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Chapter 1 — First Day

My first day at Cole Industries began with me praying to a god I didn’t believe in that my thrift-store blazer didn’t smell like mothballs. The lobby was a temple of cold, modern wealth—polished black marble floors, a ceiling that vanished into shadow, and a silent, twenty-foot-tall waterfall that seemed designed to intimidate.

“Hadley Marsh for Adrian Cole,” I said to the sleek, unsmiling receptionist. My voice sounded too loud in the cavernous space.

A swipe of a keycard, a hushed elevator ride to the forty-seventh floor, and I was deposited into another realm of quiet opulence. The executive floor was all glass, steel, and hushed tension. A woman with a severe blonde bob and a headset that probably cost more than my rent looked up from a monolithic desk.

“You’re the new EA,” she stated, not asked. “I’m Eleanor, Mr. Cole’s executive coordinator. You report to me. Follow me.”

I did, my sensible pumps sinking into carpet so thick it felt like walking on moss. She stopped at a smaller, but still intimidating, workstation outside a set of double doors made of some dark, exotic wood.

“Your desk. Mr. Cole is currently on a call with Tokyo. He expects his coffee at nine-fifteen sharp. Black, no sugar, no cream, heated to exactly one hundred and eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit. The carafe is in the kitchenette behind you. Do not use the communal brewer. He’ll know.” She handed me a single sheet of paper. “Today’s schedule. Memorize it. He hates being reminded.”

She vanished, leaving me alone with the silent hum of wealth and a schedule that made my head spin. Board call at nine-thirty. Investor briefing at ten-fifteen. Lunch—canceled. Due diligence review at one. And on and on.

At nine-fourteen, hands shaking only slightly, I placed the precisely heated cup of black coffee on a coaster beside his keyboard. I was halfway back to the door when a voice, low and sharp as a shard of ice, stopped me.

“You’re early.”

I turned. Adrian Cole was not looking at me. He was staring at a wall of glowing market screens, a river of numbers scrolling past faster than I could read, his profile etched against the panoramic view of the city. Every description I’d been given—devastatingly handsome—was a clinical understatement. He was arrestingly severe. Dark hair, perfectly groomed but with a hint of ruthlessness, a jawline that looked like it could cut glass, and eyes I couldn’t see yet. He wore a suit that was clearly bespoke, the fabric molding to broad shoulders and a lean frame.

“Nine-fifteen sharp, sir,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “It’s nine-fifteen.”

Now he looked at me. His eyes were a cool, assessing gray, like a winter sky over the Atlantic. They scanned me from my practical bun to my cheap shoes in one dismissive sweep. “The coffee is at one hundred and eighty-four degrees. It scalds. It’s bitter. Do it again.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks. “The thermometer—”

“Is calibrated. Your technique isn’t. Again.”

I retrieved the cup, my pride stinging. In the kitchenette, I reheated a fresh batch, watching the digital readout like a hawk. One-eighty-two. Exactly. I walked back in, placed it down.

He took a sip without looking, then gave a microscopic nod. “Don’t speak unless spoken to. Don’t offer opinions. Your job is to anticipate, execute, and vanish. Understood?”

“Perfectly,” I said, the word clipped.

His gaze flicked to me again, a fraction longer this time. “You’ll last a week.”

Something in me, the part buried under student debt and desperation, bristled. I met his gaze directly. “Watch me.”

A beat of silence. Something flickered in those gray eyes—not warmth, but a spark of interest, like a scientist noticing an unexpected variable. He turned back to his screens. “Get out.”

The day was a gauntlet. I fetched files, rerouted calls, and learned the intricate, unspoken hierarchy of his world. He was a machine, relentless and precise. He eviscerated a junior VP’s proposal with three quiet, brutal sentences. He negotiated a nine-figure contract while simultaneously correcting a typo in an email I’d drafted. Somewhere around noon he fired a vendor over speakerphone in a tone so mild it took the man ninety seconds to realize what had happened, and I understood, watching, that the quiet was the weapon. I was a ghost, moving silently, absorbing his rhythms.

At three o’clock, Eleanor appeared. “Mr. Cole requires the Kettering acquisition files. They’re in the archival server. Retrieve them. He needs them in five minutes.”

The archival server was in the basement. I spent four minutes and thirty seconds sprinting through sterile corridors, my heels clicking a frantic tattoo. I burst back into his office, a thick folder in hand, breathing harder than I wanted to admit.

He was standing by the window, phone to his ear, speaking in low, rapid Mandarin. He held out a hand without looking. I placed the folder in it. His fingers brushed mine. The contact was brief, electric. My breath hitched.

He finished his call and opened the folder. “Page seventeen. The third clause. Read it to me.”

I leaned over, my shoulder near his arm, and found the clause. The legal jargon was dense. I parsed it, translating in my head. “It’s a non-compete stipulation, but it’s geographic. It only covers the municipality of Pudong, not greater Shanghai. It’s a loophole.”

He was silent. I looked up. He was watching me, not the document. His gaze was intense, probing. “You read it that fast?”

“I’m a quick study.”

“Most assistants would have panicked and started reading from the top.” He closed the folder. “You’re not most assistants.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It’s an observation.” He moved back to his desk, the moment broken. “The board call in ten minutes requires the Q3 projections. Print them. Now.”

By seven PM, the sky outside his window had deepened to indigo, pinpricked with the lights of a thousand other drones like me, working late. The floor was deserted except for us. Eleanor had left at six, with a terse “Don’t lock him in.”

I was sorting the day’s correspondence when his voice cut through the quiet. “Marsh.”

“Yes, sir?”

“Are you hungry?”

The question was so unexpected I just stared. “I… could eat.”

“There’s a deli downstairs that stays open for the night cleaners. Get me a turkey club. No mayo. Extra bacon. And whatever you want.” He pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet and placed it on the edge of his desk. “Don’t dally.”

The normality of the errand was more disorienting than any command. I returned with the sandwiches. He’d moved to a small conference table by the window. “Sit,” he said, not looking up from his tablet.

I sat, unwrapping my own chicken salad sandwich with a rustle that seemed obscenely loud. He ate with a focused efficiency, his eyes never leaving the financial data on his screen. I ate in silence, watching the city lights glitter.

“Why this job?” he asked abruptly.

I swallowed. “The salary. The benefits.”

