hour for us.”

| giggle, feeling a mix of excitement and trepidation at Sloane’ s words. “Oh no, what
have | unleashed?’



“Only the best kind of chaos,” Sloane says with a wink. “Now, finish that drink and
give me your username so | can look you up.”

| nearly choke on my drink. “My username? Oh no, | don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Comeon! | won't tell asoul,” Sloane wheedles. “And | promise | won't judge. And
who knows, maybe I’ l| even become a subscriber.”

The thought of Sloane watching my videos makes me squirm. “That’s... realy not
necessary. And obvioudly this stays between us.”

Sloane pouts but nods. “Fine, keep your secrets. For now. But don’t think this
conversation is over.”

| breathe a sigh of relief, grateful for the reprieve. “Thanks. And redly, it's not that
exciting. Mostly mein lingerie, maybe alittlerole play...”

“Uh-huh,” Sloane says, clearly unconvinced. “Well, whatever it is, I’'m proud of you
for exploring that side of yourself. But | also need to put on my corporate, responsible
hat too. Be careful. Jasmine is conservetive.”

| nod. “I know about the morality clause in the contract. Trust me. It keeps me up at
night.”

Sloan€e’ s expression turns serious. “ Good. Because as much as | love this wild side of
you, I’d hate to see you lose your job over it. Jasmine can be unforgiving when it
comes to the company’ s image.”

| nod, feeling a knot form in my stomach. “I know. That’s why I'm so careful about
keeping my identity hidden. No face shots, nothing that could tie back to me or Moth
to the Flame.”



“Smart,” Sloane says, finishing her drink. “But also... kind of sad, isn't it? That we
have to hide parts of ourselves to keep our jobs?’

| sigh, tracing the rim of my glass. “Yeah, it is. Sometimes | wonder if it'sworth it.”
Sloane reaches out and squeezes my hand. “Hey, don’'t go there. You're talented,
Chloe. Your work at Moth to the Flame is important. And if this... other thing... helps
you express yourself, then more power to you. Just be careful, okay?’

| squeeze her hand back, grateful for her support. “I will.”

As we sit in companionable silence, my phone buzzes again. | glance down to see
another message from Jack.

“Hope I’'m not interrupting anything. Just wanted to say goodnight and sweet dreams,
Scrooge.”

A smile tugs at my lips, warmth spreading through my chest that has nothing to do
with the acohol.

“Ooh, isthat the firefighter again?’ Sloane asks, noticing my expression.

| nod, feeling amix of excitement and apprehension. “Y eah. He's... he's sweet.”

Sloane grins. “Well, don’t keep him waiting. Go on, text him back. | promise not to
peek.”

| laugh and pick up my phone, my fingers hovering over the keys. How do | balance
these two sides of myself? The Chloe who's drawn to Jack’s warmth and safety, and
the one who craves the excitement and freedom of my alter ego?



Goodnight, Jack, | type. Sweet dreams to you too. And don’t worry, no eggnog-
drowning here. Just some holiday cheer with afriend. Looking forward to our date.

| hit send and put my phone away, turning back to Sloane with a smile. “Now, where
were we? | believe you were about to tell me about your family’s infamous eggnog
incident of 2018 again.”

Sloan€e’s eyes light up mischievoudly. “Oh, you're in for a treat. Picture this: My
Uncle Fred, who fancies himself a mixologist, decided to ‘improve’ on Grandma's
secret recipe...”

As Sloane launches into her tale, complete with dramatic reenactments and colorful
impressions of her relatives, | find myself laughing harder than | have in months. The
weight of my secrets, my conflicting feelings about Jack, and my worries about work
all fade into the background, if only for a moment.

By the time we stumble out of the bar hours later, my sides ache from laughing and
my head is pleasantly buzzing from the cocktails. The crisp night air hits us as we
step onto the sidewalk, and | shiver, pulling my coat tighter around me.

“Well, that was fun,” Sloane says, linking her arm through mine as we walk. “We
should do this more often. But now I’'m going to go home and find you on Dark
Secrets.”

| nearly trip over my own feet. “Oh Jesus.”

“Night!” she shouts as she leaves before | can protest any further.
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O kay, I'm buzzed. Maybe drunk. Peppermint martinis with Sloane was fun and
surprisingly liberating. | can’'t believe | actually confessed my secret. I’ ve never been
so bold before, so open.

And now that I’'m safe at home, sitting in front of my computer, I’m not ready for bed
guite yet.

“Just to read the comments,” | whisper to myself, the peppermint still lingering on my
breath.

| log into my account, the Dark Secrets logo flashing across the screen. My heart
races as | see the number of viewers aready waiting. They don’t know my real name,
my day job, my fears. Here, I'm whoever | want to be.

| adjust my webcam, checking my reflection. My cheeks are flushed from the alcohol,
my eyes glassy. | look like a hot mess and in no condition to go live, but that doesn’t
mean | can’t—

And then | see the green light pop on next to my most recent
commenter—Winter\Watcher.

Maybe it’s the alcohol clouding my judgment, or maybe it’s the lingering high from
my confession to Sloane, but | find myself reaching for the Direct Message button. |
normally avoid DMs completely. | have never had a desire to look at strangers' dick
pics or hairy anus shots (yes, that’s athing). But | want to see if the new message that



popped up is him.

| hover over the message icon, my finger heavy as | click. The chat window opens,
and there it is—a message from WinterWatcher.

Hey there. Couldn’t sleep either?

N o dick pics. No crude comments. Just... nice.

The words stare back at me from the screen, innocent enough but loaded with
possibility. | bite my lip, debating whether to respond. This is new territory,
dangerous even. But the peppermint martinis have lowered my inhibitions, and
curiosity gets the better of me.

Not yet , | type back, my heart skipping.

No video tonight?

Not tonight. | was out and... not feeling it tonight.

T he three dots appear, indicating he' s typing a response. | hold my breath, unsure of
what to expect.

That’s okay. Sometimesit’s niceto just chat. How was your night out?
| pause, surprised by the casua, friendly tone. This isn't the type of exchange |
expected. | assumed I’ d get the ick factor or feel too dirty. This almost feels... normal.

Something about his easy manner makes me want to continue.

It was... enlightening, | reply, thinking back to my conversation with Sloane. Had
drinks with afriend. Told her about... this. Dark Secrets.



Wow, that’s brave. How’ d she take it?

| smile, remembering Sloane's reaction. Better than expected. She caled me a
“camgirl” and wanted to know all about it.

Haha, sounds like a good friend. It must be nice to have someone to talk to about it.

H is response makes me realize how lonely keeping this secret life has been. I've
never had anyone to discussit with, to share the excitement and fears.

Yeah, it is, | type, feeling a sudden warmth toward this stranger. What about you?
Why are you up so late?

Insomnia, mostly. But talking to you is definitely making it worthwhile.

| feel a flutter in my stomach, a mix of acohol and unexpected connection. This is
treacherous territory, | remind myself. But | can’t seem to stop.

So, WinterWatcher, what’s the story behind your username? | ask, curiosity getting
the better of me.

Ah, that’s a tale for another time. But | will say it involves a snowstorm, standing
outside a pretty girl’swindow, and well... watching.

T here’' s something both intriguing and dlightly unsettling about his response.

Sounds like there’'s quite a story there, | type, my fingers hesitating over the keys.
Care to elaborate?

Obsession. Hard to shake once it takes hold.



There's a long pause before another one of his responses comes through. Sorry, |
didn’t mean to freak you out. Nothing sinister, | promise.

It's okay, | type. We all have our stories, right? Our fantasies, our desires, and even
our obsessions.

| stare at the screen, my heart racing. The alcohol in my system makes everything feel
dlightly surreal, like I’m watching this conversation unfold from outside my body.

You're right , WinterWatcher replies. We all have our stories. Our fantasies. Our
obsessions. What' s yours?

| hesitate, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. How much should | revea? The
anonymity of the platform emboldens me, but a small voice of caution still whispers

in the back of my mind.

Mine? | type. Mineis... complicated, | type finaly. It's about control, I guess. Being
seen, but on my own terms.

| nteresting , WinterWatcher responds quickly. Is that why you do this? The cam
shows?

| consider his question, surprised by how perceptive it is. Partly , | admit. It's
liberating in away. To be desired, admired even, but still maintain distance.

| can understand that , he replies. The power of being watched, but still being
untouchable.

What about you? | ask, deflecting. What' s your fantasy?

There's along pause before his response comes through. To be close to someone. To



know them completely. Every detail, every secret. Not just know what she presents
for the world to see, but really know her degpest and darkest desires.

How close is too close?

T here’s no such thing as too close , he replies almost instantly. Not when you truly
want to know someone.

| swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry. And how would you go about getting that
close?

Carefully. Patiently. Building trust, piece by piece. Learning every detail, every habit.
Watching. Studying. Becoming a part of their world, even if they don’t realize it at
first.

| pause, unsure how to respond. The rational part of my brain tells me to end this
conversation, to log off and forget about WinterWatcher. But something keeps me
there, fingers poised over the keyboard.

And what if the person doesn’t want to be understood that deeply? | ask.

Everyone wants to be understood , he replies. Even if they don’'t know it yet.

Yup, | have to be drunk for me to have the courage to type, Is that your fantasy? To
watch?

Yes.

A nd what about me? | type, my heart racing. Am | part of that fantasy? Do you like
watching me?



There' s a pause that feels like an eternity before his response appears.

Yes.

| stare at the screen, my mouth dry. The single word “Yes’ seems to pulse with an
energy of its own. I’'m not sure if it's the alcohol or the late hour, but | feel a strange

mix of fear and excitement.

| studied you , he types. We like the same videos. We have favorited alot of the same
pics.

Isthat s0? | like knowing this. My kinks are eclectic. Give examples.

Well , WinterWatcher types, there's that video of the woman tied up in shibari rope,
suspended from the ceiling. Y ou favorited it and five othersjust like it.

My breath catches. He's right. 1 had been mesmerized by that video, the intricate
knots, the vulnerability and strength of the model.

And then there's the album of vintage pinup photos, he continues. You' ve favorited
almost every image.

A gain, he's correct. I’ve always been drawn to the tease and glamour of those old
photos.

And the spanking videos. Y ou love those.

Y ou’ve been doing your homework , | type.

| have , he responds quickly. | find you fascinating.



| pause, unsure how to proceed. Part of me wants to shut down the conversation, to
log off and pretend this never happened. But another part, the part fueled by the battle
I’ ve had inside of me of danger vs. safe continues on.

|s that what you want to do? | type. Spank me?

|s that what you want? WinterWatcher replies. To be spanked?

| hesitate, my fingers hovering over the keys.

Maybe, | typefinaly.

| actually think you want more than that.

| stare at his words, my heart racing. He's right, of course. | do want more. But how
could he know that?

What do you think | want? | type.

There's a pause before his response comes through. You want a man who doesn’t
ask. He just does. You want a man who takes control, who knows what you need
before you even realize it yourself. | see a woman who craves intensity. Who wants
to be pushed to her limits, to experience everything life has to offer. But | also see
someone who's afraid. Afraid of losing control, of being truly vulnerable.

Hiswords hit me like a physical blow. | feel naked, stripped bare by his perceptions.

| get up from my chair and pace my room, trying to sober up some. Thisis unlike me.
| never peel back the curtain. And yet, here | am.

Something about WinterWatcher’ s words has me captivated.



| sit back down, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. Are you the kind of man
who can make all those fantasies happen?

Y es, comes his swift reply.

How? | type, my fingers shaking. How would you do it?

There's a pause before his reply comes through. First, I'd make you wait. Build the
anticipation. Make you think about al the possibilities until you're practically
begging for it. I’d want your pussy wet without me even touching you.

Oh Jesus. Here we go... Isthis officially sexting? | don’t even know what to call this!
Then? | prompt, barely breathing.

Then , WinterWatcher types, 1'd blindfold you. Take away your sight so every other
sense is heightened. You'd feel the brush of my fingertips along your skin, never
knowing where I’ d touch next. The anticipation would drive you wild.

| swallow hard, my body responding to his words.

Goon, | type, my heart racing.

I’d tie your wrists, not too tight, but enough to make you feel restrained. Vulnerable.
At my mercy. Then I'd explore every inch of your body with my hands, my mouth.
Tasting you. Teasing you. Building you up slowly until you’'re quivering, desperate
for release.

| squeeze my thighs together, feeling afamiliar warmth building.

And then? | prompt, switching to voice command for... ease.



Then, when you' re on the edge, when you can’'t take it anymore, I’ d spank you. Hard.
Just once. The shock of it would ripple through your body, heightening every
sensation.

| let out a shaky breath, realizing I’ ve been holding it.

Keep going, | dictate.

I’d alternate between gentle caresses and sharp slaps, never letting you know what’s
coming next. Then my fingers would lace around your throat. 1'd tighten them
enough to make you gasp, to feel that edge of danger. Y our pulse would race under
my fingertips as | whispered in your ear, telling you exactly what | was going to do to
you next. That | was going to fuck you so hard. Spread your pussy with my cock until
you screamed out my name.

| stare at the screen, my body flushed and clammy at the same time. WinterWatcher’'s
words have painted such a vivid picture, | can amost feel his hands on my skin, his
breath on my neck. I’m breathing heavily, aroused beyond belief.

| let out a soft moan, my hand unconsciously moving to my breast, pretending it’s his.
Promises, promises, | somehow am able to say even though my throat tightens.

Do something for me, he types.

| hesitate. What do you want me to do? | ask, my heart racing.

Take off your clothes , WinterWatcher replies. | want to imagine you sitting there,
naked, as we talk.

I”’m surprised he' s not asking me to turn on the camera.



No camera, he adds asif reading my mind. Just you and me... and our fantasies.

| pause, considering his request. The acohol in my system makes me feel bold,
reckless even. Without overthinking it, | stand up and start to undress, my fingers
fumbling slightly with the buttons of my jeans.

As| dip off my jeans and pull my top over my head, the cool air of the room caresses
my bare skin, making me shiver slightly. | unhook my bra and let it fall to the floor,
then dide off my panties. I'm completely naked now, exposed and vulnerable in a
way |’ ve never been before during my Dark Secrets sessions. Even though the camera
Isn't on, | get this feeling as if he's somehow watching. The fantasy of him doing
exactly that—watching—heightens my arousal to an even higher degree.

| sit back down in front of the computer, my heart feeling as if it's two sizes too big.
Done, | say, my body feels... hot.

Good girl , WinterWatcher replies. Now spread your legs. Wide.

| slowly spread my legs, feeling alive and beyond turned on.

They’'re spread , | reply, licking my dry lips.

Perfect , he says. Now, | want you to touch yourself. Slowly.
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Jack
Y up, I’'m going to hell on adleigh ride. I'm double-fisting my ticket to hell.

| swore to myself over and over that |I'd resist the urge to log on to the hidden nanny
cam. | swore that even though | installed it, | wouldn’t watch her.

And yet, here| am.

The soft glow of my laptop screen illuminates my guilty face as | stare at the live
feed.

There sheis, sitting in front of her computer, chatting with me but knowing that | am
WinterWatcher, and slowly moving her hand between her legs.

| stare at my phone where I’ ve been chatting with her—username: BlackAsChlo.
| know it’s her. She just doesn’t know | know.

My finger hovers over the X to close the window, but | can't bring myself to do it.
I’ m transfixed, watching her every move like some digital voyeur.

The guilt gnaws at me, but the thrill of this forbidden knowledge is heady with lust. |
watch as she leans back in her chair, her eyes closing briefly in pleasure.

Take off your clothes, | type. | want to imagine you sitting there, naked, as we talk.
No camera. Just you and me... and our fantasies.



| don’t want her to go live so everyone can see her. | want her al to myself. Alone
with my secret camera stealing this scene before me.

My heart races as | watch her comply, slowly undressing even though no one is
technically watching—that she is aware of. She thinks she's alone, and yet she still
doeswhat | ask.

She sits back down in front of the computer. Done , she types.

Good girl , I reply. Now spread your legs. Wide.

She slowly spreads her legs, performing like a true submissive would.

They’re spread , shetypes, licking her lips.

Perfect. Now | want you to touch yourself. Slowly.

| watch, mesmerized, as her hand drifts lower. Her fingers trace delicate patterns
across her skin, teasing herself. My breath catches in my throat.

| wish you could see me, she dictates into the computer. I’m doing as you ask.

| don’'t need to see you to know you are being the perfect good girl you are. Move
your fingers nice and slow over your clit.

O n the screen, | see her head tilt back, eyes fluttering closed as she follows my
instructions. Her chest rises and falls with quickening breaths. I’'m torn between

watching her face and watching her hand as it movesin steady circles.

It feels so good , she says. | wish you could see how wet you make me.



My pulse races as | read her words, knowing full well that | can see exactly how wet
she is. The camera's high-definition image leaves nothing to the imagination. |
swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry.

Tell me more, | type back. Describe how it feels. It's here when | decide to do the
same thing she wisely did and turn my typing into voice control. | want my hands to
be free.

As | wait for her response, | watch her hand trail up her body, cupping her breast. She
pinches her nipple, and | see her bite her lower lip to stifle a moan.

It's like €electricity , she replies. Every touch sends sparks through my body. I'm
imagining it’s your fingers instead of mine.

I’m directing this private show, orchestrating her pleasure from afar. Faster now |, |
instruct. Circle your clit faster. Use your other hand to slide two fingersinside.

| lean closer to the screen, captivated as she follows my commands. Her back arches
dightly, her movements becoming more urgent. | can see the flush spreading across
her chest, the rapid rise and fall of her breasts as her breathing quickens.

Oh god, she says, her fingers caressing her flesh. I’m so close.

My cock painfully presses against the fly of my pants. | free it from its confines and
begin pumping the length of it, matching the rhythm and pace she's set. My own
breaths become shallow and quick, trying to mimic hers.

She's beautiful, by far the sexiest woman I've ever seen—even more so in this
vulnerable and erotic state. | can see the glisten of her arousal on her fingers as she
continues to touch herself, her eyes closed tightly, lost in the throes of her own
pleasure.



My own release builds, matching the pace of her fingers. My breath hitches as |
watch her, my gaze locked on her hand guiding her closer and closer to the edge.

Don’'t come yet, | demand. Not until | tell you to. With one hand clutching my
throbbing cock and my mind consumed by the sight of her pleasuring herself, | send a
commanding message, Spread your pussy lips wide apart for me. | want to imagine
how wet you are. How dlick you'd be for my cock that is so fucking hard for you
right now.

| watch as she follows my instructions, her fingers opening herself up for me, her lips
parting and her juices coating her delicate flesh in the light of the screen. My heart
pounds with excitement and anticipation. I’m one step away from finding release, and
it's all thanks to this incredible performance she’s putting on for me, unaware of how
transfixed | am.

Now, touch yourself faster , | urge. Imagine my hands and fingers on you, guiding
you toward the edge.

Her breathing is ragged, and her moans are growing louder with each passing second.
I’m so close to climaxing myself, the grip on my cock tightening as | imagine feeling
her flesh beneath my fingers, her wetness enveloping me, her body buzzing with
pleasure.

| know we are both so close, but | need to do one more thing. | need to see how much
dominance | have over her. Just how submissiveis my Chloe?

| want you to lick your fingers and rub the wetness on your tight little asshole , |
confess.

| can feel my heart rate increase, my breaths quickening as | watch her pause for a
moment before following my command. Her hesitation only fuels my desire to see



how far | can push her. She licks her fingers, her eyes fluttering open briefly to look
at the computer screen, then she resumes her pleasure, sliding her fingers between her
legs and gently probing the sensitive skin around her entrance. | feel like I'm in
control, like I’m the one setting the pace of her desires.

Good girl , | praise. | know you like that, don’'t you.

Yes.

Put your finger inside your tight little ass. | want to imagine how your body reacts.

S he hesitates for a moment, but it's clear that she’'s trusting me and this distance
game we're playing. A moment later, | see her finger disappear into her tight
opening, and | moan softly. Her fingers splaying open, spreading herself for me, it's
an intoxicating sight.

| wish you could see me, she leans forward, giving me a peek at a different angle.

Y ou like it when people watch you. Don’t you?

| do.

Would you like us to fuck while people would watch? | s that a fantasy of yours?

I’d loveit.

T hen we'll make that fantasy areality someday , | promise. But not yet. Tonight, you
get to come because you are such a good girl. Pump your fingers in and out, just like

I’m fucking you. | issue another command. Imagine my cock sliding in and out of
your tight hole, filling you up, stretching you wide.



She obeys without hesitation. The sight before me is a potent mix of vulnerability and
strength. The surge of my own climax builds within me, and | know it’s only a matter
of time before we both reach the pinnacle of pleasure together.

| watch as her breaths become shallow, her hips rising and falling in perfect harmony
with the movements of her fingers. She's so close. | can see it in the way her chest
rises and falls, the glistening sweat upon her skin. She’'s on the precipice of orgasm,
just as| am.

Make yourself come, pretty girl. Come for me.

M y words seem to ignite something within her, and her body responds with a wild
intensity. Her hips buck wildly, her fingers moving faster. | can see her eyes closed
tightly, and her mouth wide open in a silent scream of pleasure.

I’m coming, I"'m coming! She moans.

The moment of her release is matched perfectly by my own. | grip my throbbing cock
tighter, my body shuddering with the force of my release. | can feel myself coming,
my hot seed spilling onto my hand, my breath catching with the force of my climax.

Oh fuck , I groan, my voice hoarse from the intensity of the moment. My hand goes
limp, and | look down at the mess of my release, feeling both satisfied and a bit
dazed.

As the waves of pleasure subside, reality crashes back over me like a cold wave.
What have | done? The guilt that had been ssmmering beneath the surface now boils
over, churning my stomach. | quickly close the laptop, unable to look at the screen
any longer.

My hands shake as | clean myself up, disgust and self-loathing coursing through me.



I’ve crossed a line | swore | never would. I’ve violated her trust, her privacy, in the
most intimate way possible.

The phone buzzes with a new message from her. That was amazing , it reads. Thank
you for making me feel so good.

Each word is a dagger of shame. She has no idea of the depths of my betrayal. | can’t
bring myself to reply, to continue this charade. But if | don’t, | could fuck with her
head and give her self-doubt—the last thing | want to do to her.

| force myself to type a response, my fingers heavy with remorse. Y ou’'re welcome.
Y ou were perfect. Such a good, good girl.

I’ ve turned off the camera, and | can no longer see what she’'s doing. | desperately
want to see her. | already miss watching her, even though | know it's wrong. My
finger hovers over the laptop, tempted to turn it back on. Just one more ook, | think.
But | know if | do, I’'ll beright back where | started.

The room feels too small, suffocating. | need air. | stumble to the window and throw
it open, gulping in the cool night breeze. But it does nothing to wash away the stain
of what I’ ve done.

My phone buzzes again. It’s her. Are you still there?

| hesitate, unsure how to respond. Part of me wants to confess everything, to beg for
forgiveness. But | know that would only hurt her more. So | type back, Yes, sorry.
Just got distracted for a moment.

| was worried you'd left , shereplies. | always feel abit needy after... you know.

Her words twist the knife of guilt even deeper. She trusts me, feels safe with me, and



I’ ve violated that in the worst way possible. | want to comfort her, to reassure her, but
every word feelslike alie.

I’m here, | type back. Y ou’'re stuck with me.

There' s a pause before her next message appears. | should get some sleep , she types.
Work tomorrow. But thiswas... incredible. Can we do it again sometime?

My stomach churns. The thought of repeating this violation makes me sick, but |
can't let on that anything iswrong. Of course, | reply. | want to hear more about your
fantasies.

| want to hear about yours as well.

| hesitate, my fingers hovering over the keys. How much further down this rabbit hole
am | willing to go? But | can’t stop now. I’ ve already crossed so many lines.

Sweet dreams, | type back. We'll talk more soon.
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Chloe

C onfusion, slight guilt, and one hell of a doozy of a hangover has made this morning
pretty brutal. I’ ve never been more in need of my coffee and my favorite pastry from
Pete’s Cafe. As much as | wanted to stay in bed today, | forced myself out. | normally
don’t need to come into the office as often as | have been, but with the holiday season
and my recent posts getting so much engagement, I'm starting to feel like a regular
commuter.

The ferry ride, squinting against the harsh morning light only adds to my irritable
mood. The sidewalk seems to sway beneath my feet as | made my way down the
block. Thank god Pete’ s was only two streets over. The bell jingles as | push open the
cafe door, the aroma of freshly ground beans hitting me like a much-needed slap to
the face.

| don’t know what the hell got into me last night. Oh | know... too many peppermint
martinis. That's what. But regardless of the booze, | still can’t believe | actually went
online and sexted with a complete stranger. Not only sexted but masturbated. Part of
me woke up this morning thinking it had to be a dream, right? Because no sane
woman would do something like that.

| shuffle up to the counter, avoiding eye contact with the barista, mumbling my usual
order as | fumble with my wallet. | wince at the sound of the espresso machine
grinding, each whir feeling like a drill to my temples. As | wait for my order, | lean
against the counter, my eyes closed, trying to will away the pounding in my head.
The cafe chatter fades to a dull hum as my mind drifts back to last night’s escapade.
Flashes of explicit messages and blurry memories of sitting naked in front of my



computer dance behind my eyelids, making my cheeks burn with embarrassment.

But embarrassment isn't nearly as bad as the guilt ripping me up. Why do | feel
guilty? I’ve done nothing wrong. What | do in the privacy of my home and—I'm
single. Sure, I've been talking to Jack, but it's not like anything has happened. We
haven’'t even been on our first official date yet. It's not like we're exclusive. Hell, we
haven't kissed yet, or even came close... much to my dismay.

| mean... is there even anything between Jack and me? Maybe we' ve stepped into
friend zone.

“Order for Chloe!”

| jolt at the sound of my name, my eyes snapping open. The baristais holding out my
coffee and pastry, a concerned look on her face. | must look asterribleas| feel.

“Thanks,” | mutter, grabbing my order and shuffling to leave.

As | turn to leave, | bump into a solid chest, spilling my precious coffee all over my
white blouse. Strong hands steady me, and | ook up, mortified, into the welcoming
eyes of none other than Jack.

| stare at him, my mouth agape, unable to form words. Of all the people to run into, it
had to be him. My face burns hotter, and I’'m not sure if it's from embarrassment or
the scalding coffee seeping through my shirt.

“Shit. Sorry,” | stammer, finally finding my voice. “Just alittle clumsy this morning.”

Jack’s eyes flick down to my stained blouse, then back up to my face. A small smile
tugs at the corner of his mouth. “Rough night?’



If only he knew. | nod, trying to ignore the way my stomach flips at his proximity.
“You could say that.”

He reaches past me, grabbing a handful of napkins from the counter. “Here, let me
help.”

Before | can protest, he’'s dabbing at my blouse, his touch gentle but firm. | hold my
breath, hyperaware of every point of contact between us. The guilt from earlier
resurfaces, mixing with a confusing cocktail of attraction and shame.

“Ugh. Of course. | was headed into the office to pick up some new jewelry pieces.
It'll belovely to arrive like this.”

Jack chuckles softly, his breath warm against my ear. “I think this shirt is a lost

n

cause.
“Fuck my life.”

Jack’s eyes sparkle with amusement. “1 have an idea,” he says, stepping back slightly.
“My apartment’ s around the corner. I’ ve got a clean shirt you could borrow. It will be
big but maybe you can tuck it in or knot it or something.”

| hesitate, torn between the desire to escape this embarrassing situation and the
unexpected thrill of being invited to Jack’s apartment. My hangover-addied brain
struggles to make a decision.

“1 don’'t want to impose,” | mumble, still acutely aware of his proximity.

Jack shakes his head, his smile widening. “It's no imposition at all. Besides, I'm
partialy to blame.”



| bite my lip, weighing my options. On one hand, going to Jack’s apartment feels
dangeroudly intimate, especially given my current state and the guilt still gnawing at
me. On the other hand, | can’'t exactly show up to work looking like I’ve been in a
coffee-based bar fight.

“Okay,” | finally concede, my voice barely above a whisper. “ Thank you.”

Jack’s smile widens, and he gently places his hand on the small of my back, guiding
me out of the cafe. The warmth of his touch seeps through my damp shirt, any my
mind becomes even foggier than it was when | started this day. I'm hyperaware of
every step, every breath. The hangover, the guilt, and now this unexpected turn of
events has my head spinning.

As we walk the short distance to Jack’s apartment, I’'m acutely aware of the silence
between us. It's not uncomfortable, exactly, but it's charged with an energy | can’t
quite define. We reach an older, but clean and well-kept building, and Jack leads me
inside, his hand still resting lightly on my back. The elevator ride is mercifully short,
but it feels like an eternity as | stand there, coffee-stained and disheveled, next to
Jack’s put-together presence.

Jack’s apartment is on the third floor, and as he unlocks the door, | find myself
holding my breath. The space that greets me is surprisingly cozy—warm colors, well-
worn leather furniture, and bookshelves lining one wall. It’s lived-in but tidy. It also
has a live Christmas tree in the far right corner that is full of ornaments and topped
with an angel. Christmas lights line the windows, and tinsel cover the tops of his
kitchen cabinets. | immediately feel both comforted and surprised that a single man
would go all out in Christmas decor.

“Make yourself at home,” Jack says, gesturing to the living room. “I’ll grab you that
shirt.”



As he disappears down a hallway, | stand awkwardly in the middle of the room,
afraid to touch anything. My stare roams over the bookshelves, taking in titles
ranging from classic literature to modern thrillers. A framed photo catches my
attention—Jack, younger and sun-kissed, arm slung around an older woman who
bears a striking resemblance to him. Mother and son, | assume.

“Here we go,” Jack’s voice startles me out of my observations. He's holding out a
crisp white button-down. “It’ s the smallest I’ ve got, but it should do the trick.”

Our fingers brush as | take the shirt from him, looking around for what | had expected
to be greeted with sloppy kisses and large paws. “Where' s your dog?’

He freezes with alook that almost appears to be confusion. “Dog?’
For a minute, | second guess my memory. But | clearly remember him walking his
dog when we first met. Hung over or not—but wait. | thought he lived in my

neighborhood.

“Oh, right,” Jack says, looking dlightly flustered for the first time. “That wasn't my
dog. | house- and dog-sit for afriend in the crew sometimes.”

| nod slowly, trying to process this information through my hangover fog. Something
about his explanation doesn’'t quite sit right, but | can’t put my finger on why. Maybe

i’ sthe lingering confusion from last night clouding my judgment.

“Oh | see. | just assumed,” | mumble, clutching the shirt to my chest. “Um, where can
1.7

Jack points down the hallway. “Bathroom’ s the second door on the left.”

| shuffle toward the bathroom, my mind racing. As | close the door behind me, |



catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and wince. My makeup is smudged, my hair a
tangled mess, and my blouse is a disaster. | look exactly how | feel—like I’ ve been
hit by atruck.

With shaky hands, | unbutton my ruined blouse and peel it off, tossing it into the sink.
| splash some cold water on my face, trying to clear my head. | quickly put on Jack’s
shirt, rolling up the sleeves and tying it at the waist. It smellslike him.