“Everyone wants those. Why this job? With me. You’ve heard the stories.”

I had. The Ice King. The Mercenary CEO. “I need to pay off my student loans. Your offer was the highest. I don’t scare easily.”

He finally looked at me, setting his tablet down. The hard planes of his face were softened slightly by the ambient city glow. “You should. I’ve broken career assistants in a day. They cry in the bathroom.”

“I don’t cry,” I said, and it was mostly true.

“What do you do?”

“I get angry. And then I get even.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. It transformed him, carving a faint dimple beside his mouth, making him look younger, almost approachable. It was gone in an instant. “A dangerous quality in an employee.”

“Or a useful one.”

He studied me for a long moment. The air between us felt charged, thick. I could smell his cologne—something clean and expensive, like sandalwood and frost. I could see the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw. I noticed the way his long fingers rested on the table, the wedding band he did not wear.

“Your file said you were pre-law,” he said, his voice lower now, a private tone in the empty office. “Why aren’t you in a courtroom?”

“Life got in the way.” It was the simplified, painful truth. My mother’s illness, the medical bills, the debt that piled up faster than any scholarship could cover.

He seemed to hear the evasion. He didn’t press. Instead, he said, “The clause you spotted today. It saved the deal. Saved about twenty million.”

A thrill, sharp and sweet, went through me. “I’m glad.”

He stood, gathering the wrappers. “Don’t be glad. Be accurate. That’s all I pay for.” He walked to the trash can, his back to me. “You can go. Be here at seven tomorrow. Earlier, if you want to keep the coffee from scalding.”

I stood, my body aching from the tension of the day. “Goodnight, Mr. Cole.”

“Adrian,” he said, still facing the window. “After hours, when we’re alone, it’s Adrian.”

The permission felt more intimate than a touch. “Goodnight, Adrian.”

I walked out, my skin buzzing. In the elevator, I leaned against the mirrored wall, my reflection wide-eyed and flushed. You’ll last a week, he’d said. Watch me, I’d shot back.

And I had watched him. All day. The ruthless precision, the controlled power, the fleeting, unguarded hint of a man beneath the ice, gone again before I could be sure I hadn’t invented it. And he had watched me back. I felt it. A current, undeniable and terrifying, humming between us.

As I stepped out into the cool night air, the memory of his fingers brushing mine, the low tone of his voice saying my name, the way he’d looked at me in the dark office—it all coalesced into a single, undeniable truth.

This job was going to be the death of me. Or the making of me. I wasn’t sure which, and the not knowing sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the evening chill.

I thought of the version of myself who used to diagram opening arguments in a dorm room at midnight, certain she’d spend her life fighting for people who couldn’t fight for themselves. That woman wouldn’t have recognized the one riding the elevator down from the forty-seventh floor, giddy over a man who paid her to disappear on command. I told myself it was the salary talking. I didn’t entirely believe it.


Chapter 2 — Late Nights

I was at my desk by six forty-five the next morning. The coffee was brewed, a fresh pot, not the scorched remnants from the day before. The silence of the floor was a blanket, heavy and deep. The only light came from the wall of glass in Adrian’s office, the city slowly waking up in shades of gray and gold.

The door to his inner sanctum was ajar.

I’d assumed he’d be in later, after the punishing hours he’d kept yesterday. But a sliver of light from his desk lamp cut across the plush carpet of the reception area. I set the coffee tray down quietly, my heart doing a stupid, nervous tap dance against my ribs. After hours, when we’re alone, it’s Adrian.

Was this considered ‘after hours’? It was before business hours. Technically, we were alone.

I straightened my skirt, took a steadying breath, and walked to the door. I knocked softly on the frame. “Coffee,” I said, my voice sounding too loud in the hush.

“Come in.”

He was at his desk, but he wasn’t working. He was staring out at the dawn, a crystal tumbler of what looked like amber liquor in his hand. He hadn’t changed. The same white dress shirt from yesterday, now wrinkled, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, the top buttons undone. His tie was gone, tossed over the back of a chair. His hair was disheveled, as if he’d been running his hands through it. He looked less like a billionaire CEO and more like a man who’d been wrestling demons all night.

“You’re here early,” I said, stating the obvious as I carried the tray in.

“I never left,” he replied, his voice a gravelly rasp.

I stopped. “You slept here?”

He finally turned his head to look at me. Shadows pooled under his eyes, but the intensity in them hadn’t dimmed. If anything, fatigue had stripped away another layer of ice. “The couch is adequate. Did you bring the coffee?”

“Yes.” I set it on the corner of his desk. “Adrian.”

His name on my tongue felt forbidden, like a secret I had no right to keep. He watched me pour a cup, black, no sugar, just the way he’d taken it yesterday. I handed it to him. Our fingers brushed again, that same deliberate, searing contact. This time, he didn’t pull away. He held the cup, his gaze locked on mine.

“Thank you, Hadley.”

“You’re welcome.” I took a step back, needing the distance. “Is there anything else you need? Before the day starts?”

“The day started four hours ago.” He took a sip of coffee, then set it down and picked up the tumbler again, draining it. “The Kettering deal. It’s not secure. The clause you found was a landmine, but their lead counsel is pushing back on the amended language. They want a call at seven-thirty. You’ll sit in.”

“Me?”

“You found the problem. You defend the solution. Can you do that?”

A challenge. A test. My pride flared. “Yes.”

“Good.” He stood, and even tired, he commanded the room. “Go over the redline. Notes on my desk by seven twenty-five. And get yourself some coffee. You look like you need it.”

I did. But more than that, I needed to not be standing so close to him when he looked like that—rumpled and real and dangerously approachable. I retreated to my desk, the file already waiting in my inbox.

The call was a baptism by fire. Three men in suits on a large monitor, their expressions a mixture of boredom and condescension. Adrian was a glacier beside me, silent, letting me take the lead.

“The non-compete as written was overly broad and unenforceable in three key jurisdictions,” I began, my voice steady. “The revised language protects your legitimate business interests without exposing the entire agreement to a challenge. It’s cleaner. And stronger.”

One of the lawyers, a man with a silver mustache, smirked. “And who drafted this ‘cleaner’ language, Ms…. Marsh, is it?”

“I did,” I said, before Adrian could speak. “Under Mr. Cole’s direction.” I felt Adrian’s eyes on me, a physical weight. “The original was a liability. This is an asset.”

There was a beat of silence. Then, the lead counsel nodded slowly. “Fine. We’ll accept the redline. Send the final.”

The screen went black.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. My hands were trembling slightly. I clasped them together in my lap.

“You were adequate,” Adrian said from his chair.

I turned to him. “Adequate?”

“You didn’t flinch.” He stood up and walked to the window. “Most people flinch. They see a title, a wall of suits, and they apologize for existing. You didn’t.”

“Was I supposed to?”

He glanced over his shoulder, something unreadable crossing his face before he could stop it—approval, maybe, or plain surprise. “No.”

That was it. The moment passed. The day became a whirlwind of calls, contracts, and logistical nightmares. He was relentless, demanding, a machine of pure efficiency. But the undercurrent from the morning was still there, a live wire between us. He’d say, “Hadley, the Frankfurt numbers,” and his voice would drop just a fraction, and my stomach would tighten. I’d hand him a document, and our hands would meet, and the air in the room would grow thick and warm.

By eight that night, the rest of the executive floor had emptied. We were alone again. The deal was finally, mercifully, closed. I was typing up the final summary, my eyes gritty with exhaustion.

“That’s enough,” Adrian said from his office doorway. He’d shed his suit jacket hours ago. “Send what you have. The rest can wait for tomorrow.”

“I just need to—”

“Hadley.” His voice was firm, but not unkind. “Stop. You’ve been here for fourteen hours.”

I saved the document and sent it. My body ached. “So have you.”

“I’m used to it.”

“That doesn’t make it healthy.”

One dark eyebrow lifted. “Are you concerned for my health, Ms. Marsh?”

The formality was a tease. A game. I leaned back in my chair, meeting his gaze. “I’m concerned for my own if I have to keep fetching you coffee at ungodly hours because you’re running on fumes and scotch.”

A real smile, then. Brief, unguarded, gone almost before I registered it. It transformed his face, softening the harsh lines, making him look his age. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, but the echo of it lingered in his eyes. “Point taken. Come on.”

He turned and walked back into his office. After a second’s hesitation, I followed.

He was at a small wet bar, pouring two fingers of scotch into a fresh glass. He held it out to me.

“I don’t—”

“You earned it. Sit.”

I took the glass and sank into one of the armchairs facing the city view. The lights were a dazzling carpet below us. He took the chair opposite, swirling his own drink. We sat in silence for a long moment, the immensity of the night skyline holding the space between us.

“Why this job?” he asked suddenly, his eyes on the glittering buildings.

The question threw me. “You saw my resume. My qualifications.”

“I saw a woman who graduated top of her class from a top-tier law school, then took a series of administrative jobs that don’t utilize a tenth of her brain. Then, this. Why?”

The truth was ugly and simple. “Student debt. A lot of it. This salary… it’s a lifeline.”

He nodded slowly, as if he’d suspected as much. “And before the debt?”

“Before the debt, I wanted to change the world. Or at least a tiny corner of it.” I took a sip of the scotch. It burned, warm and smoky, all the way down. “Naive.”

“Not naive,” he said. “Just unprepared for how expensive principles can be.” He looked at me then, his gaze direct and unsettling. “Do you find me… monstrous?”

The question was so blunt, so unexpected, it stole my breath. “Monstrous? No. You’re demanding. Exacting. Sometimes infuriating.”

“But not a monster.”

“Do you want to be?”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, the glass dangling between his fingers. “In the boardroom, it’s useful. Here?” He glanced around the quiet office. “It gets… lonely.”

The admission hung in the air. It was the most vulnerable thing he’d ever said to me. More intimate than him telling me to use his first name. This was a crack in the armor, a glimpse of the man who lived inside the fortress.

“You could try being less terrifying,” I offered softly.

He laughed, a short, rough sound. “Would you respect me if I were less terrifying?”

“I respect you because you’re brilliant. The terrifying part is just… extra.”

Our eyes held. The playful banter evaporated, replaced by a thick, palpable tension. The space between our chairs felt like a canyon I was desperate to cross. His gaze dropped to my mouth, then traveled slowly down my throat, to where my pulse was hammering against my skin.

“Hadley,” he said, my name a low caress.

“Yes?”

He stood up abruptly, turning his back to me, running a hand through his hair. “You should go.”

The dismissal was like a bucket of ice water. The warmth of the moment shattered. I set my barely-touched glass on the table and stood, my legs unsteady. “Right. Of course.”

I gathered my things, my mind reeling. One minute he was opening up, the next he was shutting me out. The whiplash was dizzying.

As I reached the door, his voice stopped me.

“The charity gala for the pediatric wing at Whitmore Memorial. It’s Friday night. I need a plus-one.”

I turned. He was facing me again, his expression once more an inscrutable mask. “Your usual date unavailable?” The question slipped out, edged with a bitterness I hadn’t intended.

“I don’t have a ‘usual date.’” He said it flatly. “It’s a business function. Networking. You’ll be an asset. Your background in contract law will be useful for the small talk with the bored corporate donors. Wear something black. Formal.”

It wasn’t a question. It was an order. Another part of the job.

“Is there a budget for this ‘something black’?” I asked, my pride stinging.

He didn’t blink. “Send the receipt to accounts payable. Within reason.”

“And what’s ‘within reason’ for a billionaire?”

“Something that won’t make you look like you’re trying to get a refund.” He walked towards his desk, the moment of vulnerability gone as if it had never happened. “Goodnight, Hadley.”

“Goodnight… Adrian.”

The weekend was a blur of anxiety and preparation. I spent Saturday at a consignment boutique in the Village, finding a floor-length black gown that hugged my curves in a way that felt both powerful and exposed. It was simple, elegant, and cost more than my rent. I tried not to think about it.

I called my mother that night, the dress still zipped in its garment bag by the door. She asked, the way she always did, whether I was eating enough and sleeping enough, and I lied, the way I always did, and told her yes to both. When she asked about the job, I told her about the salary and the view from the forty-seventh floor and left out the part where my boss’s voice did something to my pulse every time he said my name. “You sound different,” she said, and I could hear the smile underneath the worry in her voice. “Good different. Just be careful, Hadley. Men like that don’t usually come free.” I promised her I would be. It was, I would realize much later, the first promise I broke.