Taking a deep breath, | step out of the bathroom. Jack is in the kitchen, pouring two
mugs of coffee. He looks up as | enter, his eyes widening slightly.

“Wow,” he says, a smile playing on his lips. “You make that shirt look good.” He
extends a mug of coffee to me. “I can’'t make your latte, but this coffee does have
creamer and sugar.”

Man, this guy really is perfect.

| take the mug gratefully, wrapping my hands around its warmth. “Thanks,” | say,
taking a sip. The coffee is rich and smooth, infinitely better than what | usually make
at home.

Jack leans against the counter, watching me over the rim of his own mug. There's
something in his gaze that makes me feel both exposed and intrigued. The silence
stretches between us, thick with unspoken words.

“You clearly like Christmas,” | say, taking in more of his decorations. There is a
Charles Dickens village set up on a side table, complete with tiny Victorian-era
figurines and miniature snow-covered buildings.

“It was my mother’s favorite holiday.” Jack’s eyes soften at the mention of his
mother. “Yeah, she always went al out for Christmas. The little village was her



favorite.”

| nod, feeling a pang of sympathy. The photo | saw earlier flashes in my mind. “Is
that her in the picture on your bookshelf?’

Jack’s smile turns bittersweet. “Yeah, that's her. She passed away when | was
fifteen.”

“I’'m so sorry,” | say softly.

“The village was the one thing of hersthat | managed to keep hold of after | went into
the foster system. So, | guess you could say it’s important to show it off and make the
place festive.”

“1I"m sure she’s happy you are.”

He shrugs, takes in the decorations and says, “1 hope so.”

| instinctively reach out to touch his arm, moved by his moment of vulnerability. The
moment my fingers make contact with his skin, | feel ajolt of electricity. Jack’s eyes
meet mine, and for a moment, the world seems to stand still.

| wait. And wait. And like the times before... nothing.

Yeah, | think it’s fair to say that we crossed into friend zone. And maybe that isn't a
bad thing. He's as vanilla as the flavor of creamer he put in my coffee, and after last
night with WinterWatcher... I'm clearly as black as the coal that | deserve in my

stocking.

“l, um, | should probably get going,” | stammer, setting down the coffee mug. “I
don’t want to keep Sloane waiting for long. Thank you for the shirt and the coffee.”



Jack nods, his expression unreadable. “ Of course. Any time.”

| make my way to the door, feeling Jack’s eyes on me as | go. Just as | reach for the
handle, his voice stops me.

“Chloe, wait.”

| turn, my heart suddenly racing. Jack takes a step toward me, his expression intense.

Come on, buddy. Throw me against the wall. Take me by the hair and plunge your
tongue into my mouth. Do it! Do it!

Nothing.

“About that date of ours. True Crime and Chinese food. | work for the next forty-
eight hours, but maybe when I’ m off shift?”’

My heart sinks a little. Hearing him ask it like that is the same way Sloane would ask
me to hang out.

Y up, friend zone.

“Oh,” | say, trying to mask my disappointment. “Um, text me and we'll figure it out.
But | really should be going.”

Jack nods, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. “Sure, no problem. I’ [l text you.”

| hurry out of Jack’s apartment, my mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. As |
step into the elevator, | lean against the wall, closing my eyes and taking a deep
breath. The scent of Jack’s shirt lingers around me, a constant reminder of the
confusing encounter | just had.



The elevator dings, and | step out onto the street, the chilly winter air shocking my
system. | start walking briskly toward the office, trying to sort through my thoughts.
On one hand, Jack was sweet and helpful, offering me his shirt and coffee when | was
in a bind. But on the other hand, there was that moment—or rather, the lack of a
moment—when we were so close, and nothing happened.

| can’'t shake the feeling that something’s off. The dog explanation, the lack of
chemistry... it all feels strange. | didn't even know he lived in Manhattan. He was
only housesitting there?

As | round the corner toward Moth to the Flame, ready to get my jewelry, head home,
crawl in bed to erase this day completely, my phone buzzes in my pocket. It's a

notification from Dark Secrets. | turned them on last night just in case. Just in case—

“Last night was fun. Maybe we can do it again sometime?—WinterWatcher.”
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Chloe

“H ow in the hell do you look so good, when | feel like death?’ | ask as Sloane
appears perfectly put together in her expensive designer suit, not a hair out of place.
“We drank the same amount. It’s not fair.”

Sloane flashes me a brilliant smile, her teeth impossibly white. “Y ears of practice, my
friend. And a little help from drug of choice.” She gestures to the steaming travel
mug in her hand.

| groan and rub my temples. “I think I’ve had enough coffee for one day.” | look
down at my borrowed shirt from Jack. “Coffee mishap this morning. Now I'm
wearing Jack’s shirt.”

Sloane raises an eyebrow. “Jack’ s shirt, huh? Booty call last night?”’

| shake my head. “I ran into him this morning. Literally.”

Sloane chuckles, her perfectly manicured nails tapping against her coffee mug.
“Sure...”

| roll my eyes, wincing as the movement sends a sharp pain through my skull.
“Anyway,” | continue. “Show me the new necklaces you told me about so | can get
home and crawl back into bed. I’ m questioning this trip to the office now.”

Sloane' s eyes light up, her hangover seemingly nonexistent as she practically bounces
on her heels. “Oh, you’' re going to love them! Come on, they’re in my office.”



| follow her down the hallway, my feet dragging slightly. The fluorescent lights are
doing nothing for my headache.

Aswe enter her office, Sloane heads straight for her desk, pulling out a small, velvet-
covered box. She opens it with a flourish, revealing a stunning array of delicate gold
necklaces, each adorned with a unique pendant.

“Voilal What do you think?" she asks, her voice brimming with excitement.

| move closer, squinting dlightly to focus on the intricate details. Despite my
hangover-induced haze, | take the time to admire the craftsmanship. “They’'re
beautiful, Sloane. Really stunning work.”

She beams at me, clearly proud of her latest creations. “I knew you'd love them.
Tyler saw them yesterday and said they may be too basic, but he’s a man, so what
does he know.”

Grrr, Tyler. | realize my groan was audible.

Sloan€e’'s eyes narrow, her smile fading slightly. “What's that about? You having
Issues with Tyler?’

| wave my hand dismissively, trying to backtrack. “No, no. It's just... my head. The
hangover, you know.”

Sloane doesn’'t ook convinced. She sets down the jewelry box and crosses her arms,
fixing me with a penetrating stare. “Come on, spill. | know he can be apain in the ass
sometimes. He follows every rule to a tee, and can be super uptight. But he's
harmless. You just have to know how to work with the man. Not against him. Is he
riding your ass?’



| sigh, knowing | can’t escape Sloan€e' s interrogation. “It’s nothing, really. He'sjust...
Areyou sure he's harmless? | get aweird feeling sometimes.”

Sloane's perfectly arched eyebrow rises even higher. “Welird feeling? What do you
mean?’

| hesitate, not sure how to put my vague suspicions into words. “1 don’t know exactly.
It's just... sometimes | catch him watching me when he thinks I’'m not looking. And
he's shown up at my house twice now completely out of the blue.”

Sloane's expression shifts from curiosity to concern. “At your house? That's...
unusual.”

| nod, relieved that Sloane seems to be taking me serioudly. “Exactly.”

“Has he done anything?’

| shake my head. “No. Not really. He's asked me on a date, | guess. But in a weird
way. It's hard to explain. I'm trying to brush him off and not make it weird between
us. But it’s weird between us.” | shrug. “I don’'t want to make anything of it because
nothing really has happened. But—"

Just then, we hear footsteps approaching. Sloane quickly picks up the jewelry box
again, resuming our facade of casua conversation. As the door opens, | turn to see
who it is, my heart racing.

It's Tyler, his eyesimmediately locking onto mine.

“Hey ladies,” Tyler says, his voice smooth as silk. “Hope I'm not interrupting
anything important.”



| force asmile, trying to keep my voice steady. “Not at all. Just girl talk.”

Tyler's eyes linger on me for a moment too long before he turns to Sloane. “I need
those quarterly expenses on my desk by five, Sloane. | know you’ ve been busy with
the latest designs, but Jasmine has asked me to hunt these down.”

Sloane nods, her face a mask of professionalism. “Of course. I’ll have them to you by
four.”

My stomach churns. | glance at Sloane, who | can tell is studying every move Tyler
makes. She's always been such a good judge of character. If Tyler is a creep, she'll
pick up oniit.

“1 brought in some Christmas cookies,” he adds. “They’re in the break room if you
guys want any.”

A creep who bakes?

| force asmile. “Thanks, Tyler. That’s... thoughtful of you.”

Tyler's eyes flick back to me, a hint of something | can’'t quite place lurking behind
them. “1 made your favorite. Snickerdoodles.”

How does he know my favorite cookie? I’ve never mentioned it at work. | try to
recal if I've ever mentioned my favorite cookie to anyone aside from my deceased
parents. Then | remember that | said it in passing on one of my lives as| was showing
off aline of Nightmare Before Christmas inspired pendants. It wasn’t even one of my
more popular posts.

But does Tyler really watch every single one of my videos? Does he take notes? How
would he remember such a small detail ?



“Oh,” | manage, trying to keep my voicelight. “That’s... nice.”

Sloane steps in smoothly, her tone cheerful but with an edge | recognize. “We'll
definitely grab some later. Thanks, Tyler.”

He lingers for a moment, his gaze uncomfortably intense. “Great. | hope you enjoy
them.” With afinal nod, he turns and leaves, closing the door behind him.

As soon as his footsteps fade, Sloane whirls to face me. She leans in, her voice
dropping to awhisper. “Your gut istelling you something’s off.”

| nod, grateful she understands. “I hope he catches on that I’ m not interested, and this
doesn’t have to get awkward. | really don’t want to make thisinto something bigger if
| don’'t haveto.”

| really love my job and the last thing | want is to jeopardize it. | know that Tyler has
Jasmine’s ear, and while | hope I'd be taken serioudly if | came forward, I’d rather

not find out.

Sloane nods thoughtfully, her brow furrowed. “I get it. You don’'t want to rock the
boat.”

“1I"m a contractor. Not an employee,” | point out.

“1 get it. But listen, if Tyler keeps this up, you need to say something formally. | can
help you if you' re not comfortable going to Jasmine yet.”

“Deal.”

“Okay, subject change,” Sloane says, her tone lightening. “So last night got me
thinking. Y our bombshell of a secret really sunk in once | was sober.”



My stomach clenches at Sloane’ s words. The events of last night come flooding back,
and | suddenly remember the drunken confession I’d made. “Oh god,” | groan,
covering my face with my hands. “| can’t believe | told you about that.”

Sloane's eyes sparkle with excitement. “Are you kidding? I'm glad you did! Which
also means that we have plans Friday night. We're going to Naughty and Nice. No
arguments.”

“The nightclub? Isn't that like a sex club? | heard it was members only or
something?’

Sloane waves her hand dismissively. “Oh please, | have connections. But Fridays is
open to all anyway. They’re having a holiday party and it’s going to be packed. And
it’s not just a sex club—it’s more of an upscale, exclusive venue for adults to explore
their... interests. Perfect for people like us.”

“Like us, huh?”

Sloane grins. “Exactly. People who are curious, open-minded, and ready to explore.
Come on, it'll be fun. And who knows? Maybe you'll find someone who can help
you indulge .”

My thoughts instantly turn to WinterWatcher and how he and | indulged in our own
way last night. A blush creeps up my neck, and | hope Sloane can’t see. I’m not ready
to tell her about him yet.

“I's just a party,” Sloane insists. “You don't have to do anything you're not
comfortable with. We'll go, have a few drinks, maybe dance a little. If you hate it,

we'll leave. No pressure.”

| bite my lip, considering Sloane' s offer. Part of meisterrified at the thought of going



to such a place, but another part—a part I’ve been trying to ignore for years—is
thrillingly curious.

“I... 1 don’t know, Sloane. It sounds intense.”

“Come on, live alittle! When was the last time you did something truly exciting?’

| think about my recent online encounters with WinterWatcher, but of course, | can’'t
tell Sloane about that. “Fine,” | sigh, unable to resist her enthusiasm. “But if | say |
want to leave, we leave. No questions asked.”

Sloane claps her hands together, beaming. “Deal!” Her eyes narrow, and | recognize
the mischievous look immediately. “You know... you could always invite fireman
Jack to meet you. Maybe he can show you his naughty and his nice.”

My cheeks flush at the mention of Jack. “Sloane!l No way. | barely know him.
Besides, | don't think he' s the type for that kind of scene.”

Sloane shrugs, asly smile playing on her lips. “Y ou never know. Sometimes the quiet
ones are the wildest behind closed doors.”

| roll my eyes, trying to ignore the guilt that runs through me at the thought of Jack
just minutes after thinking of WinterWatcher. My thoughts have become a two-
timing whore.

“Speaking of Jack,” Sloane says, her eyes glinting with curiosity, “you never did tell
me how exactly you ended up in his shirt this morning. Spill the details, honey.”

| sigh, knowing Sloane won't let this go. “It's really not that exciting. | was rushing
to get coffee before work, not paying attention, and crashed right into him. Spilled
my entire latte down my front.”



| continue the story, glossing over the fact that my insides were torn to shreds because
after my encounter with WinterWatcher, something was off between the two of us. |
couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but something was off. And it wasn’'t just the guilt
| felt inside.

Sloane’s lips curl into a knowing smirk. “You like him alot, don’t you? But you feel
guilty because of your secret online profile.”

She has no idea how right sheis.

My face heats, caught off guard by Sloane's perceptiveness. “I... it's complicated,” |
stammer, not sure how to explain the tangled web of emotions I’ m dealing with.

Sloane's expression softens. “Hey, | get it. You're exploring different sides of
yourself. There' s nothing wrong with that.”

| nod, grateful for her understanding. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, you know? Jack
seemslike areally good guy.”

“And you're areally good girl. You deserve to find happiness after everything you’'ve
been through,” Sloane prompts with a tone that reminds me of my mother’s.
Comforting. Warm. Like aloving hug.

| smile weakly at Sloane’s words, touched by her support but still feeling conflicted.
“Thanks, Sloane. | just... | don't know what | want right now.” | rub my temples.

“And this hangover isn’t exactly helping. | need to get home and lick my wounds.”

“All right, al right,” Sloane says, her tone softening. “Go home and rest. But don’t
think you’ re getting out of Friday night. I'll text you the details | ater.”

| nod, grateful for the reprieve. “Thanks. I'll see you then.”



As| make my way out of the office, my phone buzzes in my pocket. My heart skips a
beat when | see it’s anotification. A message from WinterWatcher.

“Hey there. Can’t stop thinking about last night. | keep logging on in hopes to find
another one of your videos. I’m craving... to watch.”
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Jack

| shouldn’t be doing this while I’m at the station. | know this. It's not breaking rules
or anything or grounds for termination. What firefighters do in the privacy of their
bedrooms at the station once they go to bed is on them. Aslong as we are prepared to
spring to action the minute the alarm goes off. But tonight has been extremely quiet,
and I’m hoping that | can log onto my laptop undisturbed.

My fingers hover over the keyboard as | glance toward the door, half-expecting Chief
to burst in, somehow knowing I’m going to log into the nanny cam and spy on the
girl 1’ve been stalking for years. But the hallway remains silent, save for the distant
snores of my fellow firefighters,

With a deep breath, | type in the password and wait for the feed to load. The familiar
layout of her bedroom appears on the screen, dimly lit by the glow of a computer |eft
on. My heart races as | scan the room, searching for any sign of movement.

There she is. Curled up on the bed, fast adeep. Her long dark hair cascades over a
pillow, and | can barely make out the rise and fall of her chest as she breathes. | put
my face closer to the screen, drinking in every detail.

| know | shouldn’t be doing this. I'm not completely delusional. But | can't help
myself. I’ ve been watching her for so long, learning her routines, her habits. In away,
| feel like | know her better than anyone elsein her life.

A creak in the hallway makes me jump. | quickly minimize the window, my pulse
ringing in my ears. But it’s just the old building settling. | let out a shaky breath and



return to the feed.

A voice in my head screams that this is wrong, that I’m crossing a line | can never
come back from. But another part of me, a darker part, whispers that this is the
closest I'll ever get to her.

That | need this.

Chloe stirsin her slegp, and for amoment I'm afraid she'll wake up. But she just rolls
over, pulling a blanket tighter around herself. | wonder what she's dreaming about.
Does she ever dream about me? The nice firefighter who bought her hot cocoa. Or
does she dream of WinterWatcher, not knowing that we are the same person but
offering her something completely different.

| know it. | seeit.

Jack offers her light. WinterWatcher offers her dark. The question is, who is the redl
me?

| shake my head, trying to clear these thoughts. This has to stop. | need to close the
laptop, delete the app, and forget about her. But as | try to bring myself to do the right
thing, she mumbles something, rolls over and reaches for her phone. | freeze,
captivated once again by this woman.

My hand hovers over the laptop, ready to close the window at a moment’ s notice. But
Chloe doesn’'t wake fully. She fumbles for her phone, squinting at the bright screen
before dropping it back onto the nightstand. | release a breath | didn’t realize | was
holding.

The soft glow of her phone illuminates her face for a brief moment, and I’'m struck
again by her beauty. The curve of her cheek, the slight pout of her lips as she drifts



back to sleep. I’ve memorized every detail but seeing her like this never fails to take
my breath away.

| glance at the clock. It's well past midnight now. | should try to get some sleep in
case we get a call. But | can't tear myself away from the screen. Just a few more
minutes, | tell myself. Just alittle longer.

Suddenly, Chloe sits up in bed, fully awake now. My heart races as | watch her get
out of bed and head over to her computer.

|s she going to log on? To chat with WinterWatcher? The thought both delights and
terrifies me.

I’m not prepared for this. | haven't planned what to say, how to act. But as her fingers
move across the keyboard, | find myself reaching for my own. Ready to become the
persona she knows online, to step into that dark world we' ve created together.

My phone buzzes with a notification. | glance down at my phone, my body tensing.
It's a message from Chloe to WinterWatcher.

Are you there? she types. | can't sleep and was hoping you'd be awake. Actualy, |
have no idea where you even live. It could be midday where you are.

| type back, | livein New York. Maybe it's dangerous sharing that fact about me, but
the words come out before | can truly process the ramifications.

Really? Metoo.
P art of me wants to backpedal, to lie and say I'm actually in California or Europe.

But another part, the part that's been yearning for a real connection, pushes me
forward.



What a coincidence, | type back. Small world, huh?

| watch her smile on the screen, her face illuminated by the soft glow of her
computer. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture I've seen her do
countless times before.

Very small , shereplies. What part of New Y ork?

Manhattan , | type. It's vague enough, | reason. More than a million people live in
Manhattan.

| work there. Her excitement is obvious, even through the screen. We could have
passed each other on the street and never known it.

If only she knew how many times that has actually happened.

I’ ve been thinking of you, | type.

| watch as Chloe's eyes widen at my words. She bites her lip, hesitating before she
responds.

I’ ve been thinking of you too , she types back. More than | probably should.

My heart races. Thisis dangerous territory we're entering, but | can’t stop myself.

What have you been thinking about? | ask.

There's along pause. On the screen, | see Chloe take a deep breath, steeling herself.
When her response comes through, it’s more forward than | expected.

About my fantasies. Fantasies that include you.



| swalow hard, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. This is escalating
quickly, and a part of me knows | should put a stop to it. But the darker part, the part
that’ s been watching her all thistime, urges me on.

Tell me about these fantasies,, | type, ignoring the hardening of my cock.

On the screen, | see Chloe blush. She takes another deep breath before responding.

| imagine meeting you in person , she types. | picture you in a mask. A mask that is
amost pagan in style. It will have horns or something demonic in nature. | imagine it
covering most of your face. But not your lips.

Goon, | type, my fingers feeling heavy.

| watch as Chloe shiftsin her chair, clearly affected by the fantasy she's sharing. She
bites her lip again, agesture that never failsto drive me wild.

In my fantasy, you approach me slowly , she continues. | can’t see your eyes clearly,
but | can feel the intensity of your gaze. You don’'t say a word, but your presence is
overwhelming. When you're close enough, you reach out and touch my face. Your
fingers are cool against my skin, and | shiver.

My breath catches in my throat. | can almost feel her skin beneath my fingertips, can
amost smell her perfume. The line between fantasy and reality is blurring
dangerousdly.

What happens next? | ask, both dreading and craving her answer.

There's a pause as Chloe considers her words. | watch her chest rise and fall with
guickened breaths.



You lean in, she types slowly, and kiss me. It's gentle at first, but then it deepens.
Your hands tangle in my hair, pulling me closer. | reach up to touch your mask, but
you catch my wrists, pinning them above my head.

| groan softly, thankful that the walls of the station are thick. The image she's

painting isvivid, and | find myself lost in it. For amoment, | forget about the camera,
about the distance between us. In this moment, we' re together, sharing this fantasy.

Do you want me to stop? Chloe asks after amoment of silence.

No, | type back quickly. Don't stop.

On the screen, | see her smile, a mix of shyness and desire. She takes a deep breath
before continuing.

Y ou press me against the wall , she types. Y our body is hard against mine. | can feel
every inch of you. Your lips move to my neck, and | gasp. Y our teeth graze my skin,
and | beg you to fuck me. | plead for your cock.

| exhale sharply.

And do | give you what you want?

O n the screen, Chloe squirms in her chair, her cheeks flushed. She hesitates before
responding.

Not right away , she types. Y ou tease me first. Your hands roam my body, touching

me everywhere except where | need it most. I'm whimpering, begging you to take
me.

My cock strains against my uniform pants. | shift uncomfortably, trying to focus on



the screen and not my own burning desire.

Tell me how you beg , | type, my breath ragged.

Please , she types. Please fuck me. | need you inside me. | need to feel your cock
stretching me open. Please, I'm yours. Take me. She continues to type. But you
won’'t. Not yet. You’'re waiting for... them. They haven't arrived yet.

Who are they? | prompt.

The others, shefinaly types. The ones who watch.

Y ou want to be watched as | fuck you.

Y es. More than anything.

H ow many others? | type.

A roomful , she responds quickly. | want everyone to see my pussy as you spread me.

And what do | do next?

Y ou slide your hand between my legs, feeling how wet | am. You tell the others how
ready | am, how desperate. Then you push two fingers inside me, making me cry out.

| stifle a groan, my arousal amost painful now. On the screen, | can see Chloe's
breathing has quickened, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

Y ou fuck me with your fingers, slowly at first, then faster , she continues.

I’m lost in the fantasy now, picturing every detail. The heat of her skin, the sound of



her moans, the feeling of her tight around my fingers.

And then? | ask, desperate to know more.

Then you pull your fingers out , she types. You bring them to my lips, making me
taste myself. And finaly, finally, you unzip your pants and pull out your cock.

| watch as Chloe's fingers hover over the keyboard, her chest heaving. She's clearly
asaroused as| am.

Y ou tease me with the tip of your cock , she types. Rubbing it against my clit, making
me whimper. The crowd watches, their eyes hungry. You ask me if I'm ready, if I'm
sure | want this.

The need to be inside her is unbearable.

| beg you, shereplies. | tell you I’ ve never been more ready for anything in my life. |
wrap my legs around your waist, trying to pull you closer.

| need to fuck her. | need to fuck her now.

Y ou thrust into me in one smooth motion , she types. | cry out, overwhelmed by the
feeling of fullness. You start to move, slowly at first, then faster. The room is filled
with the sound of skin on skin, of my moans and your grunts. Y ou'’ re fucking me hard
now , she continues. Y our hands are gripping my hips so tightly | know there will be
bruises tomorrow. | loveit. | want everyone to see the marks you' ve left on me.

I’m so hard it hurts.

I’m moaning your name, begging for more. |—



S uddenly, the fire alarm blares through the station. | jump, slamming the laptop shut
instinctively. My heart pounds as | hear my fellow firefighters stirring, boots hitting
the floor as everyone rushes to respond.

| can't ssimply leave Chloe wondering where | had to run off to, so I quickly type, |
have to go, pretty girl. Someone is at my door. I'm sorry. But know that I'll be
jacking off to this|ater.

| scramble to my feet, adjusting myself and trying to compose my thoughts as | rush
to join my team. This girl is going to be the death of me, or at the very least, the giver
of some gnarly blue balls.
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Chloe

| somehow get the courage to type, I’ m going to Naughty and Nice in the city tonight.
Maybe you're free to meet me there? I’ll be wearing a red ribbon around my neck
tied in abow. I'll also bein agreen, silky dress. Come and unwrap me.

My fingers hover over the send button for what feels like an eternity. Have | lost my
mind? Yes, | think that is fair to say. | never thought | would be going to a sex club
party with Sloane before. And as much as I’d like to say it’s due to my best friend's
urging and that this was all her idea, | actually am excited. She didn’'t really have to
force thison me.

| press send. It's done. No turning back now. | stare at my message to
WinterWatcher, now a part of reality forever.

| pace around the room, my pams sweating, my mind a whirlwind of vivid
expectations and terrible anxieties.

Was that too bold? Yes, it was. | don’t even know this person.
| don’t even know this person! Now | just told him where I’ d be tonight.

I’m not a naive girl. I’ve lived in New York all my life. | know better than this and
yet...

| look at the clock and know | no longer have time to overthink if he’'ll come or not,
and if he does, if he'sa seria killer or aBoy Scout. | need to go if I'm going to catch



the ferry in time to meet Sloane. | glance again at my phone. No response yet. Should
| feel relieved? Disappointed? It's hard to decide. As | gather my purse and keys, one
last look at that agonizingly silent device makes me wince.

| tug my emerald dress into place and check the red ribbon around my neck one last
time in the mirror before stepping outside And freezing my ass off. | quickly decide
to travel to the club by vehicle over boat.

By the time | reach Naughty and Nice, I’ ve managed to calm my nerves, taking slow,
deep breaths as | step out of the cab and join Sloane who's waiting for me out front.
Classic Sloane style, she’'s decked out in fishnet stockings and a red leather corset,
her fiery red hair cascading down her back.

“Holy shit, Chloe! Look at you!” She looks me up and down. “Damn, girl.”

| blush under her compliment and stand straighter with more confidence, revealing
the emerald dress that clings to my figure. For the first time ever, | don't fed as if
Sloane has out dressed me. | don’t fedl like the mousy hermit lurking in her shadow.

The pulsating beat of the music from inside the club seeps out onto the street,
mingling with the lively chatter and laughter of the partygoers milling about. Sloane
loops her arm through mine, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Are you ready for
this?’ she asks, her voice barely audible over the noise. “Let’s go inside and see what
kind of trouble we can get into.”

| nod, my heart pounding in my chest. | am ready; or at least, | want to be. | want to
let go of all my fears and doubts, to embrace this wild, uninhibited side of myself that
has been hiding for so long. | can’t hide behind a phone forever.

As we make our way through the crowded club, Sloane confidently leads me to the
bar, where she orders us each a drink. The air is thick with the scent of sweat,



alcohol, and something else: desire. The room is dimly lit, with flashes of neon light
illuminating the faces of everyone. At least the faces | can see. Many people are
wearing masks, some holiday in theme, others made of |eather or lace. Simply being
around so many masks unlocks a deep-rooted fantasy inside of me. | love the fact that
the room is a blend of secrets and open passion.

As | take a sip of my drink, the music and energy of the club sizzle into my core.
Why have | hidden from this for so long? Inside of me there’s a sense of freedom that
I’ve never experienced before. My dress hugs every curve to my body, making me
feel sexy and powerful. | sway to the beat of the music, losing myself in the moment.
Thisfeelsright. So right.

Sloane grins at me, her eyes filled with mischief. “Let’s go dance,” she shouts over
the music, grabbing my hand and pulling me onto the dance floor.

We dance as the rhythm and the bass vibrates through my body, and | can’t resist
scanning the crowd for my mystery man. Not that | know what he’d look like. But
maybe he’'s watching me. Maybe he's one of the masked men in this room. Maybe
he' s spotting my red ribbon right now and getting ready to approach.

Just as | let myself indulge in the tantalizing fantasy, a strong hand grips my waist
from behind. | gasp, spinning around to find myself face to face with aman wearing a
black velvet mask adorned with silver filigree. His dark eyes pierce through the dits
of the mask, sending a thrill down my spine. The mask only covers the top of his
face, leaving his lips revealed. He's a'so wearing a black hood, long black sleeves,
and seems to vanish behind the mask so | can’'t make out any of his features.

“Dance with me,” he commands, his voice deep and husky. With the music as loud as
itis, I can barely make out his voice.

| nod, unable to find my words as he pulls me close, our bodies moving in sync with



the pulsating beat. His touch is electric, igniting afire within me that | can’t quench.

Isit him? Or isthisjust another clubgoer?

As we dance, his hand traces the line of my ribcage, brushing against the red ribbon
around my neck. My breath hitches as he tugs gently, pulling me even closer. The
scent of sandalwood and musk intoxicates me, and there is something familiar about
the smell. Something so strong it makes me want more.

My heart races as | ook into his eyes, trying to discern who he is beneath the mask.

Do | really want to know?

No. Yes. Maybe. Although the idea of being with a complete stranger sends jolts of
electricity straight between my legs.

He whispers something in my ear, but the words are lost in the thundering beat. All |
can focus on is the heat of his breath against my skin and the way his hands never
stop moving.

His lips trace a path down my neck, leaving atrail of shivers. | gasp as his teeth graze
my collarbone, the hint of pain only heightening my arousal. | arch my back, silently
begging for more.

Who could this man be? Is he the guy on my phone? Maybe he's just a banker, a
doctor, a police officer, afirefighter... Jack. A fireman like Jack.

The mystery man spins me around, pressing my back against his chest. His strong
arms encircle me, holding me tight as we continue to move to the beat. The tempo of
the music speeds up, mirroring the racing of my heart. | lean my head back against
his shoulder, closing my eyes and giving in to the sensations that flood through me.



His lips find the sensitive spot below my ear, and | let out a soft moan. The thought of
Jack fades away, replaced by the overwhelming desire for this stranger.

He reaches up, gently tracing the edge of my jaw with his thumb. “Isit time for meto
unwrap you?’ His voice is extremely deep... too deep as if he's doing it to disguise
hisvoice. But | don’'t care.

He came! It’s him!

The redization hits me like a tidal wave, and | smile as | turn around to face him.
“You came,” | breathe, my voice barely audible over the music. “I wondered if you
would.”

His fingers deftly untie the red ribbon, letting it fal to the floor as his eyes never
leave mine.

| see Sloane in the distance dancing with a man of her own, and our eyes lock in
silent communication. This is where our night together ends and where we part to
explore the next stage of the night. She gives me a wicked smile, and | know exactly
what’ s she' s telling me to do.

Should she be concerned I’'m dancing with a masked man? Should | be?

He takes my hand and leads me through the writhing mass of dancers, guiding me
toward a secluded corner of the club. The shadows envelop us as he pushes me gently
against the wall, his body pressing into mine. His lips find mine in a passionate kiss,
and | surrender to the intensity of the moment.