Friday night arrived. A town car picked me up from my walk-up in Bushwick. When I walked into the glittering ballroom of the Ainsworth, I felt like an imposter. The room was a sea of tuxedos and jewels, of laughter that sounded like money. I spotted Adrian immediately.

He was across the room, surrounded by a group of older men. He wore a bespoke tuxedo that fit him like a second skin, his posture effortless and commanding. He looked like he owned the world. And then he saw me.

His conversation died mid-sentence. His eyes tracked my progress as I made my way through the crowd towards him. His gaze was a physical touch, sweeping from the coiled twist of my hair, down the column of my throat, over the bare skin my dress revealed at my collarbone, down the length of the gown. When his eyes finally met mine, the heat in them was unmistakable. Possessive. Hungry.

He excused himself from the group and met me halfway.

“You’re late,” he said, his voice low.

“The car—”

“You look…” He didn’t finish. He just shook his head slightly, as if words had failed him. He offered his arm. I took it, my fingers resting lightly on the hard muscle beneath the fine wool. The contact sent a jolt through me.

The night was a performance. I was his accessory, his sharp, knowledgeable assistant. I talked mergers with bored CEOs, discussed endowment structures with hospital board members. Adrian watched me, a faint, approving smile playing on his lips whenever I landed a point.

During a lull, as a string quartet played, he leaned close, his lips near my ear. His breath was warm against my skin. “You’re outperforming every expectation.”

I shivered. “Just earning my salary.”

“You’re doing far more than that.”

We danced. It was part of the script, I assumed. When his hand settled on the small of my back, pulling me closer than was strictly necessary for a waltz, I stopped assuming. My body fit against his with a shocking, perfect alignment. He held me like he owned me, his grip firm, his body hard and unyielding against the softness of mine. We moved as one, and for those few minutes, the noise of the gala faded. There was only the pressure of his hand, the scent of his cologne—clean, spicy, expensive—and the intense, focused look in his eyes.

“Hadley,” he murmured, his voice barely audible over the music.

My name was a prayer and a command. I couldn’t speak. I just looked up at him, my defenses gone, my desire an open wound.

He saw it. He saw everything. His jaw tightened. “We’re leaving.”

“Now? It’s not over.”

“It is for us.”

He didn’t wait for a response. He guided me off the dance floor, his hand now firmly on my back, a claim staked. He collected our coats, nodding curtly at a few people, and ushered me out to the waiting town car.

The silence in the car was thick, charged. He sat beside me, not touching, but his presence was overwhelming. He stared straight ahead, his profile sharp in the passing streetlights.

“Your place or mine?” he asked, the question slicing through the tension.

My heart stopped. “What?”

He turned his head slowly to look at me. His eyes were dark pools, reflecting the city lights. “You know exactly what I’m asking. I’ve wanted you since you walked into my office and told me my coffee was shit. I’ve wanted you every second since. And you want me. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

I couldn’t breathe. This was it. The line. The point of no return.

“Hadley.” His voice softened, just a fraction. “I need to hear you say it. I need to know you want this as much as I do.”

Consent. On the page. In the air between us.

I looked at him—this impossible, infuriating, magnetic man—and I made my choice. Not the safe one. Not the sensible one. Mine.

“Yours,” I whispered. “Your place.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. He leaned forward and tapped the partition. “The penthouse. And no interruptions.”

“Yes, sir,” the driver replied.

Adrian sat back, and finally, he touched me. He cupped my cheek, his thumb stroking my jawline, and something in me short-circuited at the simple contact. “If you change your mind,” he said, his voice gruff, “say the word. At any point. The word is ‘red.’ Do you understand?”

I nodded, my skin burning where he touched me. “Red.”

“Good.”

He didn’t kiss me. Not in the car. The anticipation was a living thing, coiling in my belly, tightening with every block that passed. By the time the car pulled into the underground garage of his building, I was vibrating with need.

The private elevator to his penthouse was a glass cube, soaring up the side of the building. The city sprawled beneath us, a galaxy of lights. He stood beside me, a statue of controlled desire. He didn’t speak.

The doors opened directly into his living room. It was all cool modern lines, floor-to-ceiling windows, minimalist furniture. It felt like a museum. Or a fortress.

The moment the elevator doors whispered shut, he turned to me.

The control he’d maintained all night, all week, snapped.

He closed the distance between us in one stride, his hands coming up to frame my face. His gaze searched mine for one final, fleeting second—a question, a confirmation—and then his mouth was on mine.

The kiss was not gentle. It was a conquest. A claiming. His lips were demanding, hungry, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with a possessiveness that made my knees weak. I kissed him back with equal fervor, my hands coming up to clutch at the lapels of his tuxedo jacket. A low groan escaped him, vibrating through my body.

He walked me backward until my spine met the cool glass of the window. The city glittered behind me, a silent witness. He broke the kiss, his breath hot against my lips. “Tell me this is what you want.” His voice was raw, ragged.

“Yes,” I gasped. “God, yes.”

“Say it.”

“I want you, Adrian. I want this.”

That was all he needed. His mouth crashed back onto mine, one hand tangling in my hair, the other sliding down my back, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard length of his erection pressed against my stomach, and a surge of pure, liquid heat pulsed between my thighs.

He kissed a blazing path down my throat, his teeth scraping lightly at the sensitive skin. “This dress,” he growled against my collarbone. “I’ve been thinking about taking it off you all night.”

His fingers found the zipper at the back and dragged it down slowly. The sound was obscenely loud in the quiet room. The dress pooled at my feet, leaving me in just my heels and a lace bra and panties set I’d bought for this very possibility, a secret hope beneath the formal gown.

He drew back to look at me, his eyes blazing with heat. “Fuck,” he breathed, the word full of reverence and need. His hands came up to cup my breasts through the lace, his thumbs circling my nipples until they hardened into aching peaks. I arched into his touch, a moan escaping my lips.

He unhooked my bra with deft fingers and tossed it aside. Then his mouth was on my breast, his tongue laving my nipple before he drew it deep into his mouth, sucking hard. Pleasure, sharp and intense, shot straight to my core. I cried out, my fingers clutching at his hair.

“So responsive,” he murmured, switching to my other breast, giving it the same delicious attention. “I knew you would be. I knew you’d burn for me.”

He dropped to his knees before me, his hands sliding down my hips to the waistband of my panties. He hooked his fingers in the lace and dragged them down my legs. I stepped out of them, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

He looked up at me, his face level with my sex. His expression was one of stark, predatory hunger. “Look at you,” he said, his voice a dark caress. “So wet. All for me.”

He didn’t wait. He pressed his mouth to my pussy, his tongue finding my clit in one sure, knowing stroke.

I nearly came undone right there. My legs buckled, and I had to brace my hands against the window behind me. He held my hips steady, his mouth working me with a relentless, focused intensity. He licked and sucked, his tongue dipping inside me, then circling my clit again, building the pressure higher and higher. It was too much, too good. The sensations were overwhelming—the cool glass at my back, the hot demand of his mouth, the sight of this powerful man on his knees, devouring me.

“Adrian… I’m going to…” I choked out.

He redoubled his efforts, one hand coming up to press against my lower belly, holding me in place as he drove me over the edge. My orgasm ripped through me, a blinding, convulsing wave of pleasure. I cried out, my body shaking, my fingers scraping against the glass.

He gentled his mouth, lapping softly at me as I came down, my tremors subsiding. Then he stood, his own breathing ragged. He was still fully dressed in his tuxedo, a stark contrast to my nakedness. The sight was wildly erotic.

He kissed me again, deep and slow, letting me taste myself on his lips. “Not nearly enough,” he said against my mouth. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He took my hand and led me across the vast living room, through a doorway into a bedroom dominated by a massive bed. He shed his jacket, his cufflinks, his shoes, with quick, efficient movements. Then he was on me again, pushing me back onto the cool duvet, his body covering mine.

The weight of him was perfect. He kissed me, his hands roaming my body—my breasts, my waist, my hips. Then he reached between us, his fingers finding my entrance, sliding through my slickness. He pushed one finger inside me, then two, curling them, stretching me. I whimpered, pushing my hips against his hand.

“Ready for me?” he asked, his voice thick with need.

“Yes,” I begged. “Please.”

He shifted, fumbling with his trousers. I heard the tear of a foil packet, saw him sheathe himself. Then he was positioning himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock pressing against me.

He looked into my eyes, his own dilated with passion. “Hadley.” It was a question, a plea, a statement all at once.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Don’t stop.”

He pushed inside me in one slow, inexorable stroke, filling me completely. We both groaned at the sensation. He was big, stretching me exquisitely. He held still for a moment, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust. His forehead dropped to mine.

“You feel…” He couldn’t finish. He began to move.

His thrusts were deep, controlled at first, then growing more urgent. He set a relentless pace, each stroke hitting a spot inside me that made me see stars. My legs wrapped around his hips, pulling him deeper. The room filled with the sounds of our breathing, of skin against skin, of my soft cries and his low groans.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

I forced my eyes open, meeting his intense gaze. His control was fraying, his movements becoming more desperate, more possessive. “Mine,” he growled, the word a rough vibration against my lips. “You’re mine.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a truth, spoken in the heart of the act. And I embraced it. “Yours,” I gasped, meeting his thrusts. “Adrian…”

The coil of tension in my belly tightened again, impossibly tight. He felt it. He shifted his angle slightly, his thumb finding my clit, circling it with a firm, delicious pressure.

“Come for me,” he ordered, his voice breaking. “Come on my cock.”

It was the permission, the command, that shattered me. My second orgasm crashed over me, even more intense than the first, a tsunami of pleasure that ripped a scream from my throat. My inner muscles clenched around him, milking his length.

With a ragged shout, he followed me over, his thrusts turning erratic, then stilling as he buried himself deep and pulsed inside me. He collapsed on top of me, the full, boneless weight of him pressing me into the mattress, his face buried in my neck.

We lay like that for a long time, our hearts hammering against each other, our sweat cooling on our skin. Slowly, he rolled off me, disposing of the condom before gathering me against his side. His arm was heavy across my waist, holding me close.

The silence was different now. Sated. Peaceful.

He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Stay,” he said, the word simple and absolute.

I didn’t have the strength, or the will, to argue. I nestled closer, my body humming with the echoes of pleasure. As I drifted towards sleep in the dark quiet of his penthouse, the city lights blurring outside the window, one thought circled in my mind.

I was in so, so much trouble.


Chapter 3 — The Line

I woke to the scent of him—clean linen, expensive cologne, and something darker, purely male—and the unfamiliar weight of a cashmere blanket over my naked body. Sunlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows of Adrian’s bedroom, a stark, brilliant gold against the charcoal-gray walls. I was alone in the massive bed.

The events of last night replayed in my mind with visceral clarity: the wine, the argument, the charged silence, his hands on me, my body arching for him, the raw, explicit pleasure. My skin heated just remembering it. I stretched, feeling pleasantly sore in intimate places.

Then the panic set in.

I’d slept with my boss. My billionaire, impossible, infuriating boss. In his penthouse. I was naked in Adrian Cole’s bed. This was the definition of a catastrophic career move. And yet, a treacherous, warm curl of satisfaction lingered low in my belly. He’d asked. He’d stopped to ask. Do you want this? And I’d said yes.

A soft knock at the door made me jump, pulling the blanket up to my chin. “Come in?”

The door opened, and it wasn’t Adrian. An older woman in a crisp gray uniform entered, carrying a tray. She had a kind, impassive face. “Good morning, Miss Marsh. Mr. Cole asked me to bring you breakfast and to let you know he’s in his study on a conference call. He said to make yourself at home.”

She set the tray on the bedside table—a silver pot of coffee, a glass of orange juice, a plate of pastries and fresh fruit. Next to it, folded neatly, were my clothes from last night, cleaned and pressed.

“Thank you,” I managed, feeling utterly exposed.

“Of course. The ensuite is through there if you’d like to shower.” She gave a slight nod and left, closing the door softly behind her.

The normalcy of it was disorienting. I showered in a glass-walled rainforest shower bigger than my entire bathroom, using soap that smelled like him. I dressed in my clean clothes, feeling both ridiculous and oddly powerful. I’d left my mark here, in this sterile fortress. He’d asked me to stay.

By the time I ventured out, coffee in hand, I’d built a wall of professional resolve. It was a one-time mistake. A spectacular, earth-shattering mistake, but a mistake nonetheless. We would go back to the office on Monday and pretend it never happened. That was the only sane path.