Our tongues dance together in perfect harmony, just as our bodies had on the dance
floor. His hands explore my body, leaving atrail of firein their wake. | moan into his
mouth as his fingers trace the edge of my dress, teasing the sensitive skin beneath.



Maybe | should ask for him to remove the mask, but | don’t want to. | like the feel of
the velvet against my face asweKkiss.

My fingers tangle in the fabric of his cloak as | pull him closer, desperate for more.
The taste of him, the feel of him, it’sall consuming.

His hands slide up my thighs, lifting my dress just enough to give him access to the
bare skin beneath. | gasp as his fingers brush against the lace of my panties, and he
growlslow in his throat.

In response to my gasp, he deepens our kiss, leaving me breathless and wanting. The
teasing touch of his fingers sends waves of pleasure through me, and | rock my hips
against his hand, silently begging for more.

He obliges, dlipping his fingers beneath the lace and finding my wetness. | moan into
his mouth as he begins to stroke me, his expert touch sending pure eroticism crashing
over me. | cling to him, my nails digging into his shoulders as | look around at the
hundreds of clubgoers who don’t seem to notice. It's not like we are the only onesin
sexua acts in the room, but I’ve never been so exposed before. I’ve never done
anything in the open. But just like the fantasy | described to him in our chat... |
craved this.

The world around us fades away, and all that exists is the booming music and the feel
of his body pressed against mine.

Breaking the kiss, he mouths, “Come.”

He takes my hand and |eads me through the writhing mass of dancers, toward a door
at the back of the club. My heart pounds, and my breath seems trapped in my chest as
we make our way up a narrow staircase and into adimly lit hallway. He stopsin front
of adoor, his hand reaching for the knob.



| consider running before he pushes the door open, revealing a dimly lit room with
plush red curtains draped over the walls. The scent of incense fills the air, and the
distant and muffled sound of music from the club below filtersin through the walls.

He guides me inside, closing the door behind us, and locks it. Even though we are
alone in the room, we aren't really alone. There are two huge floor to celling
windows revealing people in a room on the other side. The viewers watch with rapt
attention, their faces illuminated by the soft glow of the room. They are close enough
to see us, but far enough away that their features are indistinct.

A rush of heat forms between my legs as | return my attention to my masked man,
uncertain if | can actually go through with this.

He steps closer, his fingers brushing a stray hair from my face. “You said this was
your fantasy.” His voice is low and husky, and | now know he's trying to concedl its

natural sound, which only adds to the sexy mystery of this entire experience.

| hesitate for a moment, my eyes darting toward the windows and the shadowy
figures beyond.

“1 did,” | say. “But | never thought it would actually happen.”

He takes my hand and leads me toward the center of the room, stopping in front of a
large, ornate bed. The red velvet curtains surrounding the bed create a sense of
intimacy, despite the voyeurs beyond the windows.

People are watching. Oh, god, people are watching!

He softly runs his fingers along my jawline, tilting my face up toward his so our eyes
connect. | swallow hard, my body wanting to collapse to a pile of goo on the floor.



| nod, giving him my silent consent.

With awicked smile, he lowly undresses me, his touch leaving atrail of goosebumps
on my exposed skin. The cool air of the room contrasts with the heat of our breaths.

He whispersin my ear as my dress pools at my feet, “Remember, they’ re watching.”
Hiswords only serve to heighten my arousal.

| try not to look at the windows in fear that I'll chicken out and run out of the room
with afailed fantasy to haunt me forever. Instead, | stand before him, clad only in my
lace panties and heels.

He takes a step back to admire me. A low growl escapes his lips as he takes in my
nearly naked form. The hunger in his eyes, and the knowledge that strangers are also
watching my every move, sets my body ablaze.

His fingers hook into the lace of my panties, slowly pulling them down my legs. |
step out of them, feeling extremely exposed in the best possible way. His lips find
mine again, his kiss dominating and possessive.

For the first time since entering the room, | steal a peek at the windows. Several pairs
of eyes are fixed on us, observing our every move with unabashed curiosity. The heat
between my legs intensifies as | realize how many people are truly watching, and |
press myself closer to him, eager to put on a show.

| reach up and unfasten his shirt, revealing the muscular chest beneath. And tattoos...
holy shit... so many tattoos. My fantasy truly coming to life.

He groans as my fingers trace the intricate patterns inked onto his skin. | try to push
his shirt off his shoulders, but he stops me and shakes his head. He wants to keep the
cloak on, the mystery, and I’ m fine with that. More than fine.



With a smirk, | undo his belt buckle and slide the leather through the loops. His pants
have to go, however.

| glance back at the window and give a smirk to the viewers. Yeah, that’s right. HE'S
mine for the night.
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Jack

F ucking Chloe in this room with everyone watching on the other side of the thin
glass is most definitely a fantasy of mine, and | know it’s one of hers as well. Me
wearing a mask, though not my first choice, makes this night possible without me
being detected. A convenience that Chloe gushed about how erctic she thought a
masked man would be.

She’ s tracing her fingertips on my tattoos which makes me nervous. Flames and axes,
and other classic firefighter tats mark up a majority of my chest and arms, and I'm
hoping they won't give my identity away. Luckily for me, Chloe doesn’t seem to be
examining them too closely, and even if she does discover it's me beneath the mask,
Isthat really that bad?

My lips brush against her ear. “Can you feel their eyes on us?’ | whisper, my voice
low and husky and as disguised as | can possibly make it. It borders on sounding
ridiculous.

Chloe gasps, her breath hitching in her throat. “Yes,” she whispers back, her voice
barely audible. “It turns me on.”

“They can see your bare pussy,” | growl. “And now they’re going to see me lick
every inch of it.”

Chloe whimpers as | slide my hand up her thigh, my fingers inching closer to her
wetness. | can see the hungry gazes of the onlookers beyond the glass. It's athrill like
no other, knowing that we're the center of their attention, and I’'m about to give them



so much more. It's my mission to not disappoint.

| pull her to the edge of the bed and spread her legs wide, exposing her fully to our
audience. Chloe bites her lip, her cheeks flushing with desire as | lower myself to my
knees. The scent of her arousal fills the air, casting an animalistic spell over me. |
waste no time in devouring her, my tongue teasing her clit as | dlide two fingers

inside her.

Chloe cries out, her body vibrating with pleasure. She grabs onto my cloak, pulling
me closer as | continue my relentless assault on her senses.

Jesus, she tastes good. Really good.

“Oh god,” Chloe moans, her voice breathy and desperate. “Don’t stop.”

| have no intention of stopping. I'm too far gone, lost in the taste and feel of her. |
curl my fingers inside her, hitting that sweet spot that makes her cry out even louder.

| suck her clit into my mouth, flicking my tongue over it relentlessly.

Chloe's back arches off the bed as she cries out, “Jack!” even though she doesn’t
realizeit's me.

Wait... did shejust call out my name? | freeze, and she sits up, eyes wide.

Her gaze darts to the window, back to me, and she clears her throat. “Make them jack
off to what you' re doing to me,” she clarifies.

She appears nervous, or maybe I’ m the one nervous. There's no way she could know
that thisis me. She’ d say something surely.

Not wanting to kill the moment, | give her a smirk, nod, and lick my lips, ready to



return to my task with renewed vigor.

| glance up at the glass, meeting the gaze of some of the onlookers. Some of them are
touching themselves, their eyes glazed over with lust. It's a heady feeling, knowing
that Chloe and | are responsible for their pleasure.

| turn my attention back to Chloe, who's breathing heavily, her chest rising and
falling with each ragged breath. Her eyes are closed, her head thrown back in ecstasy.
| dide my fingers out of her and replace them with my tongue, lapping up her
wetness as | insert three fingersinside her, spreading her wide.

Chlo€' s hips buck against my face, her thighs shaking as she nears her peak. | curl my
fingersinside her, searching for that spot that | know will send her over the edge. Her
hands tangle in the fabric around me, pulling me closer, urging me on.

“Oh god, yes,” she moans, her voice hoarse with desire. “Right there, don’t stop!”

| increase the pressure of my tongue, flicking it rapidly over her sensitive bud as |
pump my fingers in and out. The wet sounds of her pussy fill the air, mingling with
Chloe' s cries of pleasure and the muffled groans from our audience.

God | want to fuck her. But not here. Not now. So instead, | focus all my energy on
bringing her to climax. | want to hear her scream, to feel her body convulse around
my fingers. | want to taste her release on my tongue.

Jesus Christ her taste... It's like honey, sweet and intoxicating. | can't get enough. |
lap at her greedily, my tongue delving deeper, exploring every fold and crevice. Her
thighs clamp around my head, holding me in place as her hips grind against my
masked face. | can feel her getting close, her inner walls starting to flutter around my
fingers.



“Oh god, oh god, oh god,” she chants, her hips bucking wildly against my face.

| redouble my efforts, sucking her clit into my mouth.

She gasps, her body quivering as she climbs higher and higher toward her climax. |
can feel her walls tightening around my fingers, and | know she’'s close. | suck on her
clit harder, flicking my tongue over it rapidly as she cries out, her body convulsing
with pleasure.

| don’t stop until she's fully ridden out her orgasm, her body limp and spent. | pull
back, licking my lips as | savor the taste of her. She opens her eyes, looking up at me
with a satisfied smile on her face.

“That was amazing,” she says, her voice husky and full of desire. “But it’s your turn

now.

| stand up, and she gets on her knees in front of me as | lower my briefs, my erection
springing free.

| step closer, pressing myself against her as | whisper in her ear.

“1’m going to make you swallow every last inch of me,” | say, my voice low and full
of promise. “And they’re all going to watch you do it like the good girl you are.”

Chloe nods, her eyes hungry, as | wrap my hand around the back of her head, guiding
her toward my cock. She licks her lips, her gaze locked onto mine as she takes mein
inch by inch. | groan as she circles the tip before taking me deeper into her mouth.

The onlookers beyond the glass seem entranced, their eyes following every
movement as Chloe works her magic. | can see some of them stroking themselves in
time with her rhythm, their pleasure building alongside mine.



| grip the back of Chloe’'s head, guiding her movements as she takes me deeper still.
She moans around my length, the vibrations sending waves of pleasure coursing
through my body. | can feel myself getting closer, my muscles tensing as | approach
the edge.

Just as I'm about to release, | pull back, teasing Chloe with shallow thrusts. She
whimpers, her eyes pleading with me to let her finish me off. But I’m not ready yet,
not when others are depending on this entertainment to get off themselves.

Patience, as hard asit is.

“Put your ass in the air,” | command. “So everyone can see how perfect it is as you
suck on me.”

Chloe complies eagerly, getting onto her hands and knees and arching her back so her
assis prominently displayed.

| step closer to her, running my hands over her curves before slapping her ass sharply.
She gasps, her body jolting forward at the sudden impact.

“You like that, don’'t you?’ | say, giving her ass another slap. “You like being on
display, knowing that everyone out there is watching you.”

She nods, her breath coming in short pants. | can see the desire in her movements, the
way she's pushing back against me, silently begging for more.

| slide my hand between her legs, feeling her wetness as | tease her clit. She moans,
her hips bucking as | push two fingersinside her.

“That’sit,” | say, my voice low and husky. “ Show them how much you love it. Show
them how much you want it.”



Chloe whimpers, her body jerking as | continue to finger her. | can feel her walls
tightening around me, her orgasm building again. | can see the pleasure etched on her
face, the way her eyes roll back as she moans loudly. | reach around and grab her
breasts, squeezing them roughly as | continue to thrust my fingers in and out. She
cries out again, her body shaking as she comes for a second time.

Now | can have my turn.

| place my cock back at her lips and slide into her mouth, my movements slow and
deliberate. | can feel the hunger in her as she takes me in, her tongue swirling around
my length. The onlookers are getting louder now, their moans and gasps filling the
room. | thrust deeper into Chloe' s mouth, my grip on her hair tightening as | find my
rhythm.

Her mouth works in tandem with my movements as my climax builds, my muscles
tensing as | get closer and closer. With afinal push, | release into her mouth, my body
shuddering as | fill her with my seed. Chloe swallows it all, her eyes locked onto
mine as she milks every last drop from me.

We take a moment to glance at the onlookers, their pleasure evident on their faces.
Chloe and | share a satisfied smile.

As we catch our breath, | lean down to whisper in Chloe's ear, “Did that live up to
your fantasy?’

She nods, still trying to catch her breath. “More than | could’ ve ever imagined.”
| help her up and pull her close, kissing her deeply. She tastes like me and something

uniquely her own, and | can’'t get enough of it. But | need to break away. | got too
comfortable, and | spoke way more than planned. | don’t want to get sloppy.



“Thank you for the invite,” | say, willing me to leave her even though it’s the last
thing | want to do.

“Wait. You're leaving?’

| give her one last kiss, savoring the taste of her before turning to leave. “Until our
next fantasy.”
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| had to leave her. | couldn't fuck her there. | wanted to. God, | wanted to. But |

didn’t want our first time to be at a sex club, with me wearing a mask, and her having
no ideawho | even am.

I’m fucked up.

But not that fucked up.

| stumble out of the club, the throbbing bass still pulsing through my veins. The cool
night air hits my face as | rip off the mask, gulping in deep breaths. My head spins, a
cocktail of satisfaction and self-loathing.

| lean against the grimy brick wall, trying to get my bearings. What the hell am |
doing here? Thisisn't me. Or is it? The line between who | thought | was and who

I’m becoming is blurring more each day.

Chloe' s face flashes in my mind—flushed with arousal, eyes hungry, lips parted. She
had been so willing, so eager. And | had walked away.

| push off the wall, my legs unsteady as | start the walk home.
Wait. | need to make sure she makes it home safely. | pace outside, torn between

leaving and staying. | can’t let her see me—Jack—without the mask. But | can’t
exactly walk the streets of New Y ork in my demon mask either.



| settle for a compromise, ducking into a nearby alley and peering around the corner.
I’ll wait until 1 see her leave, then follow at a distance to ensure she gets home okay.
It'sthe least | can do after abandoning her in there.

Minutes crawl by like hours. The thundering music from the club seems to mock me,
reminding me of what | left behind. What kind of man walks away from a willing
woman? The kind who' s too afraid to face his own desires, apparently. But this same
guestion could be asked—and | have asked time and time again—why would | stalk
her? Why would | stand outside her window night after night freezing off my balls? It
absolutely doesn’t make any sense, and at the same time... it somehow does. At least
to me.

Finaly, the club door swings open. My breath catches as | spot her stepping
out—alone. Where is her friend? Why would she leave and head home alone? Does
she not know what the buddy system is?!

| shadow her as she starts walking, keeping to the darker edges of the street. She's
heading in the general direction of the subway but taking a route | know is less safe.
She should be waiting for a cab. It's late! Too late! My protective instincts kick into
overdrive.

A group of rowdy guys rounds the corner ahead, laughing and shoving each other. |
tense, ready to intervene if needed. Chloe hugs the building wall as she passes them,
head down. One of them wolf-whistles, but they keep moving. Thank god she seems
to have some street smarts.

| trail her for several more blocks, my heart racing every time she gets too close to
someone or passes a shadowy alleyway. Why isn't she more careful? Doesn’'t she

know the dangers lurking in this city at night?

Suddenly, Chloe stops and fumbles in her purse. She pulls out her phone, the screen



Illuminating her face in the darkness. Is she calling for a ride? Texting a friend? |
strain to hear, but I’m too far away.

She starts walking again, this time with more purpose. Her pace quickens, and | have
to jog to keep up. I’ ve been so focused on her, that | haven’t been paying attention to
exactly where we are going. It’s not the subway station it's—

As we turn onto my street, | hang back, not wanting to risk her seeing me. She
reaches my building and pauses at the entrance, looking up toward my floor asif I'm
up there and by chance looking down.

Why am | not up there looking down? Crap! She's hereto see me, and I’ m not here.

| freeze, my mind racing. What do | do? | can’t simply waltz up to my own apartment
building while she's standing there. What would be my excuse for being out so late?
And I’m still wearing this damn cloak.

Chloe pulls out her phone again, probably to text me. My pocket vibrates—thank god
| had the presence of mind to silence it earlier. | watch as disappointment flashes
across her face.

She lingers for a few more minutes, shifting from foot to foot, occasionally glancing
up at my dark windows. I'm torn between wanting to comfort her and knowing |
can't reveal myself. Finally, she sighs and turns away, shoulders slumped.

As she walks back the way we came, | trail her again, making sure she gets to the
subway safely this time. Only when | see her disappear down the steps do | finally
head back to my own apartment.

| take the stairs two at atime, bursting through my door and immediately pulling out
my phone to text her when | notice a missed cal and voicemail. Who leaves



voicemails anymore?

My thumb hovers over the play button, both dreading and longing to hear her voice.

“Hi, Jack. It's Chloe. | know it’s late, and you may even be at work, but | was in the
neighborhood and thought... Well, never mind. I'll catch up with you later.”

Jesus, she was just with another man. Wait... no. She was with me. But she didn’t
know it was me. And then she leaves one man to come to me. This twisted mess is
getting more tangled by the second. | collapse onto my couch, head in my hands.
What am | doing? What is she doing? This double life, this obsession—it's
consuming me.

Am | jealous? Jealous of myself ?

| replay the events of the night in my mind. The way Chloe looked at me in the club,
not knowing it was me behind the mask. The heat of her body as we nearly fucked.
The disappointment in her voice just now, thinking | wasn’'t home.

| can’'t keep doing this. | can't keep living two separate lives, torn between the man
she thinks | am and the man | become in the shadows. But I'm in too deep now. How
can | possibly explain any of thisto her?

Oh hey, Chloe. Guess what? I’ ve been stalking you for years. Yeah, no big deal. I'm
not a psychopath. Promise. But anyway, wanna date now?

The thought sends a bitter laugh through me. There's no way out of this mess that
doesn’t end with Chloe hating me or thinking I’m completely insane. Or both.

| drag myself to the window, peering down at the empty street where she stood
minutes ago. The city never sleeps, they say, but right now it feels like the quietest



place on Earth. The silence is deafening, filled only with the echo of my racing
thoughts.

I’m wired, my nerves frayed and crackling with nervous energy. | need to see her, to
talk to her, to explain... what? That I’m not who she thinks | am? That I’ m both more

and less than the man she knows?

| need to at least go make sure she got home okay. I'll just stand outside her
window—again—and check. Real quick.

Y eah... thisline of thinking is what got me into this mess in the first place. But | can’t
help myself. I’'m already grabbing my jacket, heading for the door.

When | arrive at Chloe’s, | see a faint light glowing from her window. She’'s home.
She's safe. | should leave.

But | can't. I’m rooted to the spot.

Thisis how it started. There was something about her after the accident that made me
want to check up on her. To make sure she was okay after her parents’ death. Could |
have knocked on her door, introduced myself as the fireman who worked the scene,
and then tell her that | was only making sure she was okay?

Yes. | could have.

But at the time, it seemed intrusive. It seemed inappropriate. It seemed wrong.

So what did | do?

| became a god damn stalker instead. Because that’s not intrusive, inappropriate, or
wrong at al, right?



| take my usual position by her window. There's no recent snow, so no footprints for
me to worry about.

My mind drifts back to the club, to the heat of her body pressed against mine. The
way her fingers trailed down my chest, how her breath hitched when | pulled her
close. God, | wanted her. | still want her.

But not like this. Not with lies and masks between us.

After crawling into bed, she turns toward the window and stares out, and for a
moment | think she's looking right at me. But then she turns away, and the light to
her room clicks off.

This has to stop. | can’t keep living this double life, can’'t keep lying to her—and to
myself.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I'll tell her everything. I'll lay it al out—the stalking, the
club, my feelings for her. She'll probably run screaming, but at least it’'ll be over. At
least I’ll have been honest.



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 23, 2025, 3:06 am
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A kink love triangle for the holidays? Yes, that's what I’ ve found myself in. My own
fault, of course.

Thisisn't me. Thisis not who | am. I'm a one man at a time kind of gal. And yet,
here | am.

| should be working but instead | keep looking at my notifications on Dark Secrets to
see if WinterWatcher has messaged me—he hasn't. | keep looking at my texts to see
iIf Jack has texted me back—he hasn't.

Maybe I’'m delusional in thinking either are interested in me. Am | reading too much
into things?

| sigh and put my phone down, trying to focus on the jewelry displayed in front of
me. | need to come up with some catchy content. The perfect song or maybe lip-
syncing? But my thoughts blur together, my mind wandering back to memories of
last night. On how WinterWatcher made me come in front of all those people.

But then there's Jack. Sweet, funny Jack who I still thought of as WinterWatcher had
his fingers buried inside of me. | don’'t want to admit that fact, but it's true. Jack
remained.

And when | found myself standing at Jack’s apartment building last night, had he
been home... | would have fucked him. | needed to fuck him.



But was | imagining the spark between us? He's barely made a move on me. Not
really anything. Not akiss. Just... some flirting and a sweet connection.

“Focus,” | mutter to myself, picking up a delicate silver necklace. | hold it up to the
light, trying to think of a clever caption. But all | can picture is WinterWatcher
fastening it around my neck to the point where | can barely breathe.

Yes...choke mewith it.

| shake my head, trying to clear the erotic thoughts. Thisis getting out of hand. | need
to work, for god’' s sake. | need to be professional.

But as | set the necklace down, my phone buzzes. My heart leaps into my throat. Isit
him? Which him?

| grab my phone, fumbling in my haste. It's Sloane, no doubt checking on me from
last night. | went looking for her after my experience with WinterWatcher, she was
nowhere to be found. | know Sloane is a big girl and could take care of herself, but
it's still good to see her finally call me back.

“You alive?' | say the minute | answer. “I’ ve been texting you.”

“Yeah, I'm aive,” Sloane's voice comes through, sounding a bit groggy. “Sorry, |
crashed hard last night. Didn’t even hear my phone.”

“Hot night?’
“Jesus no,” she groans. “When you went off with sexy masked man, | was left with

this guy who kept trying to impress me with his crypto portfolio. | swear, if | hear the
word ‘blockchain’ one more time, I’m going to scream.”



| laugh, picturing Sloane' s exasperated face. “ Oh no, that sounds awful.”

“It was. | ended up faking a phone call and bolting. How about you? Did Mr.
Mysterious live up to expectations?’

My cheeks flush hot as the memories flood back. “He, um... he certainly did.”

“Ooh, spill thetea, girl! | want all the juicy details.”

“Let'sjust say it wasintense. Very intense. And very public.”

Sloane gasps. “You didn’t! Y ou fucked right there at the club?’

“Not quite, but... close enough. God, Sloane, | don’'t know what came over me. I’'ve
never done anything like that before.”

“Hey, no judgment here.”

“1 know, | just... | feel so conflicted. It was amazing in the moment, but now I'm
guestioning everything.”

“That’s totally normal,” Sloane reassures me. “First time experiences like that can be
overwhelming. But hey, you're a consenting adult. As long as you felt safe and
respected, there' s nothing wrong with exploring your desires.”

“l guess,” | say, till uncertain. “It’'sjust... there’ s moreto it.”

“More? What do you mean?”’

“The fireman,” | remind. “| actually called out Jack’s name as | was getting ready to
come.”



She gasps. “You. Did. Not.”

“l covered fast. Or at least | think | did, but yeah. The first name that came to mind
was Jack’s. And then afterward, when the night was over, | went to Jack’'s
apartment.”

“You fucked the fireman!”

“No. But | wanted to. He wasn’'t home.”

| can hear Sloane’s sharp intake of breath through the phone. “Oh honey, you’ ve got
it bad.”

“l1 know,” | groan, rubbing my forehead. “I don’'t know what to do. It's like I'm
losing my mind.”

“Okay, let’s break this down,” Sloane says, her voice taking on that no-nonsense tone
she uses when she' s about to dispense advice. “You' ve got the mysterious, kinky guy
who clearly knows how to push al your buttons. And then you’'ve got the sweet,
funny fireman who you can’t stop thinking about. Am | getting this right?’

“Pretty much,” | admit.

“ And playing with both is out of the equation?’

“l can't do that. I'm a one man kind of girl. Look how torn | am now, and I'm not
even officially dating either of them. Jack and | haven’'t even had akiss or area first

date yet. And | don’'t even know Mystery Man’'sreal name.”

“All right, al right,” Sloane says, her voice softening. “I get it. You're not built for
the poly life. So let’s think about this logically. What does each guy bring to the



table?’

| pause, considering. “WinterWatcher... he's exciting. Dangerous, ailmost. He makes
me feel things I’ve never felt before. But Jack... he makes me laugh. He makes me
feel safe and protected.”

“Hmm,” Sloane hums thoughtfully. “Sounds like you’ve got quite the dilemma on
your hands. But let me ask you this—which one do you see afuture with?’

| pause, caught off guard by her question. It's not something I’ ve allowed myself to
consider yet. “I... | don't know. | mean, | barely know WinterWatcher. He could be
anyone behind that mask. And Jack... well, we're just getting to know each other

too.

“True but humor me. Close your eyes and picture yourself a year from now. Who do
you see by your side?’

| do as she says, letting my eyes drift shut. In my mind’s eye, | see a cozy living
room, a Christmas tree sparkling in the corner. And there, on the couch...

“Jack,” | whisper, opening my eyes. “| see Jack.”

“Well, there you have it,” Sloane says, a smile in her voice. “Sounds like your heart
knows what it wants, even if your libido isabit conflicted.”

“But what about the excitement? The passion?’ | ask, thinking of WinterWatcher's
skilled touch.

“1 think having a fireman’s hose inside you is exciting enough,” Sloane says with a
loud laugh.



“Sloane! You aren’'t helping.”

“Well, here you are telling me that a fireman isn’'t exciting. I'm calling you out on
your bullshit. Find me a fireman. | want to be a badge bunny or a hose hoe. Sign me

up!”

“Hose hoe? Are you kidding me? There are names?’ I’'m laughing even though |
shouldn’t be.

“Oh yeah. Fireflies, bunker bunny. They all want to join the circle jerk. | can't say |
blame them. So see? Keeping Jack is agood thing.”

“But | want... | have fantasies. Dark Secrets has opened something up deep inside of
me.”

“Honey, passion can be cultivated. If Jack’s the one you want a future with, then you
two can explore and grow together. Who knows? Maybe he's got a kinky side
waiting to be unleashed.”

There'snoway | can’t laugh at that. “Maybe you' re right.”

“Of course I’'mright. I’'m alwaysright,” Sloane says smugly.

But then | think of ending it with WinterWatcher and my gut twists. | don’t want that.
Waiting for his message is like waiting for Christmas morning as akid. Yes, | know
nothing about this man other than what gets him hard. But... | don’t want to let him
go either.

“I’ve been the good girl my entire life. The people pleaser. The one that settles.
Accepts. Being on Dark Secrets... it lets me unleash another side of myself.” | pause,
surprised by what I'm redlizing. “l redly, realy like that side. And this



WinterWatcher guy, he gets that. | think Jack may represent the side of me that’s safe
and familiar. The side everyone expects me to be.”

Sloane is quiet for a moment, considering my words. “| get that. But who says you
can't be both? Y ou don’t have to choose between being ‘good’ and being ‘dirty.” The
right person will accept all sides of you.”

| sigh, fiddling with the necklace again, remembering how WinterWatcher had untied
the ribbon around my neck. Jesus the man was hot. So fucking hot.

“1 suppose you'reright. It'sjust... I'm not sure Jack is that person.”

“Well then, maybe you need to end it with Jack,” Sloane suggests, and | hate those
words just as much as ending it with WinterWatcher.

| groan, feeling more confused than ever. “| don’t know if | can end it with either of
them.”

“Then maybe you need more time,” Sloane says gently. “You don’t have to make a
decision right this second. Why not spend more time with both of them and see how
things develop?’

“But isn’t that leading them on?’ | ask, guilt gnawing at me.
“Not if you're honest about where you're at,” Sloane points out. “You can tell them
both that you’ re exploring your options and not ready for anything exclusive yet. That

way, everyone's on the same page.”

| consider this, turning the idea over in my mind. It feels a bit uncomfortable, but
also... freeing. “I guessthat could work. But what if they’ re not okay with it?’



“Then that’s valuable information too,” Sloane says. “If either of them can’t handle
you taking the time you need to figure things out, then maybe they’re not the right fit
for you anyway.”

She has a point. | take a deep breath, feeling some of the tension leave my body.
“Okay. Yeah. | think | can do that. | may feel guilty though.”

“Screw guilt. You aren’t doing anything wrong. It's not like you are declaring your
love, nor are they. Yet.”

| take a deep breath.

“And you shouldn’t spend the holidays alone anyway. This is good for you. You
deserve this after al the pain you've been through. It's about time you had a holly
jolly holiday.”

“You'reright. | am tired of moping around and feeling sorry for myself.”

“That’s my girl,” Sloane says warmly. “Just remember, you're allowed to take your
time. You're alowed to explore. And most importantly, you're allowed to put

yourself first. It'stime to do you. Chloe era.”

As I’m about to respond, my phone buzzes with a new notification. My heart |eaps as
| seeit’s amessage from WinterWatcher on Dark Secrets.

“Oh god,” | whisper.

“What? What isit?’ Sloane asks, concern in her voice.

“It’s him. WinterWatcher. He just messaged me.”



“Well, don’t leave me hanging! What doesit say?’

| swallow hard, my finger hovering over the notification. “I... | haven't opened it
ya-”

“Girl, if you don’t open that message right now, | swear I’ll reach through this phone
and do it myself!”

Laughing nervously, | tap the notification. The app opens, revealing his message:

Last night was unforgettable. | can't stop thinking about you. When can | see you
again?

M vy breath catchesin my throat. “Oh wow.”

“What? What did he say?’ Sloane demands.

| read her the message, my voice shaky.

“Damn,” Sloane whistles. “ Sounds like Mr. Mysterious is just as smitten as you are.”

“Yeah,” | say, staring at the screen. “What do | do now?’

“Well, if you're going with the *explore your options' plan, I’d say you message him
back. Set up another meeting. But be clear about where you stand.”

| nod, even though she can’t see me. “Right. Okay. | can do that.”
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Jack

| know | promised myself that I’ d confess my stalking ways to Chloe today, but when
morning comes... | can’t. I’'m not ready to let her go. Not just yet.

Does that make me a monster? Maybe.
Does it make me the villain in the story? | hope not.

But when | woke up today, | had two choices. Go to her house and confess, or log
onto the secret camera and watch her work from home.

Since I’'m staring at my computer right now, mesmerized by Chlo€' s every move, it's
obvious what choice won.

As Chloe stretches in her chair, | lean closer to the screen. She's wearing the black
swesater | love, the one that brings out her eyes. | imagine | can smell her fruity
shampoo through the pixels, that | can feel the warmth of her body as it innocently
brushes up against me.

On screen, Chloe stands and walks out of frame. | hold my breath until she returns,
coffee mug in hand.

This has to stop. | know it does. I've aways known it. But not today. Today, I'll
watch alittle longer. Tomorrow, I'll be brave. Tomorrow, I’ [l face the consequences.

She' s done with her live, and I'm hoping she’ s in the mood to log into Dark Secrets. |



considered messaging her earlier, but | want her to be the one that reaches out. Today,
| want her to make the first move.