I found him in his study, a room lined with books and screens. He was standing by the window, phone to his ear, speaking in low, commanding French. He wore dark jeans and a simple black t-shirt that clung to the muscles of his back and shoulders. He looked… human. Approachable. It was more dangerous than the suit.

He finished the call and turned, his gaze landing on me. The gray of his eyes wasn’t cold today; it was heated, intense, possessive. A flush crept up my neck.

“You’re still here,” he said, as if he’d expected me to flee.

“You told me to stay.”

A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched his lips. “So I did. Sleep well?”

“Surprisingly, yes.”

He walked toward me, and my breath hitched. He stopped just inches away, his presence overwhelming. He reached out and tucked a strand of my damp hair behind my ear, his fingers brushing my cheek. “You left marks on my back, Hadley.”

My face flamed. “I’m… not sorry.”

“Good.” His thumb traced my lower lip. “Neither am I.”

The air between us crackled back to life, that same magnetic pull that had drawn us together last night. I took a step back, breaking the contact. “Adrian, about last night…”

“Yes?”

“It can’t happen again.”

He went very still. “Why not?”

“Because you’re my boss. Because I need this job. Because this is how people get destroyed.”

“Do you feel destroyed?” he asked, his voice low.

“No,” I admitted, the truth torn from me. “I feel… alive.”

He closed the distance I’d created, his hands coming to rest on my hips. “Then it happens again. As often as I want. As often as you want.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“I’m making it that simple. You work for me. You answer to me. And now,” he leaned down, his lips a breath from mine, “you come for me. The terms of your employment have just been… expanded.”

It should have made me furious. It should have sent me running for the door. Instead, a thrill shot straight through my core. “That’s incredibly arrogant.”

“It’s incredibly honest.” He finally kissed me, a slow, deep claiming that tasted of coffee and resolve. When he pulled back, his eyes held a challenge. “The business trip to Seattle. The one for the Vance merger. You’re coming with me. We leave Tuesday.”

“That’s a three-day trip.”

“It is. One hotel. One suite.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “One suite? Adrian, that’s not appropriate.”

“Nothing about this is appropriate, Hadley. And I don’t care.” He released me, his business mask sliding back into place with unnerving speed. “Now, I have work. The car will take you home. Be packed and ready Tuesday morning, 7 AM.”

He turned and walked back to his desk, effectively dismissing me. The shift was jarring. One moment he was the man who’d held me through the night, the next he was the CEO. I was caught between them, utterly disoriented.

The drive back to my tiny apartment in Brooklyn was a blur. The silence there was oppressive, filled with the ghost of his touch. I tried to rationalize. It was just sex. Incredible, mind-altering sex, but still just a physical thing. We were two adults who’d succumbed to attraction. It didn’t have to mean anything.

But the way he’d looked at me… the way he’d said mine…

I spent Sunday in a state of nervous agitation. I packed and repacked for the trip, my mind cycling between dread and a dark, pulsing excitement.

Monday in the office was a study in surreal tension. He was all business, issuing directives through the intercom, his voice cool and impersonal. But his eyes, when they met mine across a meeting room or when I brought him his afternoon espresso, burned with a private, searing knowledge. He found reasons to touch me—a hand on my lower back to guide me through a door, fingers brushing mine as he took a file. Each touch was a brand, a promise of what was to come.

By Tuesday morning, I was a live wire. When the town car picked me up, he was already inside, typing on his phone. He glanced up. “Hadley.”

“Adrian.”

He went back to his phone. The formal distance was back, but the air in the car was thick with everything unsaid.

The flight was on his private jet. It was my first time on one, and I worked hard to hide my awe. It was all cream leather and polished wood. A lone flight attendant offered us drinks before discreetly disappearing into a forward cabin.

Once we were in the air, cruising above the clouds, he set his tablet aside. “Come here.”

I was sitting across from him in a plush seat. “Why?”

“Because I want you next to me.”

I unbuckled and moved to sit beside him. He immediately captured my mouth in a hard, hungry kiss, his hand tangling in my hair. It was nothing like the careful, controlled man from the car. This was the man from Friday night.

“I’ve been thinking about this for two days,” he growled against my lips. “About tasting you again.”

His hand slid up my thigh, under the hem of my skirt. His fingers found the lace edge of my underwear. “You’re wet already,” he murmured, a note of triumph in his voice. “Just from me telling you to come over here.”

I was. Embarrassingly, desperately so. “It’s… the altitude.”

He chuckled, a dark, delicious sound, and kissed me again, his tongue exploring my mouth as his fingers pressed against the damp fabric covering my pussy. I whimpered into the kiss, my hips rocking involuntarily against his hand.

He broke the kiss, his breath ragged. “Not here. Not our first time on the plane.” He said it like there would be other times. He withdrew his hand, bringing his fingers to his lips and sucking them clean, his eyes locked on mine. The sight was so obscenely erotic I nearly came right there. “We’ll land soon. I want you in a proper bed.”

The rest of the flight was torture. He went back to his tablet, the picture of composed efficiency, while I sat beside him, throbbing with need, the scent of my arousal and his cologne mingling in the quiet cabin.

We checked into a hotel that was more like a modern art gallery. Our “suite” was the entire top floor. The main room had windows on three sides overlooking Puget Sound. A bottle of champagne chilled in a stand, and a single rose lay on the coffee table.

Adrian dismissed the bellman and turned to me as the door clicked shut. The professional facade was gone, stripped away by the privacy of the room.

“The meetings start in two hours,” he said, his voice rough. “That gives us ninety minutes.”

He didn’t move toward me. He simply waited, his gaze expectant, dominant. He was making me choose. Again.

Every rational argument screamed in my head. This was the line. Crossing it here, now, in the cold light of day, on a business trip, made it real. It made it an affair.

I looked at him—the sharp cut of his jaw, the intensity in his eyes, the powerful set of his shoulders. I remembered the feel of him inside me, the way he’d shattered my control and then held me while I put myself back together.

I took a step forward. Then another. I stopped when I was toe-to-toe with him. I reached up and loosened his tie, pulling it slowly from his collar. His breath hitched. I unbuttoned the top button of his shirt, then the next. I placed my palms flat on his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart.

“I want this,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt. “I want you.”

It was all the permission he needed.