As if on cue, a notification pops up on my screen. Chloe has logged into Dark
Secrets. My heart races as | switch tabs, eager to see what she'll say. Will she confide
in me today? Share another intimate detail of her life? Confess some deep and erotic
fantasiesthat | can only hopeto give?

| walit, fingers hovering over the keyboard, ready to respond. But minutestick by, and
she remains silent. | switch back to looking at the nanny cam footage to see if she's
changed her mind, perhaps wresting with her own demons.

| catch her as she’ s removing her pants, her black sweater | love so much, and reveals
a lacy black bra and matching underwear. She looks stunning, and a familiar ache
settlesin my chest.

Jealousy nearly knocks the air out of me. No. She’s getting ready to go live for al her
subscribers. All of them. Not just me. | type out a message to tell her to stop, deleteit,
type again. No, | can't. | promised myself 1'd let her initiate today, and | can’t play
the possessive boyfriend when | am anything but.

But | don’t want to share. Or do 1?

| watch, transfixed, as Chloe settles in front of her camera. She's adjusting the
lighting, primping her hair. My fingers itch to reach through the screen and touch
those silky strands. I’ ve imagined running my hands through her hair countless times,
but this... thisis different. Thisisreal, raw, unfiltered Chloe.

The chat on her livestream explodes with comments. | can’'t bear to look at them,
can't stand to see other men lusting after her. But | force myself to watch, to be a
silent guardian in the shadows of her digital world.



“l know it's been a couple of days,” she begins. | can't see her face as she's been
careful to angle the camerawhere it’ s shadowed, but now that | know BlackAsChlo is
Chloe, it's so obvious. “Before we continue,” she says, her voice soft but clear, “I
want to share something with you al. I've been taking to someone... someone
special.”

She leans forward to read all the comments. Comments that are saying “no!” “choose
me!”

“Don’t be jealous, everyone. He likes to share. We already did a little show for al to
see. He's a mystery right now,” Chloe continues, her voice a sultry purr. “But | think
| might be able to convince him to join me on camera soon. Would you all like that?’

The chat explodes again, a cacophony of enthusiasm and jealousy. | can barely
breathe. My mind races, trying to piece together what’s happening. Flashback of our
night at Naughty and Nice crash into my mind like a tidal wave. Clearly it made as
much of an impression with Chloe asit did with me.

Chloe giggles, the sound both innocent and knowing. “Oh, you naughty people.
Always so eager. But patience isavirtue, you know.”

She leans back, giving her audience a tantalizing view. She runs a finger from her
breast, down her stomach, down to the waistband of her panties. | can’t tear my eyes
away, even as a part of me screams that thisiswrong, that | should stop watching.

“Maybe I'll give you a little preview,” Chloe says, her voice husky. “Just a taste of
what’ s to come.”

She hooks her thumb under the lace of her underwear, slowly pulling it down. I'm
frozen, caught between desire and rage, unable to look away but hating the idea of
anyone else watching.



Possessive. That's how I'm fedling.

If | was being honest with myself, it's been there al along, but now that I’ve had a
taste... It’'s suffocating.

| think you’ ve given them enough, pretty girl , | find myself typing. | don't want to
share. Call me an asshole, but | don’t want anyone seeing her pussy but me. Or at
least without me being there making it obvious to al who are watching that though
we may be showing her pussy... it' s still mine.

Possessive jerk? | guess so.

Should | have resisted? Doesn’'t matter. It's too late now. The message is out there,
floating in the digital ether, making its way to Chloe’s screen.

| watch as Chloe pauses. Her hand stills on her underwear, and | can almost see the
wheels turning in her head. She leans forward, presumably reading my message, and
for amoment, I’m terrified she'll get angry and everything will come crashing down.

But then she laughs, a sound that | will never tire of hearing. “Well, well,” she purrs,
addressing her audience. “Looks like my mystery man has decided to join us after all.
And he' sfeeling a bit... possessive.”

The chat explodes again, a mix of disappointment and taunts. | can barely focus on
the words scrolling by; all |1 can seeis Chloe, all | can hear is the blood rushing in my

ears.

“What do you think, everyone?’ Chloe asks, her voice teasing. “Should I listen to
him? Or should | give you the show you’ ve been waiting for?’

| hold my breath, watching as she reads the responses. My fingers hover over the



keyboard, itching to type something else, to beg her to stop, to claim her as mine. But
| resist.

No. Fuck that shit. 1 quickly type a warning on the public feed for all to see,
BlackAsChlo... naughty girls get punished .

“Hmm,” Chloe muses, tracing lazy circles on her thigh. “It seems we have a bit of a
split decision. | might like what my WinterWatcher has in mind for my punishment.
I’ ve never claimed to be a good girl.”

The temptation to spank her ass has never been so strong. Hearing her plead for
mercy as she promises to be the good girl | know she can be. Then she falls to her
knees, wraps her lips around my cock and—

“But you know what? | think 1I’m going to listen to my mystery man tonight.”

Relief washes over me, quickly followed by a surge of domineering pride. She chose
me. She listened to me.

“Don’'t worry, though,” Chloe continues, her voice a seductive whisper. “I promise
we' [l make it up to you next time. Maybe with a special guest appearance?’

The minute she logs off, | instantly get a private message. A punishment, huh?

Yes, | quickly type back. Clearly you deserve one.

Don’t like sharing?

I’ m treading dangerous waters now, but | can’'t stop myself.

No, | don't like sharing , | type back. Not unless I'm there to make it clear who you



belong to.

There's a pause, and | wonder if I’ve gone too far. Then her reply pops up. Mmm,
jealous possessive. | likeit. So tell me, WinterWatcher, how would you claim me?

My fingers fly across the keyboard, unleashing all the pent-up fantasies I’ ve harbored
for months.

I’d start by wrapping my hand in your hair, pulling your head back to expose your
throat. I'd mark you there, where everyone can see. I'd punish you in front of
everyone so all your subscribers can see what happens when you're a bad girl and
perform for them without me. | pause and add, Y ou deserve discipline for what you
did.

Oh really? And what do you have in mind, WinterWatcher?

I’m going to spank that ass of yours until it’s bright red, until your pussy is dripping,
and until you are moaning my name.

| stare at the screen, my dick hardening to uncomfortable levels as | wait for Chloe's
response. The seconds stretch into an eternity.

Finaly, her reply appears. Mmm, promises, promises. But can you deliver?

Oh, if only she knew. I’ve imagined this scenario a thousand times, planned it out in
exquisite detail.

| don’t make promises | can't keep , | type back. The question is, can you handle it?

| watch the nanny cam footage as Chloe reads my message. | can almost see the
wheels turning in her head, weighing the risks and rewards.



|s that your fantasy? she replies.

Pretty girl, | have so many. That’sjust one of hundreds when it comes to you.

T ell me another , she says. The biggest one of all.

| pause, considering if | should reveal my truest fantasy of all. The one thing I've
wanted since | first stood outside her window.

My biggest fantasy , | type slowly, isto not have to spend Christmas alone.

| hold my breath, watching the screen intently. Have | said too much? Have | gone
from sexy dom to pathetic cinnamon rol|?

Seconds tick by with no response. On the nanny cam, | see Chloe staring a her
screen, her expression unreadable.

Finally, a message appears. That's a fantasy of mine as well. | didn’'t realize it until
now.

A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be alone for Christmas.

You aren’t the first to tell me that.

F or amoment, | forget about the cameras, the stalking, the lies. All | can think about
IS the possibility of spending Christmas with her, of waking up next to her on a cold

winter morning, of sharing hot cocoa and stolen kisses by afireplace.

Two people alone for Christmas, huh? | reply, feeling asif I’'m walking on eggshells.
| don’t want to be too forward too fast.



| want to invite myself over. | want to suggest we spend Christmas together. But |
can’'t. Not yet. It’ stoo soon, too risky. | have to play this carefully.

But | wasn't lying when | told her that my biggest fantasy is not having to spend
Christmas alone. Ever since my mother died... | can't bring myself to finish that
thought. The pain of losing her is still too raw, even after all these years. Instead, |
focus on Chloe, on the possibility of afuture where I’m not alone.

Maybe we don’t have to be alone , Chloe types back. What if... what if we spent it
together? Y ou gave me one of my fantasies at Naughty and Nice. It seems only fair
that | give you one of yours.

How can | pull this off? How can | spend Christmas with Chloe and her not discover
who | am? It’ s one thing wearing amask and acloak in adark club. | could speak in a
low tone, covered by the sound of loud club music. It's another spending intimate
time together in the hushed comfort of her house. | can’'t exactly wear a mask on
Christmas Eve and practically growl out commands, now can |? How far can masked
cave man act go?

Giving me one of my fantasies? | begin typing, thinking of every possibility to keep
my charade alive. Whatever | want for Christmas?

| see her smile as she answers, Yes. My Christmas gift to you. That’'sif you've been a
good boy and you're on Santa' s nice list.

Oh, I’ ve been good. Very, very good.

I’ m sure you have , Chloe replies. | can almost hear the teasing lilt to her words . So
yes, you get your Christmas present however you want it. Just tell me.

| want my present wrapped in abow on Christmas Eve, | type.



A bow?

Yes. | want you blindfolded when | arrive at your house. A red ribbon tied tightly
around your perfect face. | want you completely naked, legs spread wide open, laying
on your bed waiting for me.

T he man knows what he wants. Which of courseis sexy as fuck.

| can do that—

I’m going to arrive at ten p.m. on Christmas Eve. I’'m going to knock on your door
and give you two minutes to get ready. When | enter, | want to see you exactly as |

described. Do you understand?

Y es, | understand, Chloe replies. Ten p.m. on Christmas Eve. Blindfolded, naked,
with ared ribbon. I'll be waiting.

| stare at her words, a mix of disbelief and primal need coursing through me. Thisis
really happening.

Good girl , | type back. And remember, no peeking. The blindfold stays on the entire
time.

On the nanny cam, | see Chloe squirm in her chair, clearly aroused by the idea. Okay
, sShetypes. | trust you.

Those three words hit me like a punch to the gut. She trusts me. If only she knew the
truth.

But | push the guilt aside. Thisis what I've wanted for so long. I’'m not going to let
anything ruin it now.



You won't regret it , | type back. | promise to make it a Christmas Eve you'll never
forget.

| watch as Chloe reads my message, her lips curving into a smile. She types back, |
haven't done Christmasin areally long time.

Same.

My house isn’t decorated.

Youinared bow isthe only decoration | need.

I’ ve never done anything like this, she continues to confess.

Inviting a masked man you nearly fucked at a club to your house is not your norm,
you say? | type, smirking as| do.

| see and hear her laugh. | smile, watching her through the camera.

My fingers hover over the keyboard. | want to reassure her, to tell her she has nothing
to fear from me. But how can | do that without revealing too much?

| would never hurt you, | typefinally. Y ou can trust me.

She's quiet for along moment, and | watch her face on the camera, trying to decipher
her thoughts. Finally, she responds.

| know. | don’'t know why, but | do trust you. This is wild. Borderline insane. If
anyone in my life knew | was doing this...

I’ m worried that she may start to talk herself out of this, so | type, Until Christmas



Eve, | want you to think about what might happen. | want you to imagine my hands
on your body, my lips on your skin. But you're not allowed to touch yourself. Not
until Christmas Eve.

| see her squirm in her chair again, clearly affected by my words.

That’s cruel , she types back, but | can ailmost hear the playful tonein her voice.

Consider it part of your punishment for earlier , | reply. And motivation for good
behavior.

And if I’'m not good? she asks.

Then maybe Santa will have to leave coal in your stocking instead of mein your bed.

S he laughs out loud at that, the sound carrying through my speakers. It's a magical
sound, one that makes my heart soar.

I’ll be good , she promises. The best you' ve ever had.

If only she knew how good she aready was, how perfect she isin my eyes. But |
can't tell her that. Not yet.

WEe'll see, | type instead. Now, it’s getting late. Y ou should get some sleep.

You'reright , she agrees. Goodnight, WinterWatcher. Sweet dreams.

Goodnight, BlackAsChlo, | reply. Give me your address, and I’ [l see you soon.

| watch as she shuts down her computer and gets ready for bed. As she slips under the
covers, | lean back in my chair, my mind racing with possibilities.



Christmas Eve can’t come soon enough.
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Jack

| "ve looked at the text exchange far too many times. I’ m trying to not overanalyze or
read into it too much, but it’s hard to resist.

Me: Chinese food and movie tonight? Y our place or mine?
Chloe: Uh.. . . tonight? sure. My place works.

What does the... mean? Why didn’t she capitalize the s in sure? Maybe she's just
busy and distracted. Or maybe she's not really excited about our plans. The “Uh”
feels hesitant, like she's trying to come up with an excuse. Now I’ve worked myself
into afrenzy over two tiny punctuation marks. Or the lack thereof.

My thumb hovers over the call button. | could just ask her directly if everything's
okay. But what if I’'m being paranoid? | don't want to come across as needy or
insecure. Or maybe what the real issue is that | know | need to come clean and tell
her who | am. Tell her what I’ ve been up to the past two years.

| lock my phone screen and toss it onto the couch, trying to push the nagging
thoughts from my mind. But they creep back in, persistent as ever. The truth is, I'm
terrified of how Chloe will react when she learns about what |I've done. Will she
understand why | had to watch over her—from afar? Or will she feel betrayed,
scared, creeped out and call the police to report me as the stalker that | am?

| pace around my apartment, my mind racing. The walls fedl like they’re closing in,
reminding me of al the secrets I’m keeping. It's still too early to head over to Chloe' s



for our date, but | can’t wait around any longer. I’'ll make a stop at the florist before |
pick up the Chinese food and get her something. Something that might soften the
blow of my confession.

| grab my keys and head out, my stomach churning with anxiety. The late afternoon
sun setting feels too bright, too exposed. | squint as | make my way to my truck,
constantly glancing over my shoulder out of habit. It will be dark soon. But not dark
enough for me to hide in the shadows like I’'m used to.

The florist’s shop is ariot of colors and scents. | wander the aisles, touching petals
absently as | try to decide. Roses feel too cliché, too romantic for what I’'m about to
do. Lilies are too funeral. My eyes land on a poinsettia. On theme for the night,
friendly, unassuming. Perfect.

Back in the car, | place the plant carefully on the passenger seat. The Chinese
restaurant is busy, filled with the sounds of sizzling woks and rapid-fire Mandarin. |
give my name for the pickup order, then wait, shifting from foot to foot.

My phone buzzes. It's Chloe. Don’t forget the hot mustard. Nothing screams getting
in the holiday spirit like cleaned-out sinuses.

| text back, Will do. See you soon. | add a smiley face emoji, trying to keep things
light.

The woman behind the counter calls my name, handing over two large paper bags.
The smell of garlic and ginger wafts up, making my mouth water despite my nerves. |
ask for extra packets of hot mustard, remembering Chloe’ s text.

As | drive to her house, my mind races through different scenarios. Should | tell her
everything right away? Or ease into it over dinner? Maybe | should wait until after
the movie. But no, that feels dishonest somehow, like I'm trying to manipulate her



emotions.

| pull up to Chloe's house, my hands shaking dlightly as | gather the food and
flowers. The porch light is on, casting a warm glow over the front steps. | take a deep
breath, trying to steady myself, before ringing the doorbell.

Chloe opens the door, her smile bright and welcoming. “Hey, you're early! Come on
in.” She's wearing a soft-looking sweater and leggings, her hair pulled back in a
messy bun. She looks beautiful, and my heart aches with the weight of my secrets.

“1, uh, brought you these,” | say, thrusting the poinsettiatoward her awkwardly.

Her eyes light up. “Oh, how festivel Thanks, that's so sweet.” She takes the
poinsettia, her fingers brushing mine for a moment. “Let me put this down and we
can dig into that food. I’m starving!”

| follow her into the kitchen, setting the bags on the counter.

“Nice place,” | say. That’s what someone who's never been in the house would say,
right? I’m trying to play it cool, and to be normal , but | feel anything buit.

“Thanks. It was my parents’ and then it became... thanks.”

As she fusses with the poinsettia, | start unpacking the containers of food. The
familiar routine feels surreal, knowing what I’ m about to do.

“So, what movie did you want to watch?’ Chloe asks, her back to me as she arranges
the plant.

Okay, I'll tell her after dinner and the movie. No sense in ruining the entire night.



| hesitate, my hands pausing over the containers of fried rice and kung pao chicken.
“1 didn’t actually pick one out yet. | thought maybe we could choose together? Only
ruleisit hasto be Christmas. No Scrooge allowed, remember.” | give her a smile and
it feels good to release some of my built-up tension.

Chloe turns around, a playful smirk on her face. “No Scrooge, huh? Well, that rules
out Die Hard then.”

| chuckle, grateful for the moment of lightness. “Come on, that’s totally a Christmas
moviel”

“Agree to disagree,” she says, reaching for the plates in the cupboard. “How about
It'saWonderful Life ? Classic, heartwarming, and definitely Christmassy.”

“Sounds perfect,” | reply, my voice alittle too enthusiastic. I'm trying so hard to act
normal, to push down the anxiety bubbling in my chest.

We settle on the couch with our plates piled high with food. Chloe starts the movie,
and for awhile, | lose myself in the familiar story. Jmmy Stewart’s earnest face fills
the screen, his character’ s struggles echoing my own inner turmoil.

As George Bailey contemplates ending his life, | feel alump form in my throat. How
many times have | stood on the edge, metaphorically speaking, wondering if my
actions were justified? If the path I’ ve chosen was the right one?

Chloe must sense my discomfort because she reaches over and sgqueezes my hand.
“You okay? You seem alittle... off tonight.”

| swallow hard, knowing this is my chance. The moment I’'ve been dreading and
anticipating in equal measure. “I’'m fine. Just... missing my mom, | guess.”



Fucking coward. Tell her!

“1 know. | miss my parents too.” She mutes the TV, turning to face me fully. “What
are you doing for Christmas?’

“Working,” | half lie, half tell the truth. | am working Christmas Day and night, so
that’s not completely alie. “I try to work one of the firefighters' shift who has kids so
they can be home for at least some of the holiday. Even though I’ m technically off as
Christmas doesn’t fall on my shift, | feel it’sonly right.”

Chloe' s eyes soften with sympathy. “That’sreally sweet of you.”

| shrug. “I hope to be paid back someday when | have my own young kids.”

We turn our attention back to the movie, but | can barely focus on the screen.

“Thisisnice,” she says. “I can't believe the Scrooge in me is admitting this fact. But
I’m actually enjoying this.”

| nod, trying to smile, but my chest feels tight. The weight of my secrets is crushing
me, making it hard to breathe. | can’t keep this up any longer. | haveto tell her.

“Thank you,” she adds. “My holidays have been pretty shitty for a while, and well...
this year feels different. I'm determined to not have another bad one. So thanks for
hel ping me with that.”

Guilt floods in. She has no idea how much I’ve been involved in her life, how I’'ve
watched over her through those “shitty” holidays. | take a deep breath, steeling
myself for what I’ m about to say.

But she just got done telling me she wants a good holiday and is on the path of having



one. | don’'t want to be the reason of fucking that up for her. Not when she actualy is
smiling and seeming genuinely happy for once. | decide to hold off on my confession,
at least for tonight. Maybe it will be my New Y ears resolution to tell her.

Plus, | don’t want to ruin tomorrow night. Our Christmas Eve.

Or isthat my dick speaking, and he’'s much louder than my mind?

“I'mglad | could help,” | say, forcing a smile. “Everyone deserves a good holiday.”

We finish the movie in comfortable silence, but my mind is still racing. As the credits
roll, Chloe stretches and yawns.

“That was nice,” she says, smiling at me. “Thanks for suggesting this.”

“You're welcome,” | reply, my voice sounding strained even to my own ears. “I'm
glad you enjoyed it.”

Chloe tilts her head, studying me. “Are you sure you' re okay? Y ou seem distracted.”

| force alaugh, but it comes out hollow. “Just tired, | guess. Long shift yesterday.”

She nods, but | can see the concern in her eyes. “Well, don’t let me keep you if you
need to get some rest. | appreciate you coming over, even if you' re exhausted.”

Her kindness only makes me feel worse. | stand up abruptly, nearly knocking over
my empty plate. “I should probably head out. Early shift tomorrow.”

Chloe looks surprised by my sudden departure but doesn’t argue. She walks me to the
door, and | can feel her eyes on me as| fumble with my jacket.



“Thanks again for tonight,” she says softly. “It really meant alot to me.”

| turn to face her, my hand on the doorknob. Her eyes are warm, trusting. | open my
mouth, ready to spill everything, but the words catch in my throat.

“Anytime,” | manage to say. “Goodnight, Chloe.”

| step out into the chilly night air, my breath visible in small puffs. As| walk to my
truck, | hear the soft click of Chlo€e's door closing behind me. The sound feels final,
like a missed opportunity.

The drive home is a blur. My mind keeps replaying the evening, analyzing every
moment, every word left unsaid. | grip the steering wheel tightly, my knuckles

turning white.

At least | get to see her tomorrow night.
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| hate Christmas.

Those are the words I'd easily say when this holiday season started. In fact, | could
easily say those words ever since the car accident that took my parents. But not right
now. Right now, I’'m rushing around my house, trying to do last minute decorating in
preparation of my blind date with a stranger. An almost stranger.

| watched a Christmas movie! That has to be saying something.

With tinsel in hand, | frantically drape it over the mantle, cursing under my breath as
| snag my sweater on an errant hook. The clock on the wall ticks mercilessly, each
second bringing me closer to the moment he'll arrive.

Ten o' clock, he said. Be blindfolded, naked, legs spread, and waiting for him.

My heart races as | glance at the clock again. Nine thirty. I’ ve wasted too much time
on these pointless decorations. What was | thinking? This isn’'t about Christmas
cheer. It' s about following hisinstructions to the letter.

| hurry to my bedroom, shedding clothes as | go. The sweater falls to the floor,
followed by my jeans and undergarments. Goosebumps cover my legs and arms from
anticipation and nerves,

The blindfold sits on my nightstand, a strip of red silk that will soon plunge me into
darkness.



| glance at the time again. 9:36.

Is time even moving? | can't exactly stand here naked and wait for twenty-four
minutes.

Impatience grips me, and | start to pace. What if he's early? What if he's late?

| force myself to take a deep breath. | need to calm down. Thisiswhat | wanted, isn’'t
it? To feel something other than the emptiness that’ s consumed me since the accident.
To push my boundaries, to lose control.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, fingers tracing the silk blindfold, | try to soothe the
manic raging within. The material of the red silk is cool against my skin, a stark
contrast to the heat building within me.

9:38. Yeah... timeis nearly frozen. It hasto be.

| get up to check the front door to make sure it’s unlocked. It’s only the seventh time
I’ ve done this, but why not be sure?

As | reach for the doorknob, a rational thought occurs to me. What if someone else
walks in? What if it's not him? What if he arrives with a gang and— | shake off the
paranoid thoughts and confirm the door is indeed unlocked. Returning to my
bedroom, | catch a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror.

I’m naked. | hardly recognize the woman staring back at me—eyes wide with a mix
of fear and fire, cheeks flushed, hair dlightly disheveled from my frantic decorating.

Isthisrealy me? Am | really going through with this?

What would Jack say if he saw me like—



What. The. Fuck.

Why is Jack entering my thoughts? | haven't even heard from him since our Chinese
food and movie date. Our date was so sweet, so much fun and so... vanilla. The man
didn’'t even kiss me. When was that going to happen? Was it even going to happen at
al?

| shake my head, trying to banish thoughts of Jack from my mind. This isn’t about
him. This is about me, about exploring a vital part of myself that I've kept locked
away for far too long. | take a deep breath, steeling my nerves.

Nine forty-five. Fifteen minutes to go.

| can't wait any longer. With trembling hands, | pick up the blindfold and secure it
around my eyes. The world goes dark, and my other senses immediately heighten.
The chill of the air against my skin feels more pronounced, the sound of my own
breathing louder.

| position myself on the bed as instructed—legs spread, ready, waiting. The silk
sheets beneath me feel cool and smooth, a stark contrast to the heat coming from my
body. | try to steady my breathing, but it's impossible. My heart is racing, my mind a
whirlwind of anticipation and fear. Every sound makes me jump. Is that him at the
door? No, just the house settling. A car passing outside. The neighbor’s dog barking.

Time loses all meaning in the darkness. Has it been minutes? Hours? | resist the urge
to remove the blindfold and check the clock. Following hisinstructionsis crucial. It's
all part of the game, the surrender of control.

It's just me and my thoughts right now. Did | shave my legs well enough? | rub my
heel on my shin to test the smoothness. Yes, | did. But what about—



The sound of knocks on the door, just as he said he would, jolts me from my
thoughts. | tense. Three knocks. Slow, deliberate.

| know | have to wait two minutes now. That was his dictate. His rules.

Two minutes. It feels like an eternity. My body shakes, every nerve ending alive with
anticipation. | count the seconds in my head, trying to keep my breathing steady. One
hundred and twenty seconds. That’s all.

All this counting, al these numbers.

| hear the door open, then close. Footsteps, slow and measured, make their way
through my house. My heart pounds so loudly I'm sure he can hear it. The footsteps
pause, then continue, growing closer. He's in the bedroom now. | can sense his
presence, feel his eyes on me.

“Good girl,” he says, hisvoice low and husky. It ailmost sounds as if he needs to clear
his throat or cough. It's not natural. His voice is familiar, but different than when |
heard it at the club. | can’t quite put my finger on—

The bed dips as he sits beside me, his warmth radiating against my skin.

| spread my legs even wider, showing off how much of agood girl | am.

His hand touches my cheek, fingers trailing down my neck, across my collarbone. |
gasp at the contact, my body arching involuntarily toward him. His hand moves
lower, tracing the curve of my breast. | bite my lip, stifling a moan. Every nerve

ending in my body feelslikeit’s on fire, hyperaware of histouch, his presence.

Heisn't speaking. | wish he was. Maybe | should speak. What will | say?



My breath hitches as his hand splays across my stomach, the heat of his pam searing
my skin.

He shifts on the bed, and suddenly | feel his breath on my inner thigh. | tense,
anticipation coiling tightly in my core. His lips brush against my skin, soft at first,
then more insistent. He kisses a path up my thigh, maddeningly slow, each touch
sending sparks through my body.

He spreads my thighs apart even wider. His hands grip my thighs firmly as he settles
between them. | can feel his hot breath against my most sensitive area, making me
squirm with need. But he doesn’'t touch me there, not yet. Instead, he places light,
teasing kisses along my inner thighs, occasionally nipping at the tender skin.

| whimper, frustrated by his teasing. “Please,” | whisper, my voice breathy and
desperate.

His tongue finally makes contact, a long, slow lick that has me gasping and arching
off the bed. He takes his time, exploring every fold and crevice with meticulous
attention. It's maddening and exquisite all at once.

As he works me with his mouth, one of his hands slides up my body to cup my breast.
His thumb brushes over my nipple, causing it to harden into atight peak. He pinches
it lightly, the dlight pain mixing with the pleasure building between my legs.

I’'m lost in a haze of sensation, my hips moving of their own accord as | chase my
release. Just as I'm about to tumble over the edge, he pulls away. | cry out in
frustration, my body nearly vibrating with need.

| hear the rustle of fabric, the clink of a belt buckle. He' s undressing. Oh God, if only
| could see. The wait is amost unbearable as | lie there, listening to the soft sounds of
clothing hitting the floor.



The bed dips again as he positions himself over me. | feel the heat of his body, so
close but not quite touching. His breath fans across my face, mingling with mine. The
scent of him fills my nostrils—a mixture of cologne and something uniquely male
that makes my head spin.

His hand cups my cheek, thumb tracing my lower lip. Without thinking, | part my
lips, my tongue darting out to taste his skin. He groans softly, the sound sending a
pulse of pleasure straight to my exposed, and very wet, pussy.

His lips crash onto mine, hot and demanding. The kissis intense, passionate, stealing
my breath away. His tongue invades my mouth, exploring, tasting, claming. |
respond hungrily, my hands reaching up to tangle in his hair, pulling him closer.

This kiss will be my undoing. His lips move against mine with a familiarity that
catches me off guard. There's a tenderness beneath the passion that | wasn't
expecting. My mind races, trying to make sense of the conflicting signals.

His hand slides down my body, fingers trailing fire across my skin. He positions
himself between my thighs, the hard length of him pressing against my entrance. |
arch up, silently begging him to take me.

“Not yet,” he whispers against my lips. | can barely hear him as he issues his
command.
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| want to speak freely so badly. | want to praise her every move. Compliment her
perfect, naked body displayed for me like the best Christmas gift aman could ask for.
But if | do, she'll recognize my voice. She'll know it's me, and that red blindfold
won't be enough to keep me concealed.

My cock is so close to her pussy and as much as | want to thrust it inside of her, |
hold back, savoring the wait. Her body quivers with each shallow breath,
goosebumps rising on her flushed skin. | trace a finger lightly along her inner thigh,
feeling her shudder at my touch. She moans softly, arching her back, silently begging
for more.

| lean in close, breathing in her intoxicating scent. My lips brush against her neck and
| plant feather-light kisses along her collarbone. She gasps and | have to bite my
tongue to keep from whispering her name.

Every fiber of my being aches to fully possess her, to claim her as mine. But | force
myself to go slowly, to draw out this exquisite torture for us both. My hands roam her
body, caressing and teasing. | cup her breasts, feeling their perfect weight, circling
her hardened nipples with my thumbs. She whimpers and arches into my touch.

| trail kisses down her stomach, reveling in the taste of her skin. Her hips buck as |
near her center. | pause, my hot breath ghosting over her most sensitive areas. She's

trembling now, her chest heaving. | can see how wet sheis, glistening and ready.

Unable to resist any longer, | run my tongue along her dlit. She cries out, a sound of



pure ecstasy. | lap at her greedily, savoring her sweetness. Her hands fist in the sheets
as | focus my attention on her clit, circling it with my tongue before taking it between
my lips.

Her thighs clamp around my head as | suck gently, feeling her body tense. | slide two
fingersinside her, curling them to stroke her most sensitive spot. She's close now, her
breathing ragged and interspersed with breathy moans. | increase the pressure and
speed of my tongue, matching the rhythm of my pumping fingers.

Just as she's about to tumble over the edge, | pull back. She whines in frustration, her
hips lifting off the bed, seeking more friction. | kiss my way back up her body,
kissing her lips so she has no choice but to smell and taste her own arousal.

She surprises me by deepening the kiss, her tongue seeking mine hungrily. Her hands
find my shoulders, nails digging in as she pulls me closer. | groan into her mouth, my
resolve crumbling.

Slowly, torturoudly, | position myself at her entrance. She's so wet, so ready. | easein
just the tip, relishing her warmth. Her hips buck, trying to take me deeper, but | pull
back teasingly. | want to draw this out, to make her squirm and beg. To drive her wild
without saying aword. | also need to slide on a condom before | do anything stupid.

| reach for one of the foil packets | placed on the nightstand when | first entered,
carefully tearing it open. The crinkle of the wrapper seems deafening in the silence of
the room. Her head turns slightly at the sound, a small smile playing on her lips. She
knows what’ s coming.

In one swift motion, | thrust inside her. We both cry out at the sensation. She's so
tight, so wet, enveloping me in liquid heat. | have to pause, overwhelmed by the
feeling of finally being joined with her.



She wraps her legs around my waist, urging me deeper. | begin to move, setting a
slow, deep rhythm. Each thrust sends sparks of pleasure through my body. | watch
her face, captivated by the way her lips part in silent gasps.

“Oh, yes, more,” she begs, arching her back to meet each thrust. Her nails dig into my
shoulders, marking me as hers.

Her breaths become ragged, her moans louder, fueling my desire to give her
everything she craves.

The bed creaks under our weight, the only sound aside from our panting and the
slapping of skin.

| increase my pace, driven by her passionate cries. My hips snap against hers, driving
deeper with each thrust. She's so close, | can fed it in the way her walls clench
around me, in the tensing of her thighs.

| slip a hand between us, finding her swollen clit. | circle it with my thumb, applying
just the right pressure. Her back arches off the bed, a keening wail escaping her lips.

| grind against her, hitting that perfect spot inside while my fingers work her clit.
She’ s writhing beneath me now, her body coiled tight like a spring about to snap.

And then something wild and insane comes into me. It’stime. It’s time to reveal who
| truly am. Before | lose my courage, | reach for her blindfold.

Time seems to slow as | gently pull it away, revealing her eyes. They’re squeezed
shut at first, overwhelmed by sensation. Then slowly, they flutter open, adjusting to

the dim light of the room.

Our gazes lock. For a breathless moment, neither of us moves. | see the shock register



on her face, followed quickly by confusion, then understanding. Her lips part,
forming asilent “oh” of recognition.

| hold my breath, waiting for her reaction. Will she push me away in disgust?
Scream? Call me a pervert and storm out?

But then, something unexpected happens. A slow smile spreads across her face, her
eyes lighting up with a mixture of surprise and... is that delight?

“It'syou,” she whispers, her voice filled with wonder. I should have known.”

Relief floods through me, quickly followed by a surge of renewed passion. | capture
her lips in a searing kiss, pouring all my pent-up emotions into it. She responds with
equal fervor, her fingerstangling in my hair, pulling me closer.

With a final, deep thrust, she shatters. Her body convulses, inner muscles clamping
down on me as waves of pleasure crash over her. | hold still, letting her ride out her

orgasm, drinking in the sight of her coming hard on my cock.

As her tremors subside, | start to move again, chasing my own release. She moans
softly, oversensitive but still eager. Her hands roam my back, nails raking my skin.

I’m close now, heat building at the base of my spine. My thrusts become erratic,
harder and faster. She meets me thrust for thrust, urging me on.

“Come for me,” she whispers, and it’s my undoing.

With a guttural groan, | bury myself deep inside her as my orgasm hits. Pleasure
courses through mein pulsing waves as | empty myself into the condom.

We stay like that for along moment, both panting and processing.



As our breathing slowly returns to normal, | gently withdraw from her and dispose of
the condom. She watches me with hooded eyes, a satisfied smile playing on her lips. |
settle back onto the bed beside her, unsure what to say now that the moment of
revelation has passed.

| break the silence first. Seems only fair considering the bomb | just dropped. “Are
you mad?”’

She reaches out, tracing my jawline with her fingertips. “Mad? No, not at al,” she
says softly. “ Surprised, yes. Extremely confused. But... pleased.”

“Pleased?’ | echo, hardly daring to believeit.

She nods, her fingers still caressing my face. “I’ve wanted this,” she confesses. “I
wasn't sure you felt the same way.”

| pull her closer, loving the feeling of her naked body against mine. “I’ ve wanted this.
Longer than you know,” | murmur against her hair. “To finally be able to touch you,

to show you how | feel.”

She tilts her head up, capturing my lipsin a tender kiss. When we part, her eyes are
narrowed. “ So you’' ve been WinterWatcher all along, huh? The masked man.”

“Guilty as charged,” | admit, searching her face for any sign of anger or disgust. But |
see only curiosity and a hint of amusement in her eyes.

She props herself up on one elbow, regarding me with araised eyebrow. “ So all those
chats, those steamy messages... that was you the whole time?”’

| nod, feeling amix of relief and nervousness.



She considers this for a moment, then smirks. “Well, | have to admit, you had me
fooled. But now that | know...” She trails off, her hand sliding down my chest. “I
think we have alot of lost time to make up for.”

My breath catches as her fingers dance lower. “Y ou mean you want to...?’

“Oh yes,” she purrs, pushing me onto my back and straddling my hips. “I want to
explore every inch of you, now that | can put aface to all those delicious messages.”

| groan as she grinds against me, already feeling myself hardening again. “God,
you'reincredible,” | breathe, running my hands up her thighs.

She leans down, her lips brushing my ear, and then freezes. Pulling back, she says,
“Wait. How? How did you know BlackAsChlo was me? Or that | was her?’

Shit. Shit!
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W hat the hell is going on right now? | just had the best sex of my life, blindfolded,
only to discover that the mystery man is actually Jack! Jack rocked my world in ways
| didn’'t think were possible, and as | try to process what just happened, | also feel
sick.

How did he know that | was BlackAsChlo? Did he know all along? Was this some
crazy coincidence? Or...

“Did you see my face when | was filming? | know | got careless one night and—" |
look up into hiseyes. “Did you realize it was me then?”’

Jack’s eyes widen. He runs a hand through his tousled hair, taking a deep breath
before answering. “I... | did see your face that night,” he admits, his voice low and
husky. “But | wasn't sure at first. | thought maybe my mind was playing tricks on

me.
“ And that’ s when you became a subscriber. To see for yourself?’

Jack nods slowly, guilt flashing across his face. “1 couldn’t believe it might actually
be you. | had to know for sure.”

My stomach churns. “So you’ ve known this whole time? Every conversation we've
had since then, every time we hung out... you knew?’

He reaches for my hand, but | pull away. “I’'m sorry, | should have said something



sooner. Y ou have every right to be mad.”

| should be. | should be furious, right? But why am | not?

| close my eyes, trying to sort through the tangle of emotions swirling inside me.
Anger, betrayal, confusion... but aso a strange sense of relief. And underneath it al, a
lingering spark of desirethat | can’t quite extinguish.

“l don't know how to feel,” | admit, my voice barely above a whisper. “Part of me
wants to scream at you, but another part...”

Jack moves closer, his presence both comforting and unsettling. “ Another part what?’
he prompts.

| ook up at him, really seeing him for the first time. Not just sweet Jack. But sexy as
hell, dominant Jack. The man who just gave me earth-shattering pleasure. The person
who's known my deepest secret for weeks.

“Another part of meis glad it'syou,” | confess, the words tumbling out before | can
stop them. “I was torn between you—Jack, and Winter\Watcher.”

“Torn how?”’

“Between good and bad,” | admit. | take a deep breath, trying to gather my thoughts.
“You were the safe choice, the sweet guy that rescues kittens from trees and shovels
my neighbor’s walkway. But WinterWatcher... he represented everything exciting
and forbidden. | never thought they could be the same person.”

He smiles softly, a hint of that dominant energy flickering in his eyes. “And now that
you know they are?’



“I don’'t know,” | whisper, my heart racing. “It's like two worlds colliding. I'm
scared, excited, confused... everything at once.”

Jack reaches out, hisfingers gently brushing my cheek.

| lean into his touch, despite my better judgment. “But why didn’t you tell me
sooner? Why go through with this?” | gesture vaguely at the rumpled sheets, the
lingering scent of our passion still heavy in the air.

“Being a masked man was a fantasy of yours,” he reminds me. “My goal,” heliftsthe
red blindfold and dangles it in front of me, “is to grant you every single fantasy you
have.”

His words hang in the air between us, heavy with implication. | search his face,
looking for any sign of deception, but al | see is sincerity and desire. My breath
catchesin my throat as| realize the full weight of what he's offering.

“Every fantasy?’ | whisper, my voice cracking slightly. His proximity is addictive,
and | find myself leaning toward him almost unconsciously, never wanting this to
end.

Jack nods, his eyes never leaving mine. “Every single one,” he confirms, his voice
low and husky. “I’ve seen your videos, Chloe. | know what you like, what you crave.
And | want to giveit al to you.”

My heart races as | process his words. The rational part of my brain screams that |
should be angry, that | should feel violated. But the part of me that craves excitement,
that yearns for the forbidden, is thrumming with hunger.

He turns his head toward my computer. If | remember correctly, you promised your
subscribers a viewing with a guest.



| gasp, my eyeswidening as | follow Jack’s gaze to my computer. The realization hits
me like a tidal wave. | had indeed promised my subscribers a special show with a
mystery guest. But | wasn't being serious. Or was | ?

“Oh my god,” | breathe.

Jack’s lips curve into a knowing smirk. “Well, we wouldn’t want to disappoint your
loyal fans, would we?’

| swallow hard, my mind racing. Thisis crazy, right? Completely insane. And yet, the
thought of performing with Jack, of sharing our passion with my eager audience,

makes it impossible to resist this offer.

“I... I don’t know,” | stammer, even as heat pools low in my belly. “We can’t show
our faces.”

Jack moves closer, his hand cupping my face gently. “We don’'t have to. | think you
and | can figure out the lighting, the angle, and the shadows perfectly.”

| take a deep breath, weighing my options. The responsible part of me says thisis a
bad idea, that | should take some time to process everything that’'s happened. But the
part of me that craves excitement, that yearns for new experiences, is screaming to
take the | eap.

“Okay,” | whisper, my voice barely audible. “Let'sdoit.”

“That’s my good girl.”

Jesus the man knows how to make me melt.

We spend the next few minutes setting up the camera, adjusting the lighting, and



making sure our faces will remain hidden. Aswe work, | can fedl the need building, a
delicious tension crackling between us.

Finally, everything is ready. Jack stands behind me, his strong arms wrapped around
my waist, as | reach for the button that will start the livestream.

“Ready?’ he whispersin my ear.

| nod, taking a deep breath. “Ready.”

As | click the button, | feel a rush of adrenaline. The familiar green light blinks on,
signaling that we're live. | can already see the viewer count climbing rapidly.

“Hello, everyone,” | purr, dipping into my BlackAsChlo persona. “I hope you're
ready for avery special show tonight.”

Jack’s hands slide down my sides, his touch igniting sparks across my skin. | lean
back against him, feeling his solid chest pressed against me.

“As promised, | have a special guest with me tonight,” | continue, my voice husky
with desire. “Say hello, mystery man.”

“Hello, everyone,” Jack’s deep voice rumbles.

“Tell us something about yourself,” | say with agasp as his hand caresses my belly.

“1 liketo watch,” isall he says.

The chat explodes with excited messages, our viewers clearly thrilled by this
unexpected development. | scan the comments, grinning at their enthusiasm.



“Oh, they’'re definitely ready,” | moan, turning my head to look at Jack. “The
guestion is, are you? Time to be watched rather than watch.”

In response, Jack’s hand slides up to cup my breast, his thumb brushing over my
nipple. | gasp, arching into his touch.

“1 think that answers your question,” he murmurs, hislips brushing my ear.

We begin our dance, a sensual choreography of touches, kisses, and caresses. Jack’s
hands explore my body with a familiarity that still thrills me, knowing now that it's
him—sweet, kind Jack—unleashing this passion.

As we move together, I'm acutely aware of the camera, of the hundreds of eyes
watching us. But instead of making me nervous, it only heightens my arousal. | feel
powerful, desirable, completely in my element.

“BlackAsChlo has been very very naughty,” Jack says to the viewers. “I’ ve promised
this naughty girl a punishment, and I’m a man of my word.”

My breath catches in my throat at Jack’s words. The dominant energy I've only
experienced through a screen is now radiating from him in person, and | want more.

“That's right,” | purr to the camera, playing my part. “I've been such a bad girl.
Whatever shall you do with me? Do | get coal in my stocking?’

Jack’s hand tangles in my hair, gently but firmly tilting my head back. “I think you
know exactly what’s coming,” he growlsin my ear, loud enough for the mic to pick

up.

The chat is exploding with messages, but | barely register them. All my focus is on
Jack—his touch, his voice, the heat of his body against mine. We are both completely



naked, in front of hundreds, live on Dark Secrets living out something | only dreamt
of.

Jack’s hand dlides down my back, his touch both gentle and commanding. “Bend
over,” he orders, hisvoice low and authoritative.

| comply, positioning myself over the edge of the bed, my back arched and my ass
exposed to both Jack and the camera.

“Count them out,” heinstructs, and | nod, bracing myself.

The first smack lands, a sharp sting that quickly blooms into warmth. “One,” | gasp,
my voice breathy.

Jack alternates between cheeks, each spank carefully measured. The pain mingles
with pleasure, sending me from bliss to erotic agony all at once. By the time | count

“Ten,” my skinistingling and I’'m panting and writing in need.

“Good girl,” Jack says, his hand now gently caressing my heated flesh. “You took
your punishment so well.”

| whimper at his praise, pressing back against his touch. “Please,” | beg, not caring
how desperate | sound.

“Please what?’ Jack teases, his fingers dancing along my inner thigh.

“Please fuck me,” | moan, loud enough for the microphone to pick up. The chat goes
wild, but | barely notice.

Jack spins me around to face him, his eyes dark with desire. “Ready to give them a
real show?’ he asks, his voice dominant and yet soothes me.



| nod, breathless with anticipation. “Yes, please.”

He lifts me effortlessly, and | wrap my legs around his waist as he carries me to the
head of the bed. We fall onto the mattress together, a tangle of limbs and heated
Kisses.

As Jack’s lips trail down my neck, | catch sight of the chat out of the corner of my
eye. It'smoving so fast | can barely read the messages, but | catch glimpses of sexual
commands they want usto do, awe, and more than alittle envy.

| smile to myself, closing my eyes and surrendering to the sensations. Let them
watch. Let them see how good it can be when fantasy becomes reality.

| know how the camera is positioned, and | want the viewers to get a good view of
my gripping Jack’s cock. | reach down between us, my fingers wrapping around
Jack’s hard length. | angle my body dlightly, making sure the camera captures the
moment as | stroke his massive size.

| guide Jack’ s impressive length toward my entrance, teasing myself with the tip. The
viewers can see everything—my glistening folds, Jack’ s thick shaft, the way my body
trembles with need.

“Please,” | whimper, loud enough for the mic to pick up. “I need you inside me.”

Jack’s eyes lock with mine, a silent question. | nod, giving him permission to take
control.

“Safety first, ladies and gentlemen,” he says as he reaches for condom that rests on a
stack on the nightstand. Then in one smooth motion, he thrusts forward, burying
himself to the hilt. | cry out in pleasure, my back arching off the bed.



“Oh god, yes!” | moan, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

Jack sets a relentless pace, each powerful thrust sending waves of ecstasy through my
body. I'm dimly aware of the chat exploding with activity, but al | can focus on is
the incredible sensations Jack is creating within me.

“You feel so good,” Jack growls. “So tight, so wet for me.”

| wrap my legs tighter around his waist, urging him deeper.

“Harder,” | plead. “Please, | need more.”

Jack obliges, his hips snapping forward with increased intensity. The sound of skin
dlapping against skin fills the room, punctuated by our moans and gasps of pleasure.

| can feel my climax building, a familiar tension coiling low in my belly. Jack must
sense it too, because he shifts his angle dlightly, hitting that perfect spot inside me
with each thrust.

“Are you going to come for me?’ he asks, his voice low and commanding. “Are you
going to come for all your viewers?’

The reminder of our audience sends a fresh wave of arousal through me. | nod
frantically, words failing me as the pleasure builds to an almost unbearable level.

“Thendoit,” Jack orders. “Come for me. Now.”
His command, coupled with a particularly deep thrust, sends me over the edge. | cry

out, my body convulsing with waves of intense pleasure. Jack doesn't let up,
prolonging my orgasm as he chases his own release.



With a guttural groan, Jack buries himself deep inside me one last time. | can feel him
pulsing, filling me with his warmth. We stay locked together for along moment, both
of us panting and trembling in the aftermath of our shared climax.

Finally, Jack pulls out slowly, careful to keep our faces hidden from the camera. |
turn my head toward the computer, seeing the chat absolutely exploding with excited

messages and generous tips.

“l hope you all enjoyed the show,” | say, my voice still breathless. “Until next
time...”

| get out of bed and reach over and end the livestream, the room suddenly quiet
without the constant ping of incoming messages. Jack pulls me into his arms,
pressing atender kissto my forehead.

“That was...” | trail off, unable to find the right words.

“Incredible,” Jack finishes for me, his voice soft and filled with awe. “You're
incredible.”

| look up at him, searching his face. The dominant energy from moments ago has
faded, replaced by the gentle warmth I’ve always associated with Jack. It's a stark
reminder of the duality I'm still trying to reconcile.

“What happens now?’ | ask, my voice barely audible.

Jack’s arms tighten around me. “That’s up to you,” he says. “We can take things
slow, figure this out together. Or—"

“Or?’ | cutin, my heart racing.



A hint of that dominant energy flashes in his eyes. “Or we can dive in headfirst.
Explore every fantasy, every unexplored passion. No holds barred.”

“1 vote for package number two,” | say, my voice stronger than | expected. “1 want to
explore everything with you, Jack. No holds barred.”

A slow, wicked grin spreads across his face. “ That’s what | was hoping to hear from
my good girl.”

“1 like being your good girl,” | mewl, running my hands down his chest. “But | also
like being very bad too.”
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B est Christmas Eve ever. My mind is at ease, my body is humming in sexual bliss,
my cock still tingling from the intense orgasm | just had. I’ ve lost count of how many
I’ ve had now.

Chloe lies next to me, her chest rising and falling as she catches her breath. The
twinkling lights outside her window cast a warm glow across her naked body. |
always wondered what the lights | hung looked like from her point of view, and now

| know. And seeing what they do to her perfect body... worth the effort.

| trace lazy circles on her skin, savoring the afterglow and the intimacy of the
moment.

“Mmm,” Chloe purrs, snuggling closer. “I think you broke me.”

| kiss her forehead. “Rest up,” | murmur. “I’m not done yet.”
“Mercy!”

“Never.”

Chloe giggles and playfully swats at my chest. “You' re insatiable.”
“Only for you,” | reply, capturing her hand and bringing it to my lips.

We lay in comfortable silence for awhile, listening to the soft carols playing from her



Bluetooth speaker. The scent of cinnamon and pine mingles with the musky aroma of
our lovemaking. Outside, a light snow is falling, blanketing the world in peaceful
white.

Chloe props herself up on one elbow, her tousled hair falling around her face. In the
soft glow of the Christmas lights, she looks absolutely radiant.

“You know,” she says, amischievous glint in her eye, “I have a present for you.”

“Oh?’ | raise an eyebrow, intrigued. “And here | thought you were my present.”

She laughs, a melodious sound that makes my heart skip. “Well, consider this an...
added bonus.”

Chloe dlides out of bed, the sheets falling away to revea her curves. | watch
appreciatively as she pads across the room to her closet. She rummages around for a
moment before pulling out a small, wrapped package.

“Isthe present for Jack or WinterWatcher?’ | call to her, chuckling as| do.

She looks over her shoulder and playfully glares. “Jack. | was hoping I'd see you
even though we didn’t make plansto.”

| smile warmly at her words, feeling a surge of affection. “I couldn’t stay away,” |
admit softly.

Chloe returns to the bed, present in hand. She settles beside me, cross-legged, not
bothering to cover herself. The Christmas lights dance across her skin, highlighting

the curves |’ ve spent the night exploring.

“Well, I'm glad you came,” she says, her voice low and sultry. She holds out the gift.



“Merry Christmas, Jack.”

| sit up, taking the small package. It's beautifully wrapped in silver paper with ared
bow.

“Since | haven't bought a present for anyone in years, thisis a pretty big step. Being a
Scrooge and all,” she says. “But when | saw this in an antique shop, | knew | had to
get it for you.”

| carefully unwrap the gift. Chloe watches me intently, biting her lower lip—the
cutest quirk of hers when she’s nervous or thinking hard. As | remove the last of the
paper, | reveal asmall velvet box.

Inside is a beautiful silver pocket watch. The cover is intricately engraved with
snowflakes and pine trees—a perfect winter scene. | gently lift it out, admiring the
craftsmanship.

“Open it,” Chloe urges softly.

| press the latch, and the cover springs open. Inside, along with the watch face, is an
Inscription:

To Jack. Thank you for watching over me this Christmas. Love, Scrooge.

S he smiles. “What’s ironic is | bought this before | knew you were WinterWatcher,
and | used the word ‘watcher.” Funny right?”’

I’'m momentarily speechless. | should completely confess how on the nose her
engraving is, but | can’t. Not tonight. Not Christmas Eve when it is literally the most
perfect night of my life. Instead | get up and head to the other room where | placed
her Christmas present in hopes I’ d find the right time to give it to.



“Doyoulikeit?

“More than you know.”

“Good. | know pocket watches can be old school. But something about you screams
old fashioned in some ways.”

“Hold on,” | say. “Let me get yours.”

| return to the bedroom, a small, elegantly wrapped box in my hands. Chloe's eyes
widen with surprise and delight.

“Y ou got me something too?’ she asks, her voice soft with wonder.

| nod, settling back onto the bed beside her. “Of course. | couldn’t let Christmas pass
without giving the Scrooge something so her heart can grow.”

| hand her the box, watching as she carefully unwraps it, her fingers tracing the
golden ribbon before gently pulling it loose. She lifts the lid, and | hear her sharp
intake of breath.

Inside lies a delicate silver necklace, a small snowflake pendant hanging from the
chain. Tiny diamonds are set into each point of the snowflake, catching the light and
sparkling brilliantly.

“Jack, it's beautiful,” Chloe whispers, lifting the necklace from its velvet cushion.
“It'stoo much.”

| shake my head, gently taking the necklace from her hands. “It’'s not too much. It's
perfect for you.”



| move behind her, brushing her hair to the side. As | fasten the clasp around her
neck, | place a soft kiss on her shoulder. The snowflake pendant settles right above
her breasts, glittering in the Christmas lights.

“There,” | murmur, my breath warm against her skin. “Beautiful.”

Chloe turns to face me, her eyes shining with emotion. She touches the pendant
gently, then looks up a me. “Thank you, Jack. | love it.” Her eyes meet mine,
shimmering with unshed tears. “ Thank you for making this year... not so hard.”

| cup her face in my hands, thumbs brushing away the tears that have started to fall.
She leans in, pressing her lips to mine in a kiss that’s both tender and passionate.
When we part, she rests her forehead against mine, her fingers toying with the
snowflake pendant.

“What acrazy night,” she says.

| smile at her words. “Crazy good, | hope?’

“The best,” she affirms, her eyes sparkling. “I never thought I'd enjoy Christmas Eve
again, but here we are.”

| pull her closer, wrapping my arms around her waist. “Here we are. And | wouldn’t
want to be anywhere else.”

Chloe snuggles into my embrace, her head resting on my chest. | can feel her
heartbeat, steady and strong, against my skin.

“But,” | add with asigh, “I do have to be at the station at seven am.”



Chloe pulls back dlightly, looking up at me with a mix of admiration and
disappointment. “Y ou’re working on Christmas Day? For one of the firefighters? |
remember you saying that.”

| can see the conflict in her eyes. She doesn't want me to leave, but she also
appreciates the gesture. | stroke her cheek gently.

“I know, I'm sorry. | made the promise before... well, before tonight happened,” |
explain softly. “I don’'t have any kids or family, so—"

“1 think it’s sweet,” she interrupts.

“But the other guys working tonight and | are cooking Christmas dinner at the station.
We're adlowed to invite family and guests to come join us, and I’d love to have you
come if you don’t have any other plans tonight.”

Chlo€e's eyes light up at my invitation, but | can see a flare of hesitation cross her
face. “Really? Y ou want me to come to the fire station for Christmas dinner?”’

| nod, running my fingers through her hair. “Absolutely. | know it’s not a traditional
Christmas dinner, but—"

“No, it sounds perfect,” she says, her smile growing. “I’d love to come. | just... I'm
not family. Areyou sureit’ll be okay?’

“Of courseit’s okay. The guys will be thrilled to have another guest. We always cook
way too much food anyway. But fair warning... we are till on shift. So if there's a
call, we may have to get up in the middie of dinner and bolt. So as long as you're
flexible and know you might be left with the other fire wives or girlfriends.”

Chloe's face lights up. “That sounds amazing, actually. I've never experienced



anything like that before.” She pauses, a thoughtful look crossing her face. “Will |
need to bring anything?’

| shake my head, pulling her close again. “Just yourself. And maybe a big appetite.”

She laughs softly, her breath warm against my chest. “I think | can manage that.
Especially after tonight’s... activities.”

| chuckle, running my hand down her back. “ Speaking of which, we should probably
get some sleep if we want to be functional tomorrow.”

Chloe sighs contentedly, snuggling closer. “You’re right. But | don’t want this night
to end.”

“ We don't have to end,” | murmur, kissing the top of her head. “This is just the
beginning.”

We settle into bed, Chloe's back pressed against my chest, my arm draped over her
waist. The Christmas lights continue to twinkle softly, casting a warm glow over the
room. Outside, the snow falls silently, blanketing the world in white.

Just before sleep claims me, | hear Chloe whisper, “Merry Christmas, Jack.”

“Merry Christmas, Chloe,” | reply back, my heart full.

As consciousness fades, my last thought is of tomorrow. Of Chloe at the firehouse,
sharing ameal with my colleagues, becoming a part of my world. It's afuture | never

dared to imagine, but now can’t imagine alife without her.

| stare at the window, knowing it wasn’t that long ago that | stood on the other side.
Weatching. Picturing what it would be like to hold her. To be with her. And now here |



am, her warm body pressed against mine, her soft breathing soothing the raging guilt
| still battle. The guilt of my past actions—the watching, the secrecy—tugs at the
edges of my consciousness. | know I'll have to come clean eventually. But for now, |
push those thoughts aside, focusing instead on the feel of Chloe in my arms, the scent
of her hair, the rhythm of her breathing.

As | drift off to sleep, my mind wanders to the future. | imagine more nights like this,
more Christmases spent with Chloe. | want this—want her—more than |’'ve ever

wanted anything. But the weight of my secret hangs heavy.

Morning comes too soon. The aarm on my phone chimes softly, and | carefully
extricate myself from Chloe' s embrace. She stirs, mumbling sleepily.

“Shh,” | whisper, kissing her forehead. “Go back to sleep. I'll see you later at the
station and will text you the address.”

She nods, already drifting off again. | dress quietly, pausing at the door to look back
at her. The morning light filters through the curtains, casting a soft glow on her
slegping form. My heart swells with emotion.

| don’t want to fuck this up.

Please don’t let me fuck this up.
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| 've never walked into a fire station before. Walked past, driven by, but never realy
paid attention to the exterior and how it differs from other buildings. The large red
bay doors dominate the facade, each wide enough to accommodate a massive fire
engine. Above them, arow of windows reveals glimpses of the second floor, where |
imagine firefighters spend their downtime between calls.

It's Christmas, and I’'m here for dinner with the crew and their families, but I'm
uncertain if | overdressed or underdressed. | didn’'t ask Jack what the dress attire was
and felt silly sending atext after he left this morning to ask.

| take a deep breath and push open the side door, the one meant for people rather than
trucks. The warmth hits me first, along with the mingled scents of food and... man.
Voices and laughter spill out from further inside, and | follow the sounds down a
short hallway.

The community room is decked out in full holiday splendor. A massive Christmas
tree dominates one corner, its lights twinkling merrily. Garlands drape across the
ceiling, and along table groans under the weight of potluck dishes. | spot Jack across
the room, chatting with a couple of his colleagues. He's wearing navy pants, and his
navy fire T-shirt is stretched across his broad shoulders. A wave of relief washes over
me; my outfit of a ssimple red sweater and black slacks seems to fit right in with the
casual yet festive atmosphere.

Jack catches my eye and his face lights up with a smile. He excuses himself from his
conversation and makes his way over to me, weaving through the small clusters of



peopl e scattered around the room.

“You madeit,” he says warmly, pulling meinto aquick hug. The familiar scent of his
cologne mixed with a hint of smoke envelops me. “1 was starting to worry you might
have gotten lost.”

“Sorry I'm a little late,” | reply, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks. “I, uh, spent
more time than I’ d like to admit second-guessing my outfit choice.”

Jack chuckles, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Well, you look perfect. Come on, let
me introduce you to everyone.”

As we move through the room, I’ m struck by the sense of camaraderie that permeates
the air. These people aren’t just coworkers; they're a family. Children dart between
the adults' legs, their laughter punctuating the steady hum of conversation. The
firemen are in the large industrial-style kitchen cooking while the fire wives and
girlfriends stand nearby chatting casually. Jack introduces me to so many people that
the names start to blur together, but everyone is warm and welcoming. | find myself
relaxing, drawn into conversations about holiday traditions and funny stories from the
firehouse.

It's quite the scene watching four firemen in their casual uniforms moving about the
kitchen with grace. The food smells amazing and | can’'t help but be impressed by
their culinary skills. Jack notices my gaze and leans in close, his breath warm against
my ear.

“Firefighters make the best cooks,” he whispers with a wink. “We've got plenty of
practice feeding hungry crews after long shifts. It’s a requirement of the job.”

“To cook?



He nods. “We all take turns cooking dinner, so yeah, we learn really quick how to
cook. Tonight we all pitch in for you guys—our guests.”

“Can| help in any way?’

“No. You just get yourself adrink over there,” he pointsto atable with sodas and tea,
“and I'll go check on the pumpkin pies| made.”

| nod and make my way to the drink table, selecting a cup of spiced apple cider. The
warmth of the mug seeps into my hands as | take a sip, the sweet and spicy flavors
dancing on my tongue. | turn back to observe the room, feeling more at ease now that
I’ve settled in.

A young woman approaches me, her curly hair bouncing as she walks. She's wearing
a festive green sweater with tiny reindeer prancing across it. “Hi there! I'm Melissa,
Tom’swife. You must be Jack’s new girlfriend?’

Girlfriend? Um... how do I”?1 don’t even know what we are.

“I"'m Chloe,” | answer, hoping that’ s enough.

Melissa shakes my hand enthusiastically. “Oh, we've al been dying to meet youl
Jack’s been so secretive, but we could tell something was different. He's been
smiling alot more lately.”

Butterflies flutter in my chest at her words. “Readly? That's... that’ s good to hear.”

| catch a glimpse of Jack in the kitchen. He's laughing with his colleagues, a dish

towel slung over his shoulder as he pulls a golden-brown pie from the oven. The sight
of him so at ease, so in his element, makes my heart swell.



Melissa follows my gaze and smiles knowingly. “They’re quite a sight, aren’t they?
All that masculinity crammed into a kitchen.” She laughs softly. “But don’'t let the
tough guy act fool you. These men are some of the most caring, compassionate
people you'll ever meet.”

| nod, still watching Jack as he carefully places the pie on a cooling rack. “I'm
starting to see that,” | say.