In one fluid motion, he grabbed the back of my thighs and lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he carried me through the suite, not to the bedroom, but to the massive desk by the window. He swept a lamp and a stack of hotel notepads onto the floor with a crash and set me on the edge.

His mouth was on mine, devouring, as his hands pushed my blazer off my shoulders. He made quick work of my blouse buttons, the delicate fabric tearing a little. He didn’t seem to care. His mouth left mine to trail down my neck, to the swell of my breasts above my lace bra. He unhooked the front clasp with a flick of his fingers and took a nipple into his mouth, sucking hard.

I cried out, my head falling back. The cool glass of the window behind the desk pressed against my back. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his teeth grazing, his tongue soothing. His hands slid my skirt up around my waist. He hooked his fingers in my underwear and tore them down my legs, the lace snapping.

“Adrian!” I gasped.

“Mine,” he stated, looking up at me, his lips glistening. “These are mine to ruin.”

He stepped back, just for a moment, to unbutton his own shirt and shove it off, to unbuckle his belt and push his pants and boxer briefs down just enough to free his cock. It was already fully erect, the head flushed and leaking. He was magnificent, all hard planes and intent.

He moved back between my legs, his hands gripping my hips. He notched himself against me, blunt and thick and right there, and held, waiting.

He paused, his forehead pressed to mine, his breath mingling with mine. “Eyes open, Hadley. I want you watching when I take you apart.”

I opened my eyes, meeting his stormy gaze.

“This time,” he said, each word deliberate, “I’m not going to stop. I’m not going to be gentle. I’m going to fuck you on this desk until you forget your own name. Do you understand?”

A shiver of pure desire racked me. “Yes.”

“Do you want it?”

“Yes.”

He didn’t ask again. He pushed into me, one slow, merciless inch at a time, filling me utterly. The stretch was exquisite, a perfect, burning fullness. I moaned, my nails digging into the hard muscles of his arms.

When he was fully sheathed, he held still, letting me adjust, his control a palpable force. Then he pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in.

I screamed, the pleasure so sharp it bordered on pain. He set a punishing, pounding rhythm, each thrust driving me back against the cool window. The desk creaked under us. The view of the city and the sound was a blur behind him. All I could see was him, all I could feel was him.

His thumb found my clit, rubbing tight, frantic circles in time with his thrusts. “You feel like heaven, Hadley. So fucking tight. Taking me so well.”

Something low in my belly wound past tight into unbearable, a string pulled taut enough to sing. “Adrian, I’m… I’m going to…”

“Come,” he commanded, his voice guttural. “Right now. On my cock, where I can feel every second of it.”

The words did it. The pressure of his thumb did it. I went off like something struck by lightning—no warning, just white heat and total collapse, my body wrenching around him hard enough to hurt. I heard myself say his name and didn’t recognize my own voice.

My climax triggered his. He gave one last, brutal thrust and locked there, a raw sound tearing out of him that wasn’t quite a word, his whole body seizing around the feel of me. I felt the hot rush of his release, an intimate claim that sent another, smaller shockwave through my spent body.

His arms gave out first. He folded over me onto the desk, both of us shaking, his heart slamming against my back hard enough that I could count the beats. Slowly, he softened inside me. He lifted his head and kissed me, a slow, tender kiss that was at odds with the frantic coupling we’d just shared.

He pulled out, disposed of the condom he’d somehow put on—I hadn’t even noticed—and then gathered me into his arms. He carried me to the sprawling living room sofa, sinking into it with me cradled in his lap. He grabbed a soft throw blanket and draped it over us.

We sat in silence for a long while, watching the ferries glide across the gray water. His hand stroked my hair.

“The meetings,” I murmured eventually, my voice hoarse.

“Fuck the meetings,” he said, but there was no heat in it, just a weary contentment. He held me closer. “They can wait an hour.”

I nestled against him, the world narrowed to the circle of his arms, the steady beat of his heart under my ear. The line was gone. Obliterated. I was well and truly on the other side now, in a place where my boss’s cock was inside me and his vulnerability was in his touch. The trouble I’d glimpsed in his penthouse wasn’t coming. It was already here. And as I let my eyes drift shut, I knew with terrifying certainty that I wouldn’t trade it for anything.


Chapter 4 — After Hours

The hour stretched into two. Adrian held me on that sofa as if I were something fragile, a relic salvaged from a wreck. I drifted in and out of a light doze, lulled by the rhythm of his breath, the solid warmth of his chest beneath my cheek. When I finally stirred, the light outside had deepened into the indigo of true evening, the city lights sharpening against the gloom.

His fingers traced the line of my spine, exposed where the blanket had slipped. “Hungry?” he asked, his voice a low rumble in his chest.

“Starving,” I admitted. The adrenaline had burned through everything.

He shifted, lifting me easily as he stood, and set me on my feet. My legs were shaky, my body humming with a deep, pleasant soreness. I looked down at myself—my blouse was hopelessly wrinkled, my skirt askew. I must have looked thoroughly debauched.

Adrian’s gaze swept over me, a possessive gleam in his eyes. “There are clothes in the guest room. Something will fit. I’ll order food.”

I padded down the hall, finding a suite as immaculate and minimalist as the rest of the penthouse. The walk-in closet held a selection of simple, elegant clothing in neutral colors—cashmere sweaters, silk trousers, linen shirts. All new, tags still on, all in a size that was suspiciously close to mine. A flutter of something uneasy went through me. Prepared, or presumptuous? I shook it off, selecting a soft gray sweater and a pair of black leggings. They fit perfectly.

When I returned to the living area, Adrian had changed as well, into dark jeans and a charcoal henley that stretched across his shoulders. He’d lit the gas fireplace, and the low flames cast dancing shadows over his face. An array of covered dishes sat on the coffee table—steaming dumplings, glazed chicken, jasmine rice.

“You didn’t have to get dressed on my account,” he said, his eyes dark as they traveled over the sweater.

“I’m not sitting here naked while I eat dumplings,” I said, settling onto the floor by the table. “That’s a level of intimacy I’m not prepared for.”

One corner of his mouth twitched, fighting a losing battle against a full smile. “Noted.”

I nodded toward the hallway. “The clothes in there. Tags still on. My size, more or less.” I kept my tone light, but the question underneath it wasn’t. “Do you keep a rotating cast of women’s clothing in your guest closet, or was that for me specifically?”