Melissa and | continue chatting, and | instantly warm to her bubbly personality. She
introduces me to a few other wives and girlfriends, and soon we're all swapping
stories and laughing together. It feels good to be included, to be part of this tight-knit
community, even if I’'m not quite sure where | fit in yet.

As the evening progresses, the aroma of roasted turkey and savory sides fills the air.
Jack calls everyone to gather around the long tables that have been set up in the
center of the room. | find myself seated between Jack and Melissa, with children
excitedly squirming in their seats across from us.

Captain Rodriguez stands at the head of the table, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly
combed and his kind eyes sweeping over the gathered group. He clears his throat, and
a hush falls over the room.

“Before we dig into this wonderful meal,” he begins, his voice warm and rich, “I’d
like to say a few words. First, to our newest guests,” he nods in my direction and a
couple of others, “welcome to our fire station family. We're glad you could join us
tonight.”

Jack’ s hand squeezes my knee under the table, and | can’t hide my smile.

The captain continues, “As we celebrate this holiday season, I'm reminded of how
fortunate we are. Not just for the food on our table or the roof over our heads, but for



the bonds we share. Thisjob isn’t easy. We see things that most people never have to
face. But we face them together, and that makes al the difference.”

There’'s a murmur of agreement around the table. | glance at Jack, seeing a mix of
pride and solemnity in his eyes.

“So tonight,” the captain raises his glass, “I’d like to propose a toast. To
family—aDboth the ones we're born with and the ones we choose. To the loved ones
who support us, worry about us, and welcome us home after every shift. And to those
who couldn’t be with us tonight, whether they’re working or watching over us from
above. Cheers!”

“Cheersl” The room echoes with the sound of clinking glasses and heartfelt
responses.

As we begin to eat, the conversation flows easily. | listen to stories of daring rescues
and comical mishaps, of deepless nights at the station and unexpected acts of
kindness from the community. With each tale, | gain a deeper understanding of the
world Jack inhabits.

Hafway through the meal, the station's alarm suddenly blares to life. The
firefighters, including Jack, immediately push back from the table, their expressions
shifting from relaxed to focused in an instant.

“Sorry, duty calls,” Jack says, leaning in to place a quick kiss on my cheek. “Save me
some pie?’

Before | can respond, he and the others are rushing toward the bay. The remaining
guests watch in respectful silence as the engines roar to life and pull out of the
station, sirens wailing into the night.



| turn to Melissa. “So what do we do now?’

She shrugs. “You can wait here and see how long it takes for them to come back.
Some will leave knowing it’s a crap shoot. It’s up to you.”

“How long do these calls take?’

“Could be half an hour, or it could be hours.” She glances at their half-eaten plates.
“At least they got some food in them this year. Thanksgiving they all had to rush out
the door right as the turkey was being carved.”

“1 think I’ll stay, if that’s okay. I’d like to see how this all works.”

Melissa smiles warmly. “Of course it’s okay. Welcome to the life of afirefighter’s...
friend.” Shewinks at me, and | feel my cheeks heat again.

The remaining guests continue eating, but some get up and start gathering their
things. Especially the ones with younger children. | don’t have anywhere else better
to be, so | figurel might aswell wait for Jack. | just hope it doesn’t take all night.

| join a group clearing the table and packing up leftovers. As we work, | listen to
them swap stories about past Christmases interrupted by calls, emergencies narrowly
averted, and the unique challenges of loving someone in such a demanding
profession.

As we finish cleaning up, | find myself gravitating toward the large windows at the
front of the station. The night is clear and cold, stars twinkling in the inky sky. I
wonder where Jack is right now, what kind of emergency he' s facing.

My heart leaps as | spot the red truck approaching. The engines pull into the bay, and
a few moments later, Jack and the others file back into the community room. They



look tired but satisfied, a thin layer of soot dusting their clothes and faces and the
smell of grease announcing their presence.

Jack’s eyes find mine immediately, and he makes his way over. “Sorry about that,”
he says, running a hand through his tousled hair. “Just a small kitchen fire. Turkey
fryer incident. We have at least one a holiday.”

| reach up to wipe a smudge of soot from his cheek. “I’m just glad you're back safe.
And look,” | gesture to the table where I’ ve set aside a plate, “1 saved you some pie.”

His face breaksinto agrin. “Y ou’ re the best, you know that?’ He pulls me into a hug,
not caring about the stink of grease fire transferring to my clothes.

As we rgoin the group, | notice the easy camaraderie between the firefighters and
their families. They dip seamlessly back into the celebration, as if nothing had
happened. And | realize that this is their normal—this constant readiness, this ability
to switch gears at a moment’ s notice.

“Hey,” Jack says, leaning in to me. “Want me to show you around? Show you the
bay?’

“I"d lovethat,” | reply, eager to see more of Jack’sworld.
He takes my hand and leads me toward the large bay doors. As we step into the
cavernous space, the smell of diesel and rubber intensifies. The massive fire engines

gleam under the bright overhead lights, their red paint still wet from the recent call.

“This is Engine Five,” Jack says, patting the side of the nearest truck affectionately.
“She’'s my baby.”

| run my hand along the cool metal, marveling at the size and complexity of the



vehicle. “It'sincredible,” | say. “I had no ideathey were so... big.”

Jack chuckles. “Y eah, they’re pretty impressive. Want to see inside?’

Before | can answer, he's aready opening the door and offering me a hand up. |
climb into the cab, settling into the passenger seat as Jack slides in behind the wheel.

“This is where the magic happens,” he says, his eyes shining with pride. He begins
pointing out various gauges, switches, and communication devices, explaining their
functions. | try to follow along, but I'm more captivated by the passion in his voice
than the technical detalils.

As Jack explains the intricacies of the fire engine, | find myself imagining him in
action—racing through the streets, sirens blaring, ready to face whatever danger
awaits. It's a stark contrast to the man sitting beside me now, his face animated as he

describes the truck’ s water pumping capacity.

“And this,” he says, reaching across me to point at a small button near the dashboard,
“isthe air horn. Want to try it?’

| hesitate. “Won't it be too loud?’

Jack grins mischievoudly. “Nah, it'sfine. Go ahead, giveit apress.”

Tentatively, | reach out and push the button. The resulting blast is deafening, echoing
through the bay and making me jump in my seat. Jack bursts out laughing at my
startled expression.

“Sorry,” he chuckles, not looking sorry at all. “I couldn’t resist.”

| playfully swat his arm, trying to look stern but failing to hide my own smile.



“You'reterrible”

“Yeah, but you like me anyway,” he says, his eyes bright.

Our gazes lock, and for a moment, the air between us feels charged with possibility.
I’m acutely aware of how close we are in the confines of the cab, the warmth of his
body next to mine.

“You know,” | begin. “I thought we were crossing into friend zone. Before you
became WinterWatcher that is.”

Jack reaches out, gently tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I most definitely
don’t only want you as afriend.”

| subtly move toward his touch, feeling brave. “I’m glad to hear it.”

Jack’s hand lingers on my cheek, his thumb gently stroking my skin. The intensity in
his eyes makes my heart race. Slowly, he leans in, giving me plenty of time to pull
away if | want to. But | don't want to. | close the distance between us, our lips
meeting in a soft, tender kiss.

His lips are warm and slightly chapped, tasting faintly of smoke and pumpkin pie.
The kiss deepens, and | feel myself melting into him, my hands finding their way to
his chest.

A sudden knock on the truck’s window startles us apart. Melissa and her husband
Tom are standing there, an amused expression on their faces. “Sorry to interrupt the
lovebirds, but I’ m getting ready to leave and wanted to say goodbye,” she says.

Jack and | quickly scramble out of the fire engine, no doubt I’'m blushing furiously. |
smooth down my hair, acutely aware of how disheveled | must look. This man has



the ability to knock the wind out of me with asimplekiss.

“Sorry about that,” Jack says, rubbing my lower back in comfort. “We were just,
uh...”

“Inspecting the equipment?’ Tom supplies with a smirk.

Melissa elbows her husband playfully. “Oh, leave them aone. It's about time Jack
found someone special.” She turns to me with a warm smile. “It was wonderful
meeting you, Chloe. | hope we'll be seeing more of you around here.”

“I’m just glad the man finally made amove,” Tom says with alaugh.

Jack tenses beside me, and though | didn’t catch the look Jack must have given Tom,
| do see Tom’s face fall as he realizes his mistake. Méelissa quickly intervenes, giving

Tom a pointed |ook.

“Well, | should get going. The babysitter’ s waiting,” she says, tugging on Tom’s arm.
“Walk meto my car, babe.” She smiles again at me. “Merry Christmas, you two!”

Asthey walk away, | turn to Jack, raising an eyebrow. “Finally making a move?’

“Um...” he runs his hand through his hair, “I might have mentioned to the guys how
we' ve met several times at the coffee house.”

| can’t hold back the laugh at Jack’s discomfort. “So you’ ve been talking about me to
the guys, huh?’

Jack’s cheeks flush dightly. “Maybe a little. They’ve been giving me a hard time
about being single for so long. When | mentioned meeting you at the coffee shop,
they wouldn’t let it go.”



“And the WinterWatcher thing?’ | prod gently.

“I’ve kept that to myself.”

“Oh,” | give awicked grin, “Don’t want to share our kinky side with all the boys?’

Jack’s eyes widen dlightly at my bold comment, but then a slow smile spreads across
his face. He leansin close, his breath warm against my ear as he whispers, “Those are
just for us.”

He clears his throat and takes a small step back, though his hand remains on my
lower back. “We should probably head back to the party,” he says, his voice a little
rough. “Before someone else comes looking for us.”

| nod, trying to calm my racing heart. As we walk back toward the community room,
Jack’s hand slides from my back to intertwine with mine. It's a simple gesture, but it
feels significant somehow.

The party is winding down when we return. A few families are gathering their things,
children yawning and rubbing their eyes. Captain Rodriguez catches my eye and
gives me awarm smile and a nod.

“S0,” Jack says, turning to face me. “What do you think of your first fire station
Christmas?’

| look around the room, taking in the lights, the lingering scent of good food, and the
easy chit chat of the people around us. “It’s been wonderful,” | say honestly. “Thank
you for inviting me.”

“I"'m glad you came,” Jack replies, squeezing my hand. “And I’ m sorry about having
to run out like that. It’ s part of the job, but—"



| cut him off with a quick kiss. “I understand. It's who you are, Jack. | wouldn’t want
you any other way. It's nice getting to know you better. You aren’'t such a mystery

NOW.
“Merry Christmas, Chloe,” he says, pressing akissto my temple.

“Merry Christmas, Jack,” | reply, snuggling closer to him.
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Jack

T he fire crew for the next shift are arriving, and I’'m gathering my things to head
home. Well... to head to the cafe to meet Chloe. It hasn’'t even been twenty-four hours
since I've last seen her but | already miss her smile, the way her eyes light up when
she talks to me, and her awkward little movements when she’' s nervous around me.

As | stuff my gear into my locker, Tom approaches. “Hey man, | never got a chance
last night to apologize. | didn’t mean to over sharelikel did.”

“Remind me not to tell you shit,” | say, although my tone isn’t aggressive or even
mean. Frankly, I’'m not holding a grudge. | know it was a slip on hisend and | can’t
hold the fact that | am a fucking stalker and Chloe has no idea against him. “She

doesn’t know I’ ve been keeping an eye on her since the accident.”

Tom's eyes widen dlightly, and he lowers his voice. “Right, right. | get it. Sorry
again, man. | wasn't thinking.”

| nod, accepting his apology. “It' sfine.”

He claps me on the shoulder. “1’m happy you finally made the move though. It'slong
overdue. She seems to make you really fucking happy.”

A smile tugs at my lips as | think about Chloe. “Y eah, she does. Meeting her for
coffeein abit, actually.”

“Nice.” Tom grins. “Y ou two make a cute couple.”



| finish packing up my gear and close my locker. “Thanks, man. | appreciateit.”

The wak to the cafe feels both too long and too short. | keep replaying our
interactions, overthinking if | was too soft, or too hard. | love the fact that Chloe is
truly a sexual vixen, but | also know my tastes can scare—and have scared—others
away. | don’'t want to push too fast or come off as too strong.

Y ears of fantasy and I’ ve imagined these scenarios countless times, but the redlity is
so much more intense.

When | reach the cafe, | spot Chloe through the window. She's already here, sitting at
a small table near the back, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug. My heart rate
picks up as | watch her for a moment. She hasn’t noticed me yet, and | drink in the
sight of her—the way she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, how she bites her
lower lip as she checks her phone.

Taking a deep breath, | head inside. Chloe looks up as the bell above the door chimes,
and her face breaks into a radiant smile when she sees me. God, | love that smile. I’'ve
seen it so many times from afar, but having it directed at me is surreal.

“Hey,” | say as| approach her table. “ Sorry if | kept you waiting.”

“Not at al,” she replies, gesturing for me to sit. “I got here a few minutes ago
myself.”

| dlide into the seat across from her, my eyes never leaving hers. “You look
beautiful,” | say, unable to stop myself. She’'swearing a simple gray sweater, her hair
loose around her shoulders, and she's the most gorgeous thing |’ ve ever seen.

Chloe blushes, her cheeks turning a delightful shade of pink. “Thank you,” she says,
looking down at her coffee. “You look good too. How was your shift?’



“Long,” | admit. “But worth it to be here with you now.”
Her eyes flick back up to mine, a mixture of shyness and desire in their depths. “I'm
glad you madeit. I... | couldn’t stop thinking about everything that has happened the

last couple of days. It'sawhirlwind of... | don’t know.”

“Neither can 1,” | confess, reaching across the table to take her hand. Her skin is soft
and warm against mine. “You're al | can think about.”

She intertwines her fingers with mine. “I know we just met, and our story isn't
exactly normal, but... thisfeels different. Special.”

It's true, even if she doesn’'t know the full extent of it. I've watched her for so long,
dreamed of this moment, but the reality is so much better than anything | could have

imagined.

Chloe's eyes sparkle as she looks at me. “1 was worried | might be imagining things
or moving too fast.”

“No, you're not imagining it,” | assure her. “And as for moving too fast... well, |
think we can set our own pace. There' s no rulebook for this.”

“Maybe | like breaking rules,” she says beneath hooded eyes.

| inch nearer, lowering my voice. “I think we might have that in common.”

Chlo€e' s lips curve into a mischievous smile. “1 feel like you and | both are Jekyll and
Hyde. We have the good side—the firefighter and jewelry influencer—and then we

have the very bad side—WinterWatcher and BlackAsChlo.”

“I like it when you're agood girl,” | say. “But | also like it when you are a very bad,



bad girl.”

Chlo€'s eyes darken, and she licks her lips unconsciously. “1 think you just want to
spank me again.”

“Guilty.”

Chloe's breath catches, and | can see the desire flaring in her eyes. She glances
around the café quickly before meeting my gaze again. “I think we should go to your
place.”

| stand up, offering her my hand. “Let’s go.”

Chlo€e's hand is warm in mine, and | can feel her pulse racing. We walk quickly,
barely speaking, the tension building with each step.

When we reach my apartment, | fumble with the keys, distracted by Chloe's
closeness. As soon as we're inside, | push her against the closed door, my body
pressing into hers.

“Do you want it hard or soft?’ | ask, my lips brushing her ear.

“Hard,” she breathes. “ So fucking hard.”

| trail kisses down her neck, reveling in the soft sounds she makes. My hands slide
under her sweater, caressing the smooth skin of her waist.

“Tell me what you want,” | say, my voice low and commanding.

Chlo€e' s eyes meet mine, dark with desire. “1 want you to make me your bad girl.”



“Strip,” | order.

Chloe's eyes widen dlightly at my commanding tone, but a smirk plays on her lips as
she slowly begins to remove her clothes. She maintains eye contact as she pulls her
sweater over her head, revealing a lacy black bra underneath. Her fingers trail down

to the waistband of her jeans, unbuttoning them teasingly slow.

| watch her intently, drinking in every inch of exposed skin. My hands itch to touch
her, but | force myself to stay still, savoring the show she' s putting on for me.

As she shimmies out of her jeans, | notice she's wearing matching black lace panties.
The sight of her standing there in only her lingerie makes my breath catch.

“Good girl,” | praise, stepping closer to her. “Now turn around and put your hands on
the door.”

Chloe complies, her breathing quickening as she faces the door. | run my hands down
her sides, feeling her shiver under my touch.

Irun my hands over the curves of her ass. “Now, | think you've been very naughty,
teasing mein the cafe. What do naughty girls get?’

“Spanked,” Chloe whispers, arching her back dlightly.

“That’s right,” | say, bringing my hand down firmly on her right cheek. Chloe gasps,
her body jerking dlightly at the impact. | aternate between her cheeks, each dlap
growing progressively harder. The pale skin of her ass turns a delicious shade of pink.

Chloe moans, amix of pain and pleasure. “More,” she begs.

| oblige, continuing my assault on her ass. The sound of skin on skin echoes through



the room, punctuated by Chloe’s gasps and whimpers. | can see the wetness gathering
between her thighs, her arousal evident.

After a particularly hard slap, | pause, running my hand soothingly over her heated
skin. “What if | tell you | want this ass of yours? Has anyone ever taken you here
before?’ | run my fingertip down the seam of her ass.

Chlo€' s breath catches at my words. She turns her head slightly, looking back at me
with a mixture of nervousness and excitement. “No,” she admits softly. “I’ve never...
but | want to. With you.”

A prima surge of possessiveness rushes through me at her words. I'll be her first,
claiming a part of her no one else has touched.

“Are you sure?’ | ask, my voice low and husky. “Once we start, | don’t know if I’ll
be able to stop.”

Chloe nods, her eyes dark with desire. “I won't ask you to stop. | want this. | want
you.” She wiggles her ass invitingly, and | have to take a deep breath to maintain
control.

A growl escapes me as | turn her around and capture her lips in a fierce kiss. She
responds eagerly, her fingers tangling in my hair. | lift her, and she wraps her legs
around my waist as| carry her to the bedroom.

| lay her on the bed, drinking in the sight of her. Her hair is tousled, her lips swollen
from our kisses. She looks up at me with a mixture of trust and hunger that makes my
heart race.

| reach for the drawer where | keep my lube and condoms, never taking my eyes off
Chlo€' s beautiful form. Her skin is flushed, her breathing rapid with want.



“Bend over the bed,” | instruct her, and she complies eagerly, presenting herself to
me. The sight of her like this, so willing and trusting, nearly undoes me.

| take my time preparing her, using plenty of lube and starting with one finger. Chloe
gasps at theinitial intrusion, her body tensing slightly.

“Relax,” | say, rubbing soothing circles on her lower back with my free hand. “That’s
it, baby. Just breathe.”

Gradually, I work up to two fingers, then three, stretching her carefully. Chloe's
gasps of discomfort turn to moans of pleasure as she adjusts to the new sensations.

“Please,” she whimpers. “I need you inside me.”

| position myself behind her, the head of my cock pressing against her entrance. “Are
you sure?’ | ask one last time.

“Yes,” Chloe breathes. “Please, fuck me.”

Slowly, carefully, | push inside her. The tight heat envelops me, and | have to grit my
teeth to keep from losing control. Chloe lets out a long, low moan as | fill her
completely.

“Oh god,” shegasps. “It'ssomuch...sofull ...”

| hold still, giving her time to adjust. “Y ou’'re doing so well, baby,” | praise her. “You
feel amazing.”

When she relaxes around me, | start to move, setting a slow, steady rhythm. Chloe's
moans grow louder with each thrust, her hands fisting in the sheets.



“Harder,” she demands. “Please, | can takeit.”

| increase my pace, my hands gripping her hips tightly. The room fills with the sound
of skin slapping against skin and our mingled moans of pleasure.

“You'remine,” | growl, lost in the sensation of claiming her. “All mine.”

“Yes,” Chloe criesout. “Yours, only yours.”

My orgasm builds, atightening in my lower abdomen. | reach around to rub Chloe's
clit, determined to make her come first.

Chlo€'s body shudders under my touch, her moans growing more frantic. | can feel
her tightening around me as she nears her peak.

“That’sit, baby,” | encourage her, my fingers working her clit in tight circles. “Come
for me. Let mefeel you.”

With a cry that's almost a scream, Chloe comes undone. Her body convulses,
clenching around me so tightly it nearly pushes me over the edge. | slow my thrusts,
letting her ride out her orgasm.

As her tremors subside, | resume my pace. The sight of Chloe, flushed and satiated
beneath me, is the most powerful control a woman could hold over me.

“Where do you want me to come?’ | ask, my voice strained with the effort of holding
back.

“In my ass,” Chloe gasps. “I want to feel you. | want you to claim what’s yours and
will only be yours.”



Her words are my undoing. With a few more powerful thrusts, | bury myself deep
inside her and let go, my orgasm washing over me in intense waves. Chloe moans
softly as she feels me pulsing inside her.

For a moment, we stay connected, both of us catching our breath. Then, carefully, |
withdraw and collapse onto the bed beside her. Chloe turns to face me, her eyes
bright and a satisfied smile on her lips.

“That was...” shetrails off, seemingly at aloss for words.

“Yeah,” | agree, pulling her close. “It was.”

We lie there in comfortable silence, our bodies intertwined. | run my fingers through
Chlo€' s hair, marveling at how perfectly she fits against me.

“1 think I’'m falling for you,” Chloe whispers suddenly, her voice barely audible.

My heart swells at her words. I’ve waited so long to hear them, dreamed of this
moment countless times. But the reality is so much sweeter than any fantasy.

“I'm aready fallen,” | admit, tightening my arms around her.
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Sloane: We need to mest.

Me: Oh my god we do! | have so much to tell you. Are you back from your trip yet?
Sloane: Yes. Tonic in an hour? Can you meet me there?

Drinks sounds perfect. | can't wait to tell Sloane about my Christmas Eve and
Christmas with Jack.

Me: See you soon.

| arrive at Tonic afew minutes early, eager to see Sloane and share my news. The bar
Is quiet for a weeknight, with a few patrons scattered at tables. | spot Sloane in our
usual spot at the bar, her copper hair gleaming under the dim lights. As | approach, |
notice her brow is furrowed, and she' s fidgeting with her phone.

“Hey, you!” | dide onto the stool next to her. “How was the trip?’

Sloane looks up, her green eyes clouded with worry. “It was... fine. Listen, | need to
tell you something important.”

My excitement deflates abit. “Is everything okay?’

She takes a deep breath. “I just got back from the office.”



My heart skips a beat. This can’'t be good. Oh god is she about to tell me my contract
isn’t going to get renewed at the beginning of the year? | need this job. | really really
need this job. There is no way | can afford to keep my parent’s home and pay my
bills for even a month without it. | try to keep my voice steady as | ask, “What’'s
going on at work?’

Sloane leansin closer, lowering her voice. “1 fucked up. | fucked up bad.”

My stomach drops.

“Before | left for my trip, | logged onto Dark Secrets from work. | wasn't thinking
about the ramifications of using a company computer and—" She runs her fingers
through her hair. “Y ou told me you had a secret identity on there, and | was curious. |
wanted to find you.”

The blood must have drained from my face. My heart races as | process Sloan€e's
words.

“And,” | ask, my voice raising an octave. “Did you find me?’

She looks away, unable to meet my eyes. “1 did. And frankly, you were beautiful and
sexy and | didn’t think much of it. But,” she takes a deep breath, “Tyler came into my
office today. He was checking in after the holiday and...”

I’m going to be sick. My hands start to shake, and | grip the edge of the bar to steady
myself. “And what, Sloane?’ | manage to choke out.

“He told me that during the holiday time off, our tech department were running an
audit or doing some regular maintenance on our computers. Basically, my search
history came into question. And well, Tyler was coming in to tell me that he covered
for me. That he has friends with HR and he's tight with Jasmine so even if she gets



wind of it, he can soothe the waters. But...”
“But what?’ | whisper, my heart hammering so hard | can barely hear my own voice.
Sloane takes a shaky breath. “But he saw your profile too. And he recognized a piece

of Moth to the Flame jewelry—a necklace you were wearing. And he started to put it
together and now suspectsit’s you in those videos and pics.”

The room starts to spin. | grip the bar even tighter, my knuckles turning white. “Oh
God,” | breathe. “Oh God, no.”

Sloane reaches out to touch my arm, but | flinch away. “I’'m so sorry,” she says, her
voice cracking. “I never meant for thisto happen. | was curious, and | didn’t think—"

“You didn’t think?" | repeat, my voice hollow. “You didn't think about the
consequences? About my privacy? About my job? | signed a contract with a morality

clause, Sloane! There's no way | can walk away from this with my job still intact.
Dark Secretsisakinky sex site! I'm fucked!”

Tears well up in Sloane's eyes. “I know. | know, and I'm so, so sorry. | told Tyler it
wasn't you. | said it was someone else | knew and well... we'll deny deny, but—"

“But what?' | snap, suddenly angry. “This is Tyler we're talking about, and there's
no way he's stupid enough to fall for that. He'll use this as leverage over me.”

“He doesn’t know. He might suspect—"

“Do you really believe that?’

Sloane looks away, unable to meet my gaze. “I don't know if he believed me. He
didn’t seem convinced, but he has no proof it’'s you.”



| close my eyes, trying to steady my breathing. My mind races through all the
possible outcomes, each one worse than the last. My career, my reputation,
everything I’ve worked for—it could all come crashing down because of one stupid
mistake.

| take a deep, shaky breath, trying to calm the panic rising in my chest. “Okay,” | say,
more to myself than to Sloane. “Okay. We need to think this through. What exactly
did Tyler say?’

Sloane fidgets with her glass, her voice low. “He said he was surprised to see your
profile. He made some comments about... about your photos. And he said he never
would have guessed you were into that kind of thing.”

My cheeks burn with humiliation. The idea of Tyle—awkward, leering
Tyler—looking at my private photos and videos makes me want to crawl out of my
skin.

Ugh, is he a subscriber of mine now? The idea makes me want to puke.

“1 told him | gave the necklace to another friend of mine, the person whose profile it
was. | tried. | swear. | never admitted it was you.”

| sigh. “But he knows.” | sigh again to try to steady my breathing. “Did he say
anything about telling anyone else?’ | ask, dreading the answer.

Sloane shakes her head. “He never made a threat, but... you know Tyler. You're right
in your thinking. He likes to have leverage over people.”

| nod, my mind racing. “We need to get ahead of this. Maybe... maybe | should talk
to HR first? Come clean before Tyler has a chance to spread rumors?’



“I don’t know,” Sloane says, biting her lip. “That could backfire. What if they decide
to fire you on the spot?’

| run my hands through my hair, feeling trapped. “You're right. God, this is such a
mess. | can’'t believe thisis happening.”

Sloane reaches out and squeezes my hand. “1I’m so sorry. Thisisall my fault.”

| want to be angry with her, but | can see the genuine remorse in her eyes. Besides, |
need an ally right now. “We'll figure this out,” | say, trying to sound more confident
than | feel.

Sloane nods slowly. “He seemed... amost gleeful when he told me. Like he enjoyed
having this secret. We need to convince him that it’s not worth the risk of raising it to
Jasmine.”

“And if hethreatens me?’ | ask, voicing the fear that’ s been gnawing at me.

Sloane's expression hardens. “We'll stick to the story that it's someone else. Other
than the necklace you were wearing, he can’t prove anything.”

| nod, trying to quell the nauseain my stomach.

“I’m sorry,” sherepeats. “I got sloppy and didn’t think.”

| take a deep breath, steeling myself. “It’s not all your fault. | got sloppy too. | can't
believe | kept on jewelry that didn’t belong to me and... what was | thinking? That’s
not how Moth to the Flame wants me to influence people to buy their jewelry. It's my

fault that you and Tyler were even able to make the connection between my profiles.”

Sloane nods, her eyes still filled with guilt. “Maybe, but I’m the one who accessed the



site from work. | should have known better. I’m so fucking sorry.”

We dit in silence for a moment, both lost in our own thoughts. The weight of the
situation hangs heavy between us.

“Hemay dropit,” she says as she takesasip of her drink. “Trust what | said.”
“Maybe.” But | don't believe it. Something tells me that Tyler knows the gold mine
he's sitting on and is going to use this information to his gain. “Let’s think this
through. What’ s the worst-case scenario?”’

Sloane grimaces. “Tyler tells HR, and we both lose our jobs. The news spreads
through the office grapevine, and suddenly everyone knows about vyour...
extracurricular activities.”

| wince at the thought. “And the best-case scenario?’

“Tyler does nothing, and this all blows over,” Sloane says, but her tone suggests she
doesn’t believe it either. “At least Tyler didn’t get to see you having sex or anything.
It was just alittle showing off.”

Picturing Tyler watching me at all makes me want to puke. “Ugh that doesn’t make
me feel better. And umm... that’s not exactly true,” | admit, remembering my most
recent video with Jack. “I may have done something...” | trail off, unable to finish the
sentence. Sloane' s eyes widen.

“What?" she whispers. “What did you do?’

| take a deep breath. “I... | made a video. With Jack. On Christmas Eve.”

Sloane'sjaw drops. “Y ou made a sex tape? With Jack! The fireman? And posted it on



Dark Secrets?’

| nod, feeling my cheeks burn with embarrassment. “It was stupid, | know. We got
caught up in the moment, and it seemed exciting at the time. | never thought...” |
release a deep breath that comes out as a groan. “I never thought Tyler would be
watching. Fuck my life.”

“Oh God,” Sloane groans, putting her head in her hands. “This is worse than |
thought. If Tyler saw that...”

“1 know,” | say, my voice barely audible. “I’m so screwed.”

We sit in silence for a moment, the gravity of the situation sinking in. Finaly, Sloane
asks, “Wait. What happened to that online watcher dude you were talking to? The one
that you hooked up with at Naughty and Nice?’

“WinterWatcher and Jack are the same person,” | answer. “I know, | know. Crazy.
And that’swhat | came here to tell you about.”

Sloan€e’s eyes widen in disbelief. “Wait, what? Jack is WinterWatcher? How did that
happen?’

| take a deep breath, trying to focus on the positive memory amidst all this chaos.
“It'salong story, but basically Jack figured out that BlackAsChlo was me due to my
sloppy antics and showing my face. And he reached out, and well... yeah, he's the
mystery man and has been all along. | discovered WinterWatcher was Jack as we
were having sex and he pulled off my blindfold. It was shocking, confusing as hell,
but also hot as hell. Part of me knew | should be mad, but my body exploded in
happiness it was him. | always wanted Jack deep down. | wanted him to make a
move. And well... he did. In hisown way.”



Sloane shakes her head, a small smile playing on her lips despite the gravity of our
situation. “That’s... actually kind of romantic. In avery modern, kinky way.”

| can’t suppress a smile alittle too, remembering that moment. “It was. It really was.
And then we spent Christmas together, and it was just... perfect.” My smile fades as |
remember our current predicament. “And now this.”

Sloane nods, her expression turning serious again. “Maybe | can convince him it'sin
his best interest to drop this all together. If he tries to accuse you, he'll have to admit
he was looking at the site too. And making an untrue accusation about you is grounds
for alawsuit. I'll try to scare him.”

“True,” | say, feeling aglimmer of hope. “And he accessed it from work, just like you
did. That could get him in trouble too.”

Sloane nods enthusiastically. “Exactly. We could use that as our own leverage.”

| take a sip of my drink, my mind racing as | notice that the snow is starting to fall. “I
really should get back before it gets too ugly out there.”

“Yeah, | think we should.”

“Okay, you meet with Tyler tomorrow,” | suggest, feeling a mix of hope and
determination to make this right. “Make it clear that if he exposes you, he'll be
exposing himself too.”

She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I got us into this mess, and I’'ll do whatever
it takesto get us out of it.”

| shake my head. “No, | am the one who took the risk by setting up the account. This
Ison me. But | do appreciate your help in this.”



We step out into the snowy night, the cold air biting at my cheeks. As we say our
goodbyes, | can’'t shake the feeling that everything is about to change. For better or
worse, tomorrow will be aturning point.

On the cab ride home, my mind races with possible scenarios. What if Tyler has
already told someone? What if he demands something in exchange for his silence?
Should | tell Jack about this mess? He deserves to know what’ s happening, especially
since he's involved now too... well sort of. He and | were extra careful to keep our
faces darkened in the shadows. No way could anyone make out that my mystery man
was Jack. But still... my life could explode and maybe he should be aware in case
he' s not up to flying shrapnel.
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A s the cab drops me off at the house, and | tip the guy extra for braving the icy
roads, | see Mr. Haven in the front of his house, a bag of salt in his gloved hands as
he sprinkles it over the slick walkway. He looks up at the sound of the cab door
slamming and gives me awave.

“Evening, Chloe,” he callsout, his breath visible in the frigid air. “Looks like we may
get snowed in tonight. The forecast is calling for a couple of inches at least.”

| notice that my walkway is shoveled, and | chastise him. “Mr. Haven, you shouldn’t
have done my walkway. What if you dlipped again?”’

“Oh it wasn't me. I'm just out adding to the salt that was already laid. Your man,
Jack, must have done thisfor us again.”

A warmth spreads through my chest, despite the biting cold. Jack’s thoughtfulness
never fails to surprise me. He must have done this after he got off shift. | make a
mental note to thank him later.

“That was kind of him,” | say to Mr. Haven, trying to keep the smile from my voice. |
don’t want to make it too obvious how smitten | am over this man. It's still early and
| don’t want to go into this too fast and furious, although my heart aready has her
racing shoes on.

“Mr. Haven smiles. “He's a great guy. It was also kind how he fixed your fire
alarms.”



| start to nod, then freeze. “What?”

Mr. Haven's eyes widen, and he shifts from one boot to the other. Is heredlizing he's
said something he shouldn’t have? He fumbles with the salt bag, spilling some on his
boots. “Your fire darms. They were beeping and... | just assumed you wanted them
fixed so | gave him akey and—"

| force alaugh, trying to keep my voice steady. “Right, of course. I'd just beaten them
into silence with abroom. But Jack is... Jack.”

Mr. Haven nods, clearly relieved I’'m not upset. “Exactly. He's a good one to keep
around. Well, you'd better get inside before this storm realy hits. Good night,
Chloe.”

| hurry inside, my mind racing. As | close the door behind me, | lean against it, trying
to calm my nerves. Jack’s attentiveness had aways seemed sweet, but now a seed of
doubt has been planted. He was inside without me knowing... | shake my head, trying
to dismiss the warning bells going off in my head.

Is it a coincidence that he happened to be dog sitting in my neighborhood?
Coincidence that he happens to frequent my favorite coffee shop? Coincidence that
he happened to be on Dark Secrets and discovered my secret account? Coincidence

right? Coincidence...

| hang up my coat and make my way to the kitchen, desperate for a hot cup of teato
warm me up. As| fill the kettle, | notice a note on the counter. Jack’ s handwriting.

Hope you don’t mind, | stocked your fridge for the storm. Stay warm, beautiful. —J

| didn’t leave the house unlocked? Did |1? But clearly Jack has away of getting inside.



| open the refrigerator, and sure enough, it's filled with groceries | didn’'t buy. My
hands shake as | close the refrigerator door. The thoughtful gesture that would have
warmed my heart just hours ago now fills me with a sense of dread. | lean against the
counter, trying to steady my breathing.

I’m just spooked by the news Sloane gave me. This doesn’'t have anything to do with
Jack. Nothing to do with Jack, | mentally chant to myself again. I’'m just on edge
about Tyler.

The kettle whistles, making me jump. | quickly shut it off, suddenly aware of every
sound in the house. The wind howls outside, rattling the windows. Is it the storm, or
do | hear footsteps on the porch?

Maybeit' s Tyler. Maybe it’ s Jack.

Maybe I’m losing my damn mind.

A text notification pops up on my screen. It's from Jack. Hope you' re staying warm.
I’m worried about you in this storm. Mind if | stop by to check on you?

The thought of spending the evening with Jack, having sex as the snow falls, sounds
amazing. Or it would have if | wasn’t such a hot mess of emotions right now. | blame
Sloane and her news.

Trying to shake off my nerves, | text, I'm home safe, having tea. Thank you for the
food and the shoveling. But don’t risk driving over here. I'd hate if something were to
happen to you.

| don’t mind, he texts.

I’m fine. Truly. | have some work to catch up on anyway.



Okay, if you're sure.

| set my phone down, my hands tensing. | try to focus on making my tea, but my
mind keeps racing. The silence of the house feels oppressive now, broken only by the
bellowing wind outside.

Suddenly, | hear a faint scratching sound coming from the front door. My heart leaps
into my throat. | freeze, straining to listen. There it is again—a soft scraping, like
someone trying to pick alock.

Panic floods through me. Isit Tyler? Jack? Or am | imagining things?

| grab my phone, ready to call 911, when | hear a familiar meow. Relief washes over
me as | realize it's just my neighbor’s cat, Miss Patches, probably seeking shelter
from the storm. | laugh shakily at my own paranoia

As | open the door to let the cat in, a gust of icy wind hits me. Snow swirls into the
kitchen, and | shiver, quickly ushering the cat inside and shutting the door.

I’m about to turn back to my tea when something catches my eye. There, in the fresh
snow on the porch, are footprints. Large, masculine footprints, leading to the side of
the house. Leading to the Christmas light-covered hedge that conceals my bedroom
window.

My heart races as | stare at the footprints, my mind reeling. | slam the door shut and
lock it, my hands shaking so badly | can barely manage the deadbolt. The cat meows
plaintively, sensing my distress, but | barely notice as | stumble back into the kitchen.

| grab my phone, ready to call the police, but hesitate. What if I'm overreacting?
What if it's Mr. Haven checking on his salt job, or some other innocent explanation?
| don’t want to look foolish.



But those footprints... they looked fresh. And they led directly to my bedroom
window.

| take a deep breath, trying to calm myself. Maybe | should call Jack after all. He'd
come over in a heartbeat, | know he would. But the seed of doubt planted earlier
grows, spreading tendrils of suspicion through my mind. What if...?

No. | shake my head, angry at myself for even considering it. Jack has been nothing
but kind and supportive. He doesn't deserve my suspicion just because of a few
coincidences and some badly chosen words from others.

Still, 1 can't bring myself to call him. Instead, | grab a kitchen knife and make my
way through the house, checking every lock, every window. The wind howls outside,
tree branches scraping against the siding like skeletal fingers. Every sound makes me
jump, my nerves frayed to the breaking point.

As | approach my bedroom, knife clutched tightly in my sweaty hand, | hear a soft
thud from outside. | freeze, my breath catching in my throat. Slowly, | edge toward
the window, my heart thrashing so hard it hurts.

| peer through the frosted glass, squinting against the snow swirling in the multi-
colored glow of the holiday lights. At first, | see nothing but the hedge, its branches
laden with snow. Then, a shadow moves. A dark figure straightens up from behind
the bushes, and for amoment, | catch aglimpse of afamiliar profile.

My blood runs cold as recognition dawns. It can’t be. It just can’'t be.

But as the figure turns, | know without a doubt who it is. The knife clatters to the
floor as my world tilts on its axis.

“Jack,” | choke out.



As if hearing my voice, he looks directly at my window. Our eyes meet through the
glass, and | gasp and stumble backward. Jack’s eyes widen in surprise, then narrow
with determination. He takes a step toward the window, his hand reaching out asiif to
open it.

My mind races, trying to make sense of what I’ ve just seen. Jack, outside my window
in the middle of a snowstorm. Jack, who | thought was safely at home. Jack, who now
seems like a stranger.

| fumble for my phone, my fingers shaking so badly | can barely unlock it. Who do |
cal? The police? But what would | say? My boyfriend—or whatever he is— is
standing outside my window? It sounds ridiculous, even to my own ears.

A soft tapping on the glass makes me jump. “Chloe?’ Jack’s muffled voice comes
through the window. “Chloe, | can explain. Please, let mein.”

His tone is gentle, pleading, so like the Jack | thought | knew. For a moment, I'm
tempted to open the window, to let him explain. But the warning bells banging in my
head are deafening.

“Go away, Jack,” | call out, hating how my voice quavers. “Go home!”

There's a pause, then a heavy sigh. “Chloe, please. | wanted to make sure you were
safein the storm. | didn’t mean to scare you.”

| back away from the window, my mind whirling. How long has this been going on?
How many times has he been out there, watching me without my knowledge?

Suddenly, my phone buzzes in my hand, making me yelp. It's a text from Jack. I'm
sorry. I'll go. But please, can we talk first? There’s so much | need to tell you.



| stare at the message, torn between fear and a desperate desire to understand. Part of
me wants to believe there' s a reasonable explanation for all of this. But another part,
a part that’s growing stronger by the minute, knows that something is very, very
wrong.

| hear the crunch of snow as Jack moves away from the window. Relief floods
through me, quickly followed by a wave of exhaustion. | sink onto the edge of my

bed, my legs suddenly too weak to support me.

There's a knock on the door. “Chloe. Please. Open up. Just for five minutes and then
I’ll go.”

The rational part of my brain screams at me not to open it, but a small voice inside
whispers that maybe, just maybe, there' s an explanation for all of this.

“Jack,” | call out, my voice trembling, “I need you to leave. Now. Or I'm calling the
police.”

There's a pause, then a soft thud against the door. Is he leaning his forehead against
it? | can almost picture his pained expression.

“Chloe, please,” his voice is low, desperate sounding. “I know how this looks. But
it's not what you think. There's so much you don’t know, so much | need to tell you.”

| stand there, frozen, torn between curiosity and fear. The silence stretches, broken
only by the whistling wind outside.

“Five minutes,” | finally say, hating myself for giving in. “You have five minutes to
explain, and then you leave. | mean it, Jack.”

| approach the door cautiously, my hand hovering over the lock. Taking a deep



breath, | turn it and open the door just a crack, keeping the chain on.

Jack stands there, snow dusting his dark hair and shoulders. Hisface isamix of relief
and anxiety. “Thank you,” he breathes.

“Start talking,” | say, trying to keep my voice steady.

He runs a hand through his hair, dislodging snowflakes. “God, where do | even
begin?’
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“I t'scold. Canyou at least let meinside?’ | ask, but Chloe doesn’t remove the chain.
| can't say | blame her. | sigh, redlizing I'll have to do this through the crack in the
door. “Okay, look. | know this seems bad. Me outside your window, the groceries, al
of it.”

“Tell me the truth. How long? How long have you been doing this?’

| consider lying, but | can't. It's time. It'slong overdue. “Two years. Ever since your
parents’ death.”

She grips the doorframe, and her face goes white. “ Two years? Two years what?’
“I’ve been here. . . watching.”

“For two years!”

“Yes, | ...” | swallow hard. “Yes.”

“What! Standing outside my window? For two years?’

“Yes.

“Why? Why would you do this? None of thisis making any sense.”

| take a deep breath, knowing that what I’m about to say will change everything. “I



was one of the firefighters that attended to you and your family the night of the car
accident. 1 was the one who pulled you from the wreckage,” | begin. “I held your
hand as you dlipped in and out of consciousness, promising you' d be okay. And when
| found out later that your parents didn’t make it... | couldn’t get you out of my mind.
It was Christmas, and | knew you’ d be alone without them. | didn’t want you to have
to be alone and sad and—"

Chlo€e's eyes widen, a mix of shock and disbelief crossing her face. “What? No,
that’s... that’ s not possible. | don’t remember...”

“You were in shock,” | explain gently. “It's common for accident victims to have
memory gaps. But | remember every detail of that night. Y our blue coat, soaked with
rain. The way you kept asking about your parents. The fear in your eyes.”

| see tears welling up in Chlo€'s eyes, and | ache to comfort her, but | know | can’t.
Not yet.

“After that night, I... | felt responsible for you somehow. | wanted to make sure you
were okay. So | started checking up on you. At first, it was just driving by your house
occasionally. Then | found out where you worked, where you liked to get coffee. |
told myself | was just being protective, but...”

“But you became obsessed,” Chloe finishes, her voice barely above a whisper.

| nod, shame washing over me. “Yes. | know it was wrong. | know | should have told
you the truth from the beginning. But | was afraid. Afraid you'd reject me, afraid
you'd think | was crazy. And then when we actually met, when we started talking... |

couldn’t bear the thought of losing you.”

“Stalking?’ she asks. “Isthat what you’ ve been doing?’



| wince at the word, but | can’t deny it. “I... yes. | suppose that’s what it was, eveniif |
didn’t want to see it that way. | told myself | was protecting you, looking out for you.
But | know now that | was violating your privacy and your trust.”

She shakes her head, tears now flowing freely. “Thisisinsane. Y ou’ ve been standing
outside my house for two years ? s that what you’ re telling me? Two fucking years?’

| shake my head, feeling the weight of my actions crushing down on me. “Not... not
every night. But yes, I’ ve been checking on you regularly for two years. Just to make
sure that you were safe. But then...”

“But then what?’ Chloe demands, her voice rising. “Have you been jacking off
outside my window?”’

| recoil at her words. “Chloe, no . It wasn't like that at all. | just... | know it sounds
crazy, but after pulling you from that wreck, after seeing how close you came to
dying... | couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to you.”

Chloe's face is a mix of emotions—anger, fear, confusion. “So what, you appointed
yourself my guardian angel? My personal stalker? Do you have any idea how messed
up thisis?’

| nod, hanging my head. “I do. | know it’s wrong. I’ ve known for along time, but |
couldn't stop myself. Every time | tried to walk away, I’d remember that night,
remember how fragile and scared you looked. And then when we actually met, when
we started talking... | fell in love with you, Chloe. The real you, not just the idea of
you I’d built up in my head.”

“Love?’ Chloe scoffs, but there's a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “Are you insane?
One, we just met! Two, you are a fucking stalker! How can you claim to love me
when everything between us has been based on alie?’



“Not everything,” | insist, desperate for her to understand. “My feelings for you are
real. The connection we have, the way we tak, the way we understand each
other—that’s all real. | just... | should have told you the truth from the beginning. |
know that now.”

Chloe is quiet for along moment, her eyes searching my face. | can see the conflict in
her expression, the battle between her feelings for me and the shock of what she's
learned. Then her eyes widen, and her hand covers her mouth.

“Oh my god. WinterWatcher. Y ou knew about Dark Secrets and my account because
you'’ ve been standing right outside my window the entire time. You knew! It wasn't
by coincidence you found me. Y ou aways knew.”

| close my eyes, feeling the full weight of my deception crashing down on me. “Yes,”
| admit, my voice barely above awhisper. “I never meant to invade your privacy like
that, but once | knew, | couldn’t stop myself from finding you on there.”

Chloe stumbles back from the door, her face a mask of horror and betrayal. “Get
away from my house, get off my property, and don’t you ever come near me again.”

| take a step back, feeling my heart shatter. “ Chloe, please—"
“No!” she shouts, her voice cracking. “You don't get to explain anymore. You've
been lying to me this entire time. You've violated my privacy, my trust, everything.

How could you think this was okay?’

| open my mouth to respond, but no words come out. What can | possibly say to
make this right?

| back away, knowing it's over. Everything I've done, every lie I've told, it's al
crashing down around me. As | turn to leave, | catch one last glimpse of Chloe's



face—tears streaming down her cheeks, her expression amix of fear and fury.

The snow is falling harder now as | stumble down the walkway, the Christmas lights
blurring through my rage. Rage and fury at myself. | tried to protect her, to love her,
and I've only ended up hurting her more. The irony of it al hits me as | trudge
through the deepening snow, my heart as heavy as my footsteps.

| make it to my truck, parked around the corner, and slump into the driver’s seat. The
engine sputters to life, the heater slowly warming my frozen fingers. | sit there,
staring at the falling snow, replaying Chloe' s wordsin my head.

“Get away from my house, get off my property, and don’'t you ever come near me
again.”

The finality in her voice, the disgust in her eyes—it's all burned into my memory
now. I’velost her. I’ ve lost everything.

As | drive away, the snow pelting my windshield, | can’'t shake the image of Chloe's
face—the hurt, the betrayal, the fear. What have | done? For two years, I’ve been
living a lie. But now, faced with the consequences, | see the truth. I'm not her
guardian angel.

I’m her nightmare.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. For a moment, my heart leaps—could it be Chloe?
But when | check, it's a weather aert. Severe snowstorm warning. Stay indoors if
possible.

| laugh bitterly. Stay indoors. If only | had done that in the first place, none of this
would have happened. | wouldn’'t have seen Chloe through her window, wouldn’t
have been caught, wouldn’t have had to reveal my twisted obsession.



Maybe | should turn around and be near her house.

Maybe | should park close enough where | can still see her front door.

Maybe | should—

What the fuck iswrong with me? Thisis how | got here.

| grip the steering wheel tighter, forcing myself to keep driving away from Chloe's
house. Those thoughts, those impulses—they’re what got me into this mess in the
first place. | can't keep justifying my actions, can't keep pretending that what I'm
doing is okay.

The snow is coming down harder now, reducing visibility to aimost nothing. | should
pull over, wait out the storm, but | can’t bring myself to stop. | need to put as much
distance between myself and Chloe as possible. For her sake, and for mine.

As | drive, memories of the past two years flash through my mind. The first time |
saw Chloe after the accident, walking down the street, her face a mask of grief. The
nights | spent parked outside her house, telling myself | was keeping her safe. The
way my heart raced when we finally met by chance.

It was all alie. Every moment, every interaction, tainted by my deception.

| slam my fists against the steering wheel, letting out a primal scream of frustration
and self-loathing. How could | have let things go this far? How could | have
convinced myself that what | was doing was right?

| somehow, luckily, make it back to my place, stumbling into my dark apartment, not
bothering to turn on the lights. The silence is deafening after the howling wind
outside. | shed my snow-covered coat and boots, |eaving them in a soggy heap by the



door.

| collapse onto my couch, burying my face in my hands, but then pull away and look
toward my laptop. | could log on to the nanny cam and check on her. Make sure |
didn’t completely freak her out. Just for a second...

| shake my head violently, horrified at the thought that just crossed my mind. The
realization of how far I’ve gone, how deeply my obsession has warped my sense of
right and wrong, hits me like a physical blow.

Grabbing my laptop, | do the first right thing I’ve done in years. Taking a deep
breath, | delete the app that is connected to the nanny cam.

| stare at the blank screen, feeling a mix of relief and emptiness. The app is gone,
severing my last connection to Chlo€e’s private life. It's the right thing to do, | know
that, but it doesn’t make the ache in my chest any less painful.

| then log on to Dark Secrets, determined to continue my purge. | can't be a
subscriber any longer to her account. No doubt, she'll kick me off herself, but the
least | can do is save her the time and energy. But as | try to find her name, | notice
that she’s no longer active. Thereis no BlackAsChlo to be found.

| stare at the screen, a mix of emotions washing over me. Of course she's gone from
Dark Secrets. I've ruined that for her too. Another safe space I’'ve violated and
destroyed. The full weight of what I’ ve done crashes down on me. I’ ve not only lost
Chloe, but I’ ve taken away her outlets, her privacy, her sense of security. All because
| couldn’t control my obsession.

| close the laptop, unable to look at it anymore. The silence in my apartment is
oppressive now, broken only by the raging wind outside. It reminds me of Chloe,
alonein her house, probably terrified because of me.



| grab my phone, my finger hovering over Chloe's number. | should cal her,
apologize again, make sure she’'s okay. But | know that would only make things
worse. I’ ve done enough damage.

My phone buzzes and | seeit’s atext from my captain at the fire station. All hands on
deck. This storm’s causing havoc. Report ASAP.

For a moment, | consider ignoring it. I'm in no state to help anyone right now. But
then | think of Chloe, of how | failed her, of how I’ve betrayed everything | once
stood for as a firefighter. Maybe this is my chance to start making things right. At
least | can try to do something.
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Chloe
Jack. Stalker. Jack. Jack!
How is this possible?

| slam the door shut, my hands shaking as | fumble with the locks. The sound of
Jack’ s footsteps tromping through the snow fades away, but | can’'t shake the feeling
of being watched. | lean against the door, sliding down to the floor as sobs wrack my
body.

How could | have been so blind? The signs were there all along, but I’d chosen to
ignore them, to see only what | wanted to see. Now, the truth is laid bare, and its
uglier than | could have imagined.

Did | think | had a stalker? Maybe... if I’'m being honest with myself. Y eah, maybe.
But | thought it was Tyler. Not Jack! Never Jack. Even when he ended up being
WinterWatcher, which was an unrealistic coincidence now that | think back... but
even then, | didn’t connect the dots.

| wrap my arms around myself, trying to stop shaking. The house feels different now,
tainted by the knowledge that Jack has been watching me for years. Every window,
every corner suddenly seems sinister.

He was watching. Has always been watching.

Oh Jesus... why in the fuck did my pussy contract at the thought? I’m sick. Yes, that’s



the only explanation. | shake my head, disgusted with myself. How can | feel
anything but revulsion after what Jack’ s done?

This isn't sexy, Chloe! This isn't the sexy, consensual kind of watching my
subscribers do.

My subscribers! Fuck. | run to my laptop and open it up to Dark Secrets. Between
Tyler discovering my secret account and my job being on the line, and now Jack—I
can't delete my account fast enough. | frantically log into Dark Secrets, my fingers
feeling as if they are pieces of lead as | navigate to my account settings. My safe
space, my outlet for the thoughts and feelings | couldn’t share anywhere else. Except
it wasn't safe at all. Jack had been there too, watching, reading my most intimate
confessions. The familiar interface that once brought me such excitement now fills
me with dread.

My mind races back through our interactions, analyzing every word, every touch.
Was any of it real? Or wasit al part of his obsession, hisinvented idea of me?

| pace the house, checking and rechecking the locks. The cat | let in earlier watches
me with wary eyes, sensing my distress. | wish | could be as oblivious as it is, curled
up on the couch without a care in the world.

As the night wears on, exhaustion begins to set in, but | can’t bring myself to sleep.
Every time | close my eyes, | see Jack’ s face, hear his voice explaining how he's been
watching me since the night of the accident.

The accident. My parents. A fresh wave of grief stabs at my heart as | remember that
night. How could | have forgotten the firefighter who pulled me from the wreckage?
Was the trauma so severe that it blocked out that memory, or was Jack lying about
that too?



| curl up on the couch, pulling a blanket tightly around me. The Christmas lights
outside cast eerie shadows on the walls, and | consider unplugging them. But the
thought of going outside, even for amoment, terrifies me.

My phone buzzes, and | flinch. Reluctantly, | retrieve it from where | threw it. |
prepare myself for along apology text from Jack but instead it’s atext from Tyler.

Fuck.

| stare at Tyler's name on my phone screen, my stomach churning. With everything
that’s happened with Jack, 1I'd almost forgotten about the other crisis looming over
me. | take a deep breath and open the message.

Chloe, we need to talk. Meet me at the office in an hour. Thisis not arequest.

| might pass out. My ears ring in warning. Tyler knows. He really knows. And now
he wants to meet. Isthisit? Am | about to lose my job on top of everything else?

| type out a response with fumbling fingers. It's late and snowing realy hard here.
Any way this can wait until tomorrow?

| wait anxiously for Tyler’s reply, hoping against hope that he'll agree to postpone
this dreaded meeting. But my phone buzzes almost immediately with his response:

Thiscan't wait. I'll send a car for you. Be ready in thirty minutes.

My heart sinks. There's no escaping this confrontation. | glance out the window at the
swirling snow, then back at my phone. The thought of leaving the safety of my house
terrifies me, but the prospect of losing my job is equally frightening. | try to call
Sloane but don’t get an answer, so text her as well. Nothing. She wasn’'t planning on
dealing with this until tomorrow. But clearly Tyler doesn’t want to wait until then.



And who knows what he'll do if | don’t show?

With shaking hands, | start to get ready. | change into more professional attire, trying
to project an air of confidence | certainly don’t feel. As| apply a touch of makeup, |
catch sight of my reflection in the mirror. The woman staring back at me looks
haunted, her eyes wide with what appears to be fear and uncertainty.

The sound of a car horn outside makes me jump. | peer through the curtains to see a
sleek black town car idling in my driveway, its headlights cutting through the falling
snow.

Taking a deep breath, | grab my coat and purse. | hesitate at the door, my hand on the
knob. Part of me wants to barricade myself inside, to hide from the world and all its
complications. But | know | can’t. | have to face this. Stick with the plan that | made
with Sloane. It's my only shot.

As | step outside, the icy wind whips at my face. | hurry to the car, my feet crunching
through the fresh snow. The driver, a stoic-faced man in a dark suit, opens the door
for me without aword.

Once inside the warm interior of the car, | lean back against the leather seat, trying to
calm my racing heart. The city lights blur past the window as we make our way
through the storm-swept streets. With each passing minute, we draw closer to the
office—and to whatever consequences await me there.

| close my eyes, trying to prepare myself for what's to come. But al | can see is
Jack’s face, his eyes full of desperation as he tried to explain his actions. | shake my
head, pushing the image away. | can’'t think about Jack now. | need to focus on
saving my career.

As the car pulls up to the office building, | see a lone figure standing in the lobby,



silhouetted against the bright interior lights. Tyler. Waiting for me.

The driver opens my door, and | step out into the swirling snow. Each step toward the
building feels like I'm walking to my own execution. But | straighten my spine, lift
my chin, and push forward. Whatever happensin there, I'll face it head-on.

The glass doors dlide open, and | step inside. Tyler's eyes lock onto mine, his
expression unreadable.

“Chloe,” he says, hisvoice cold and professional. “Let’stalk in my office.”

| follow Tyler to the elevator, my nerves silently screaming for me to stop. The ride
up to his office feels interminable, the silence between us thick with tension. When
we finally reach his floor, he leads me down the darkened hallway, our footsteps
echoing in the empty building.

Tyler unlocks his office door and gestures for me to enter. As | step inside, | notice
he's left the overhead lights off, with only his desk lamp illuminating the room. The
city lights twinkle beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the snowstorm creating a
surreal, muffled atmosphere.

“Sit,” Tyler commands, pointing to the chair in front of his desk.

| lower myself into the seat, trying to keep my composure. Tyler remains standing,
looming over me, his face half in shadow.

“S0,” he begins, his voice low and controlled. “Dark Secrets. Quite an interesting
hobby you have there, Chloe.”

| swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry. “Sloane told me about your wild accusation
about me. And | want you to know that if you drop this now | won’t go to Jasmine



and—

He holds up a hand, silencing me. “Stop. |I've seen it all. Every post, every video,
every... interaction.” He spits out the last word like it’ s poison.

“Toassumeit’'smeis—"

“It's you. I’'m not an idiot. So stop with your innocent act.” He smirks. “But if you
want to go to Jasmine, fine by me. I’'m sure she’ll love seeing those videos of you.”

“You don’'t have proof, and your accusations are—"

He rolls his eyes. “How long are we going to play this game? Bored yet? It's you.
Anyone—including Jasmine—will see that. Not to mention you were wearing a
necklace that was signed out by you and only you while you were rubbing your
fingers al over your bare breasts. Sloane should have thought about deleting your
name from the portal when she made up that pathetic lie.”

My cheeks burn with shame and embarrassment. | want to defend myself, to explain
that it's merely fantasy, just role play. Frankly, | also want to tell him it’s none of his
business and what | do on my own timeis up to me. But the words stick in my throat.

Tyler moves around his desk, his fingers trailing along the polished wood. “You
know, when | first discovered your account, | was shocked. Angry, even. | thought
about terminating your contract on the spot.”

My heart sinks. Thisisit. I’'m about to lose everything.

“But then,” he continues, his voice taking on a strange tone, “l kept watching.
Reading. And | realized something.”



He turns to face me fully, and I'm struck by the intensity in his eyes. It's not anger |
see there. It’s... something else. Something that makes my skin prickle with a mix of
fear and an emotion | don’t want to name.

“You're incredibly talented, Chloe, or should | call you BlackAsChlo now?" Tyler
says. “The way you captivate your audience. It's even more interesting than when
you do your jewelry influencing as just boring ol’ Chloe.”

| shift uncomfortably in my seat, unsure where thisis going.

Tyler leans against his desk, crossing his arms over his chest. “I have a proposition
for you. One that could take your career—both of them to new heights.”

My mind reels. I's he suggesting what | think he’'s suggesting? “I don’t understand,” |
say cautioudly.

A slow smile spreads across Tyler’ s face, and in that moment, | realize I’'m in deeper
trouble than | ever imagined.

“Oh, | think you do,” he saysin avoice more sinister than | thought could come from
this man. “I may not have been a subscriber at first. But | am now. A subscriber with
expectations.”

My blood runs cold at Tyler’s words. The implications of what he's saying sinks in,
and | feel awave of nausea strike.

“Tyler,” | start, my voice shaking, “I don’t think—"
“Don’t think, Chloe,” he interrupts, his eyes glinting in the dim light. “Just listen. I'm

offering you a chance to keep your job and expand your extracurricular activities. All
you haveto do isfollow my lead. Besides, | saw the video of you fucking one of your



subscribers. I’'m only asking for the same treatment.”

| stand up abruptly, my chair scraping loudly against the floor. “No. Absolutely not.
What | do in my private life is none of your business, and | won’t be blackmailed.”

Tyler's smile fades, replaced by a cold, hard look. “Are you sure about that? Because
I’m certain Jasmine would be very interested to know what one of our top influencers
does in her spare time. Not to mention your followers. How do you think they’ d react
if they knew their favorite jewelry expert is afucking whore?’

| can’t catch afull breath.

“There saprice for my silence and an even bigger one for cleaning up the mess so no
one else at Moth to the Flame finds out,” he says, his voice dripping with malice.

My mind races, searching for a way out of this nightmare. First Jack, now Tyler—it
seems like my whole world is crumbling around me.

“What exactly are you proposing?’ | ask, trying to buy time.

Tyler's eyes gleam with a predatory light as he steps toward to me. “It's ssimple,
really. You continue your work for Moth to the Flame during the day. But at night,
you' |l perform for me. Private shows, tailored to my... specific interests.”

Bilerisesin my throat.

“ Starting with right now,” he adds as he moves closer.

“No,” | say firmly, gathering every ounce of courage | have. “I won't do it. Fire me if
you want, tell anyone who'll believe you, but | won't be doing that.”



Tyler's eyes narrow dangerously. He laughs. “You think that’s really an option?’ He
closes the distance between us.

| back away from Tyler. “Don’t come near me,” | warn, but my voice cracks.
Tyler smirks, continuing to advance. “Come now, Chloe. We both know you enjoy
this kind of thing. I’ve seen your videos, remember? The thrill of being watched,

being controlled...”

“Fuck you. That’'s consensual role play, not actual blackmail and assault!” | glance
over my shoulder at the hallways, searching the corners for cameras.

“Of course | turned them off,” Tyler says with a chuckle, reading my desperate mind.
My back hitsthewall. I'm trapped. Tyler looms over me, his breath hot on my face.
“Last chance, Chloe. Play along, or lose everything. It’ll be fun.”

In that moment, something inside me snaps. All the fear and anger from the night’s
events comes rushing to the surface. Without thinking, | bring my knee up hard
between Tyler’'slegs.

He doubles over with a pained grunt. | shove him aside and make a dash for the door.

“You bitch!” Tyler wheezes behind me.

| don't look back as | run down the halway to the elevator. My hands shake as |
frantically push the button. Come on, come on!

| scream as Tyler’'s weight crashes down on me, pinning me to the cold floor. His
hands grope roughly at my clothes as | thrash and kick, desperately trying to break



free.

“Stop fighting,” he snarls, his face contorted with rage. “You know this is what you
want. All your dark fantasies cometo life.”

Panic surges through me as his fingers work at my zipper. This can’t be happening. In
desperation, | slam my head back, feeling a satisfying crunch as my skull connects
with his nose.

Tyler reels back with a howl! of pain, blood streaming down his face. | scramble to
my feet and run for the stairwell, but he takes hold of my ankle, pulling me back

toward him.

The elevator dings and the doors slide open. I'm not sure if insanity has truly taken
hold or not, because for amoment | wonder if I’m seeing things.

Jack.

Jack bursts out of the elevator, taking in the scene in an instant. His eyes lock onto
mine, filled with amix of concern and rage.

“Get away from her!” he roars, launching himself at Tyler.
The two men collide in a tangle of limbs. | scramble away, my heart thumping as |
watch them grapple on the floor. Jack lands a solid punch to Tyler’s already bloodied

face, sending him reeling back.

Tyler scrambles to his feet and backs off, hands up in defeat. “I’m sorry! I'm sorry!”
He' s reverted to the whiney coward | always knew him to be.

Jack stands over Tyler, fists clenched, chest heaving. “You're sorry? You try to



assault her and you think ‘sorry’ cutsit?’

Tyler cowers, blood still streaming from his nose. “It was a misunderstanding. |
didn’t mean—"

“Shut the fuck up,” Jack snarls. He turns to me, his eyes softening. “Chloe, are you
okay?’

| nod shakily, pulling myself to my feet. “I'm... I'm okay,” | manage to say, though
my voice trembles.

Jack takes a step toward me, fear etched on his face. “Are you sure? Did he hurt
you?’

| shake my head, wrapping my arms around myself. “No, I... I'm fine. Just shaken
up.” | glance at Tyler, who's still cowering.

“Listen,” Tyler begins. “Why don’t we pretend tonight didn’t happen. Everything
didn’t happen. I’'ll keep your secret and you both |eave and we can al go home.”

Jack’s eyes narrow dangerously as he turns back to Tyler. “You think you can just
walk away from this? After what you tried to do?’

Tyler holds up his hands placatingly. “Look, | made a mistake. | let things get out of
hand. But no real harm done, right? Let’ s forget this ever happened.”

“Forget?’ | ask. “You tried to rape me. You threatened my job, my reputation. And
you want usto just forget?’

“What are you talking about?’ Jack asks. “What did he threaten you about?”’



| hesitate, unsure how much to reveal. But after everything that’s happened, | realize
there’ s no point in hiding anymore.

“He... he found out about my account. On Dark Secrets,” | admit, my voice barely
above awhisper. “He was trying to blackmail me into... performing for him.”

Jack’s face darkens with fury. He turns back to Tyler, his fists clenching at his sides.
“Y ou piece of shit,” he growls.

Tyler scrambles backward, his eyes wide. “Now, let’s not do anything rash,” he
pleads. “I said | was sorry. We can work this out.”

“Work this out?’ Jack scoffs. “The only thing we're working out is how long you'll
bein prison.”

“Prison?’ Tyler scoffs. “Y ou have no proof—"

“1 don’t need proof to beat your ass,” Jack snarls.

| step forward, placing ahand on Jack’s arm. “Jack, wait,” | say softly.

He looks at me, surprise and confusion in his eyes. “Chloe, we can't let him get away
with this.”

| take a deep breath, steeling myself. “I know. But if we go to the police, everything
will come out. About Dark Secrets, about... everything.”

Jack’ s expression softens. “Chloe, none of that matters. What he did—"

“I know,” | interrupt. “But | can’t lose my job. I'd lose the house that once belonged
to my parents. It means too much to me. | can’'t.”



Jack’s eyes search my face, understanding dawning in them. He nods slowly. “Okay.
So what do you want to do?’

| turn to Tyler, who's still cowering on the floor. “Here’'s what’s going to happen,” |
say, my voice steadier than | feel. “You're going to forget everything you saw on
Dark Secrets. You're going to make sure no one else at Moth to the Flame ever finds
out about it. And you're going to leave me alone. Completely.”

Tyler nods frantically. “Yes, yes, of course. Whatever you say.”

“And,” | continue, “if | even suspect you're trying anything like this with anyone
else, I'll go straight to the police. Do you understand?’

“1 understand,” Tyler whimpers. “It won’'t happen again. | swear.”

| look at Jack, who's watching me with a mix of admiration and concern. “Let’s go,”
| say softly.

Jack hesitates, clearly torn between his desire for justice and his concern for me.
Finally, he nods. “Okay. But he doesn't just get to walk away from this. | understand
what you want, but no way can we trust this fucker.”

| turn to Tyler, who's watching us with a mix of fear and hope. “Jack... | want this
awful night to end.”

“Here’'s what's going to happen,” he says, his voice steadier than | feel. “You're
going to resign. Effective immediately. You'll cite personal reasons, health concerns,
whatever. But you' re done at Moth to the Flame.”

Tyler opens his mouth to protest, but Jack takes a menacing step forward, and he
quickly shutsit again.



“And if | ever hear that you' ve so much as looked at another woman the wrong way,”
he continues, “everything comes out. The blackmail, the assault, al of it. Do you
understand? | have close friends on the force, and I'll have you locked up so fast.”

Tyler nods frantically. “Yes, yes, | understand. I'll resign first thing in the morning, |

He scrambles to his feet, wincing as he touches his bloodied nose. He gives us one
last fearful ook before hurrying down the hallway, disappearing into the stairwell.

As soon as he's gone, my legs give out from under me. Jack catches me before | hit
the floor, his strong arms wrapping around me.

“I’ve got you,” he reassures, holding me close. “Y ou’ re safe now.”
| lean into him, letting out a shaky breath. For a moment, | forget everything that's
happened between us, all the lies and betrayal. In this moment, he's just Jack—the

man who came to my rescue when | needed him most.

But as the adrenaline fades, reality comes crashing back. | pull away from him,
wrapping my arms around myself. “ Stay away. | told you to stop stalking me!”
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Jack
“1 know thisis hard to believe, but | wasn't stalking,” | counter.

Chloe's eyes narrow, a mix of anger and confusion on her face. “So you just
happened to be in the neighborhood of Moth to the Flame? Come on, Jack. Stop
treating me like anidiot.”

“1 know how it looks, but | wasn’t following you. When you left your house in the
middle of a snow storm, Mr. Haven called me worried about you. He didn’t think you
should be out in the weather. | was aready in it, working at the station due to high
calls. And well...” | take a deep breath, knowing | need to explain everything. “I had
no idea where you'd go this late and in a storm. So | was just going to start checking
off your usual places. Coming here was just one of the spots.”

Chloe' s expression softens dlightly, but | can still see the doubt in her eyes. “And you
just happened to arrive at the exact moment | needed help?’

“Thank god | did.”

“l don't know what to believe anymore,” she admits, her voice barely above a
whisper. “Everything | thought | knew has been turned upside down.”

“1 know. And I'll regret that for the rest of my life. But Chloe, you have to believe me
when | say that my feelings for you are real. Everything between us—our
conversations, our connection—that was all genuine.”



“How can | trust that? How can | trust anything you say?’

“Because I’ m telling you the whole truth now,” | insist, taking a step toward her. “No
more secrets, no more lies. Ask me anything, and I’ll answer honestly.”

“Why didn’'t you just talk to me? After the accident, why didn't you reach out
normally instead of ... watching from afar?’

“l tried, at first. | visited you in the hospital, but you were still in and out of
consciousness. By the time you were lucid, I... | didn’t know how to explain why |
felt so connected to you. | was afraid you'd think | was crazy, or worse, that you'd
reject me.”

“So instead of talking to me like a normal person, you decided that watching me from
afar for two years was the better option?’ she asks, unable to keep the bitterness from
her voice.

| wince at her words. “I know it sounds crazy. It was crazy. | just... | couldn’t get you
out of my head. | know what it feels like to be alone. Really alone. Knowing you
were going to have to feel that way, the same way | had, well... | couldn’t let that
happen. The memory of that night, of pulling you from the wreckage... it haunted me.
| told myself | was checking up on you, making sure you were okay. But it spiraled
into something | couldn’t control.”

“Jack,” she starts, her voice breaking dlightly, “I appreciate that you’ re being honest
now. And I'm grateful you showed up when you did tonight. But you have to
understand how messed up thisall is.”

| nod, making eye contact with her that she doesn’'t break. “I wish | could go back
and do things differently. From this moment on, | swear to you, I'll respect your
boundaries completely.”



Chloe studies my face, searching for any sign of deception. “And if | tell you to leave
me alone? To never contact me again?’

The thought of never seeing her again feels like a physical blow, but | force myself to
nod. “Then that’swhat I’ [l do.”

She's quiet for along moment, her eyes never leaving mine. Finally, she speaks, her
voice soft but firm. “I need time, Jack. Time to process everything that’s happened
tonight. With you, with Tyler, al of it. | can’'t make any decisions right now.”

“Of course,” | say quickly. “Take all the time you need. I'll be here if and when you
want to talk. And if you don’t... I’ll understand.”

Chloe nods, then glances around the empty office. “I should go. It'slate, and |—"

“Let me drive you home,” | offer. “It’s still storming out there, and after everything
that’ s happened...”

She hesitates, clearly torn between her desire for solitude and the practicality of a safe
ride home. Finally, she nods. “Okay. But just aride home. Nothing else.”

“Absolutely,” | agree. “Just aride home.”

Aswe make our way to my car, the silence between usis heavy with unspoken words
and emotions. The snow is still falling heavily, blanketing the city in white. | open the
passenger door for Chloe, then circle around to the driver’s side.

The drive to her house is quiet, the only sound the soft swish of windshield wipers
clearing away the snow. | can feel Chloe's eyes on me occasionally, but | keep my
gaze fixed on the road, giving her the space she needs.



When we pull up to her house, | put the truck in park but leave the engine running.
Chloe turns to me, her expression unreadable in the dim light.

“Thank you,” she says softly. “For theride. And... for earlier.”

| nod, gripping the steering wheel tightly to keep from reaching out to her. “You're
welcome. I’'m glad you' re safe.”

She hesitates, her hand on the door handle. “Jack, I...”

“It'sokay,” | interrupt gently. “You don’t have to say anything. Take all the time you
need.”

Chloe nods, then opens the door. The cold air rushes in, carrying with it swirling
snowflakes. She pauses halfway out of the truck, turning back to me.

“Goodnight, Jack,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Goodnight, Chloe,” | reply, watching as she makes her way up the snow-covered
walkway to her front door.

I’m watching her still. Watching her walk away from me.
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Chloe

“l can't believe he actually resigned,” Sloane says from across her desk.
“He didn’'t have much of achoice,” | say. “He was afucking creep.”
Sloane leans back in her chair, awry smile playing on her lips.

“What? Why are you smiling like that?’

She shrugs. “Nothing.”

| narrow my eyes at her. “Sloane, what?’

“1 know you' re pissed at Jack, but—"

“We aren’t discussing Jack,” | interrupt.

Sloane raises an eyebrow. “Aren’'t we, though? | mean, he saved the day. He saved

you.
My jaw clenches. “He didn’t save me. | didn’t need saving.”

Sloane sighs, her smile fading. “Come on, Chloe. From what you just told me, you
know that’s not true. If Jack hadn’t arrived when he did—"

“l had it under control,” | snap, more harshly than | intended. | take a deep breath,



trying to calm the sudden surge of anger. “Look, | appreciate what Jack did, okay?
But that doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t erase all the other crap he's pulled. You
don’t find it sick as hell that the man has stalked me for years?’

“I think it’s kind of romantic. Sexy even,” she admits. “Sorry, but | don’t think I'd be
throwing away the man because he' s obsessed with you.”

| scoff, shaking my head. “Y ou’re unbelievable. Since when are you Team Stalker?’

“I haven’'t met the man, but he sounds like a catch.”

“A catch! He's been standing outside my window without my knowledge. How in the
hell isthat considered a catch?’

Sloane holds up her hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay. | get it. You're not ready
to see it from another perspective yet.”

| glare at her, my frustration building. “ There is no other perspective. It's creepy, end
of story.”

She leans forward, her expression turning serious. “Look, Chloe, I'm not trying to
invalidate your feelings. | know you’'ve been through a lot. But maybe... maybe
there’s more to Jack than you’' re willing to see right now.”

“Oh, please,” | scoff. “Like what?’

“Like the fact that this man has only had your best interest in the forefront of his
mind.”

“He let us meet, connect, and made me believe it was all... He' s been lying this entire
time.”



“People do crazy things when they’rein love, Chloe.”

A flush creeps up my neck. “He's not in love with me. He's obsessed. There's a
difference.”

“I want the insane asylum kind of love.”

| stare at Sloane incredulously. “The insane asylum kind of love? Are you serious
right now?’

She shrugs, a mischievous curve to her smile. “What can | say? I’'m a romantic at
heart.”

“You're certifiable is what you are,” | mutter, shaking my head. “L ook, can we drop
this? | don’'t want to talk about Jack anymore.”

Sloane holds my gaze for a moment, then nods. “All right, consider it dropped. For
now.” She shuffles some rings on her desk, clearly changing the subject. “So since
you insisted on working on our day off today instead of going out for pancakes and
mimosas like | suggested—"

“1 need the distraction.”

Sherolls her eyes but smiles. “Then let’ stalk about these new ring designs...”

| try to focus on work, but my mind keeps drifting back to Jack. Despite my anger, |
can't shake the memory of his face when he stepped in to save me. The fierce
determination in his eyes, the way he put himself between me and danger without

hesitation.

No, | tell myself firmly. Don’t go down that road. He' s a stalker, plain and simple.



But as | leave Moth to the Flame to return home, | find myself wondering: What if
Sloaneisright? What if there is more to Jack than I’m willing to see?

What is he doing right now?

|s he working?

Is he having coffee at our favorite spot?

Ishe—

Stop! Stop obsessing over the man. I’m no better than heis.

| shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts as | walk down the bustling city street.
The morning air is cool against my skin, a welcome relief from the stuffy office. |
pull my jacket tighter around me, more for comfort than warmth.

| turn the corner and see his fire station. Could | have avoided it? Yes. The truth of
the matter is | didn't need to come near it and yet, here | am. | pause for a moment,
my feet rooted to the spot. The red brick building looms before me, its large bay
doors closed. A faint light glows from one of the upper windows, and | wonder if
Jack is up there, perhaps filling out paperwork or chatting with his fellow firefighters.

Before | can stop myself, I'm walking toward the station. My heart races as |
approach, half hoping and half dreading that | might catch a glimpse of him. | tell
myself I’'m just curious, that I'm just double-checking that he isn't outside my
window again, but at work, a safe distance from me.

As | near the station, | hear the sound of laughter drifting from an open door. My
steps falter, and | find myself ducking into the shadows of a nearby alley. What am |
doing here? Thisisridiculous. I'm acting like... like Jack.



I’m about to turn and leave when | hear a familiar voice. Jack’s voice. My breath
catchesin my throat as | peer around the corner.

He's standing outside the station, chatting with a couple of his coworkers. The sight
of him sends a jolt through my system—a mixture of anger, fear, and something else
| don’t want to name.

“You heading out, Jack?’ one of the other firefighters asks.

Jack nods, running a hand through his hair. “Yeah, |I've got some stuff to take care

of.

My heart rate picks up. I's he going to my house? The thought both thrills and terrifies
me.

“All right, man. Take care,” his coworker says, clapping him on the shoulder.

As Jack turns to leave, his eyes sweep across the street. For a heart-stopping moment,
| think he’s seen me. But his gaze passes over my hiding spot without pausing.

| watch as he walks away, his broad shoulders beckoning me like a god damn beacon.
Without thinking, | step out of the alley and begin to follow him.

What am | doing? Thisisinsane. I’m stalking my stalker.

But | can’t seem to stop myself. | keep a safe distance, ducking behind cars and into
doorways whenever he looks back.

| follow Jack for several blocks, my feet feeling as if they are trudging through thick
mud. He seems oblivious to my presence, walking with purpose toward an unknown
destination. Part of me hopes he's heading to his own apartment, while another part



dreads the possibility that he might be going to my place. Or do I? My traitorous
heart quickens at the thought of him watching me, his obsession, his need to be
outside my window all those nights. | should be sickened by the idea, and yet I’ m not.
I’m actually... excited.

| try to push the feeling away but it strangles me like a vine, wrapping around my
chest and squeezing tighter with each breath.

What's wrong with me? He's a stalker, a predator. | should be calling the police, not
fantasizing about him in my bedroom.

But | can't help imagining his eyes on me as | undress, his ragged breathing fogging
up the glass. Would he press his palm against the window, aching to touch me? Or
would he remain perfectly still, drinking in every detail ?

| shake my head, trying to clear these twisted thoughts. This isn’t me. I’'m not the
type of person who gets turned on by danger. Am |?

Fuck me. .. maybel am.

As we turn onto a quieter street, | nearly lose sight of him. | quicken my pace,
rounding the corner in time to see him enter a small coffee shop. Relief washes over
me, followed quickly by a pang of disappointment. I’m not sure what | expected, but
thisfeels oddly anticlimactic.

And this coffee shop isn't our coffee shop. It'sin imposter coffee shop.
| hesitate outside the shop, peering through the window. Jack is at the counter,

ordering something. Before | can talk myself out of it, | push open the door and step
inside.



The bell above the door chimes, and Jack turns. Our eyes meet, and for a moment,
time seems to stand still. His expression shifts from surprise to confusion to
something | can’t quite read.

“Chloe?’ he says, his voice a mixture of hope and uncertainty.

| open my mouth, but no words come out. What am | doing here? What could |
possibly say?

“I...lwasjust...” | stammer, feeling my face grow hot.

Jack takes a step toward me, his brow furrowed with concern. “ Are you okay?’

The genuine worry in his voice catches me off guard.

“I'mfine,” | manageto say. “l wasjust... passing by.”

It'saweak excuse, and we both know it. Jack’ s lips quirk into a small, sad smile.

“Passing by, hun?’ he says softly.

The words hang in the air between us, heavy with implication. | should be angry,
should turn and walk out right now. But something keeps me rooted to the spot.

“Jack, 1...” | start, then trail off, unsure of what | want to say.
“I'm trying a new place,” he says, looking around the imposter coffee. “I gave you
custody of Pete's.” He smirks, and | appreciate he's trying to cut the tension between

us.

| feel a mix of emotions at his words—gratitude for his consideration, frustration at



his charm, and a strange sense of loss at the idea of him no longer frequenting our
usual spot.

“Well, since you are here... can | buy you a coffee? No strings attached, | promise.
Just two people who used to know each other, having adrink.”

| hesitate, every instinct telling me to run. But something keeps me rooted to the spot.
Maybe it’s curiosity, maybe it’ s the sincerity in his eyes, or maybe it’s something else
entirely.

“Okay,” | hear myself say. “One coffee. But this doesn’t change anything.”

He turns to the barista and orders me a latte, then gestures to a small table in the
corner. | follow him, my heart beating so aggressively, I’m sure he can hear it or even

see it expanding and contracting against my flesh.

We sit across from each other, an awkward silence settling between us. | fidget with
my napkin, avoiding his gaze.

“S0,” Jack saysfinally, “in the neighborhood?”’

| let out a nervous laugh, my eyes darting to meet his before quickly looking away.
“Something like that,” | mutter, knowing how ridiculous | sound.

Jack leans back in his chair, studying me with those intense eyes of his. “Chloe,” he
says softly, “what’ sreally going on?’

| take a deep breath, trying to gather my thoughts. How can | explain something |
don’t even understand myself?

“I don’t know,” | admit finally. “I saw you at the station and | just... | followed you. |



don’t know why.”

Jack’ s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Y ou followed me?’

“l know, | know,” | say quickly, feeling my cheeks flush with embarrassment. “It's
crazy and hypocritical and—"

“And alittle bit flattering,” Jack interrupts, a small smile playing on hislips.

| glareat him. “Thisisn’t funny, Jack.”

Jack reaches across the table, his hand stopping short of mine. “I’'m going to do
something I’ ve never been good at,” he says. “I’m handing over control to you. You

call the shots on this.”

| stare at his hand, so close to mine. It would be so easy to reach out, to bridge that
gap. But | can’t. Not yet.

We sit in silence for a moment, the weight of his words hanging between us. | take a
sip of my latte, buying myself time to think.

“So what now?’ | ask finally.

“That’s up to you. | meant what | said about giving you space. If you want me to
walk away right now and never contact you again, | will.”

| feel a pang in my chest at the thought. As angry as | am, the idea of never seeing
Jack again hurts more than | want to admit.

“And if | don’t want that?’ | ask, surprising myself with the words. “If | don’t want
you to give up control.” | swallow hard, even more surprised I’m about to reved this.



“What if | want you to take control 7’

Jack’s eyes widen, a mix of shock and something darker casting across his face. He
leans forward, his voice low and intense. “I need you to be certain. If we do this,
there’s no turning back. No more running away, no more hiding in the shadows
watching from afar. It'sall or nothing, Chloe.”

| close my eyes for a moment, trying to quiet the storm of thoughts in my head. When
| open them again, | meet Jack’ s gaze with newfound resolve.

“I'm certain,” | say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I don't want you on the
outside looking in. | want you to come inside.”
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Chloe

| tsNew Year's Eve, and Jack and | are going to bring in the new year with a bang.
Literally.

We're back at Naughty & Nice where we met . Tonight's theme is Midnight
Masquerade. The club is decked out in glittering black and gold decorations, with
mysterious masked figures mingling throughout the dimly lit rooms.

Jack sgueezes my hand as we make our way through the entrance, handing over our
coats and donning ornate Venetian masks. The pulsing music and heady scent of
perfume and desire wash over us. Writhing bodies cover every surface—the dance
floor, the plush velvet couches, even suspended from intricate rope harnesses hanging
from the ceiling.

We weave our way deeper into the club, past couples and groups engaged in various
stages of debauchery. In one corner, awoman in a feathered mask writhes in ecstasy
as two men pleasure her. On a nearby chaise lounge, a group of masked figures form
atangle of limbs and flesh.

We pause at the bar, where a bartender in nothing but a bow tie and mask serves up
champagne in gleaming flutes. Jack orders two, handing me a glass with a wicked
grin.

“To new adventures. To new fantasies,” he seductively says, clinking his glass
against mine.



“To experiencing each and every one,” | add.

As we sip our champagne, Jack’s hand slides down my back, coming to rest on the
curve of my ass. His touch ignites a familiar heat in my core. | brush my lips against
his ear.

“What’ s your fantasy for tonight?’ | ask.

Jack’s eyes darken behind his mask. “1 want to watch you.” He leans in and kisses my
neck. “From outside your window.”

My pulse quickens at his words. Tonight feels different—charged with possibility.

“What' s your fantasy for tonight?’ he asks.

“To bewatched.”

We make our way across the room, weaving between gyrating bodies.

“It' salmost midnight,” | say with asmile. “ Shall we toast to the new year?’

“To watching,” both Jack and | cheer at the same time.

The party has reached a fevered pitch. Bodies writhe on every surface, a tangle of
flesh and desire. The air is thick with the scent of sex and champagne.

Jack presses against my back, his hands roaming my body. As the crowd begins to
chant the countdown, we lose ourselves in ablur of hands and mouths and skin.

“Ten! Nine! Eight!”

His fingers find their way under my dress, teasing along my inner thigh.



“Seven! Six! Fivel”

Jack’ s lips trace a path down my neck, nipping at my collarbone.

“Four! Threel Two!”

I’m overwhelmed by sensation.

“Onel Happy New Y ear!”

As cheers erupt around us, Jack spins me to face him, claiming my mouth in a searing
kiss.

As the crowd erupts in cheers and confetti rains down, Jack and | remain locked in
our passionate embrace. His hands roam my body possessively, igniting sparks of
desire everywhere he touches. The music swells to a deafening volume, matching the
pulsing of my heart.

When we finally break apart, breathless, | see a glint of mischief in Jack’s eyes
behind his mask. He leans in close, his lips brushing my ear as he speaks. “I'm

obsessed.”

“Good,” | say as | pull Jack closer, pressing my body against his. “Because I'm
obsessed too. | want you,” | say in hisear. “Right here. Right now.”

He groans, his grip tightening. “Here? In front of everyone?’
| nod, feeling daring and uninhibited. “L et them see how much | want you.”
Without another word, Jack spins me around so my back is to his chest. His hand

snakes under my dress, pushing my thong aside. | gasp as he slides two fingersinside
me, finding me already wet and ready.



“So eager,” he growls, nipping at my earlobe. “ Such a naughty girl.”

| brace myself against a nearby pillar as Jack works his fingers in and out of me. To
anyone watching, it might look like we're just dancing closely. But | know severa
pairs of eyes have turned our way, intrigued by our not-so-subtle activities.

Jack’s other hand comes up to cup my breast through my dress, pinching my nipple.
The dual stimulation has me panting, my hips rocking back against him.

“Please,” | whimper. “1 need more.”

In one swift motion, Jack withdraws his fingers and spins me to face him again. He
lifts me easily, pressing me against the pillar as | wrap my legs around his waist. He
fumbles effortlessly with his zipper, and then he’'s pushing inside me in one long,
delicious thrust.

| cry out, not caring who hears. Jack sets a punishing pace, driving into me again and
again. The music and the crowd fade away until all | can focus on is the exquisite
friction where our bodiesjoin.

Through half-lidded eyes, | see we've drawn quite an audience. Masked figures
watch us openly, some touching themselves or their partners as they observe our
passionate display.

The knowledge that we're being watched, that we're the center of attention, pushes
me closer to the edge. | cling to Jack’ s shoulders, meeting him thrust for thrust.

My sweet fireman. My WinterWatcher. My stalker. My man—the one man who is
willing to give me every fantasy and every dark secret | desire.

“That's it,” he urges. “Let them see how beautiful you are when you come. Show
them you’re mine. Let them watch.”



I’'m on the cusp, but suddenly | know that | want something different tonight.
Something that’s just for us. “Jack, wait,” | gasp. He slows his thrusts. “I only want
you to see me. Just you.”

He spins me around and kisses me with a level of hunger | haven't felt from him
before. When | pull away | see Jack’s eyes blaze with intensity behind his mask.
“Home. Now.”

We hastily disentangle ourselves, adjusting our clothing as best we can. Jack grabs
my hand and practically drags me through the writhing crowd toward the exit. The
winter night air hits us like a shock as we burst out of the club.

“Taxi!” Jack yells, flagging down a passing cab. We tumble into the backseat, a
tangle of limbs and lingering desire.

As soon as he gives the address, his mouth is on mine again, hot and demanding. His
hands roam my body, reigniting the fire that had barely begun to cool. | moan into the
kiss, my fingers threading through his hair.

“God, | want you,” he growls against my neck. “I can't wait to get you home and
watch you come undone.”

The ride seems interminable, but finally we screech to a halt outside my house. Jack
throws some bills at the driver and we stumble out, feverish and touching like we
can’'t get enough.

When we get to my front door, he presses me against the wall, his thigh wedged
between my legs. | grind shamelessly against him, desperate for friction.

“Patience,” he murmurs, nipping at my earlobe. “I want you to go inside, get naked,
and spread out on your bed.”



| fumble with my keys, my hands shaking with anticipation. As soon as | get the door
open, Jack gives me a searing kiss before gently pushing me inside.

“Don’'t keep me waiting,” he says with adevilish grin, closing the door between us.

My heart races as | make my way to the bedroom, shedding clothes as | go. By the
time | reach the bed, I’'m completely naked. | sprawl out on the sheets, my skin
tingling with excitement.

Minutes tick by. | squirm restlessly, wondering what Jack has planned. Just as I'm
about to call out for him, | hear a faint tapping sound. My eyes dart to the window,
where | see Jack’ sfigure outside lit up by the string of Christmas lights.

He's made good on his promise to watch me from outside. | rise slowly, making my
way to the window with deliberate, sensual movements. When | reach it, | press my
palm against the glass, meeting Jack’ s hungry gaze.

Without breaking eye contact, | trail my other hand down my body, cupping my
breast and rolling my nipple between my fingers. Jack’s eyes darken with desire, his
breath fogging the glass.

My deepest, darkest fantasy cometo life.

He' s outside. I’'m inside, and yet somehow we are closer together than | thought we
could be.

| continue my show, sliding my hand lower, dipping between my thighs. Jack’s gaze
follows every movement, his expression a mix of lust and awe. | circle my clit
slowly, putting on a performance just for him.

As | pleasure myself, | imagine Jack’s hands on me, his mouth, his cock. My
movements become more frantic, my breath coming in short gasps. Jack presses



closer to the window. This time, there's no need for secrecy or steath. | want him
here, want him desperately.

The knowledge that he’'s watching me pushes me over the edge. | come with a cry,
my body shuddering against the cool glass. Through half-lidded eyes, | see Jack’s
face, open and ravenous.

For a moment, we stay frozen like that, separated by a thin pane of glass yet
intimately connected.

My stalker. My watcher. Now my lover.

As | catch my breath, | see Jack motion for me to open the window. With trembling
hands, | unlatch it and slide it up. The cold night air rushes in, raising goosebumps on
my flushed skin.

Jack climbs through gracefully, his eyes never leaving mine. Once inside, he cups my
face in his hands and kisses me deeply. | melt into him, savoring the taste of
champagne and desire on hislips.

In one swift motion, Jack lifts me and carries me to the bed. He lays me down gently,
then steps back to remove his clothes. | watch hungrily as each new expanse of skin
iISreveded.

Once naked, he joins me on the bed, hovering over me. He presses his forehead to
mine. “This time, and every time from now on,” he says, his voice husky with desire,
“1 want to do more than just watch .”