Something flickered across his face—caught, maybe, or careful. “I had someone order a few things Sunday night. After the gala.” He said it like a confession, watching for my reaction. “I didn’t know if you’d ever end up here. I wanted to be wrong about wanting you to.”

It should have unsettled me—the presumption of it, a stranger cataloguing my measurements before I’d said yes to anything. Instead it landed somewhere warmer than it should have. He hadn’t planned a seduction. He’d planned for the possibility of me, the way he planned for everything, and then hoped he wouldn’t need to.

“That’s either the most romantic thing anyone’s done for me,” I said, “or deeply unhinged.”

“With me,” he said, “it’s rarely just one or the other.”

We ate in a comfortable, charged silence. It wasn’t awkward; it was dense, full of everything that had happened and everything that hung unspoken between us. He watched me with an unnerving intensity, as if memorizing the way I used my chopsticks, the way I tucked my hair behind my ear.

“So,” I said finally, unable to bear the quiet any longer. “What now?”

He set his plate down. “Now, we finish our food. Then, I take you to bed and make you come so many times you forget your own name.”

Heat flooded my cheeks, but I held his gaze. “I meant… professionally. Tomorrow. We’re in Seattle. We have meetings.”

“We do.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’ll sit beside me. You’ll take notes. You’ll be impeccably professional. And the entire time, you’ll be thinking about how my cock felt inside you, and I’ll be thinking about the taste of your pussy. And then we’ll come back here and act on it.”

His bluntness was a shock to the system, a thrilling, terrifying directness. “That’s your plan?”

“It’s the only possible outcome,” he said, as if stating a fact. “The line is gone, Hadley. You crossed it. I pulled you across it. There’s no going back to pretending this isn’t happening.”

“And the board? Your reputation? The… the morality clauses?” My voice wavered on the last one.

A shadow crossed his face. “My company. My rules. They’re not yours to worry about.”

“But they are,” I insisted. “If this gets out, I’m the disposable one. The temp who slept her way into a corner office.”

His expression hardened. “You are not disposable. And you are not a temp. You’re mine.” The word was a gavel falling. “Anyone who touches you, who tries to use you against me, will learn exactly how ruthless I can be.”

The ferocity in his tone should have scared me. Instead, it lit a fuse somewhere low in my belly. This was the Adrian from the boardroom, the ice-cold strategist, but his target was anyone who threatened me. It was heady. It was dangerous.

I put my plate down. “Prove it.”

His eyebrow arched. “Prove what?”

“That I’m yours. That this isn’t just a… a hotel suite indulgence.” I stood up, my heart hammering against my ribs. “Take me to bed, Adrian. Make me forget.”

He was on his feet in an instant, closing the distance between us. His hands came up to frame my face, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. “You’re playing with fire.”

“I know.”

He kissed me, a deep, consuming kiss that tasted of soy sauce and want. Then he broke away, took my hand, and led me to the master bedroom.

It was a cavern of dark wood and slate gray, dominated by a massive platform bed. The wall of windows showed the glittering necklace of the 520 bridge. He didn’t turn on the main lights, only a single low lamp by the bed, painting the room in pools of gold and shadow.

He stopped at the foot of the bed and turned to me. “Take off the clothes you’re wearing.”

My breath hitched. I pulled the soft sweater over my head, let it drop to the floor. I shimmied out of the leggings, standing before him in just my plain cotton panties. I felt exposed, but not ashamed. His gaze was a physical weight, warming my skin.

“Those too,” he said, his voice rough.

I hooked my thumbs into the waistband and pushed them down, stepping out of them. The air was cool on my bare skin. I saw his eyes darken, his jaw tighten. He reached out and ran a single fingertip from the hollow of my throat, down between my breasts, over the flat plane of my stomach, stopping just above my pubic bone.

“So perfect,” he murmured, almost to himself. Then his command came, soft but absolute. “On the bed. On your knees, facing the headboard.”

A jolt of pure anticipation went through me. I climbed onto the high mattress, the cool duvet under my knees. I faced the upholstered headboard, my back to him, waiting. I heard the soft rustle of his clothes, the click of a cap.

Then his warmth was behind me, his bare chest pressing against my back. His hands slid around my waist, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard length of his erection against the swell of my ass. He nuzzled my neck, his breath hot on my ear.

“You asked me to prove it,” he whispered. “Every time you feel this tonight, remember. You belong to me.”

One hand stayed splayed on my stomach, holding me to him. The other traveled down, through the curls at the apex of my thighs, his fingers parting me. I gasped as he found my clit, already swollen and sensitive. He didn’t tease. He applied a firm, steady pressure, circling the nerve-rich bundle with a focus that made my knees weaken. I dropped my head forward, a moan escaping my lips.

“That’s it,” he growled. “Let me hear you.”

His fingers worked me with a slow, torturous precision, stroking, circling, occasionally dipping lower to coat his fingers in my wetness before returning to my clit. Pleasure pooled low and molten in my core, thick and heavy, spreading before it ever bothered to tighten. I was panting, pushing back against him, chasing the friction of his cock against my backside.

“Please,” I whimpered, unsure what I was begging for.

“I know what you need,” he said. He removed his hand from my clit, and I cried out at the loss. But then I felt the blunt, slick head of his cock nudge against my entrance from behind. He’d put on a condom. He held himself there, just pressing, not entering. “This is mine,” he said, his voice thick with possession. “This heat, this tightness. It’s mine.”

And then he pushed in.

It was a slow, deliberate, breathtaking invasion. My body stretched to accommodate him, the fullness so intense it bordered on pain before tipping over into blinding pleasure. He filled me completely, his pelvis flush against my ass. He held there, seated in me all the way, letting me feel every last inch of him before he allowed either of us to breathe.

“Oh, god,” I breathed, my hands gripping the headboard.

His hand returned to my clit, his fingers finding a rhythm against the sensitive nub as he began to move. His thrusts were slow and deep, a steady, driving piston that gave me no room to catch my breath. The angle was different, deeper than before, and with every stroke he brushed a spot inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids.

“You feel that?” he gritted out, his pace increasing slightly. “That’s where you keep me. Right there. Clenching around me like a fist.”

His words were filthy, perfect. They unraveled me. The dual stimulation—his fingers on my clit, his cock stroking that perfect place—built the pressure inside me to a breaking point. My moans grew louder, ragged. I was babbling, a stream of “yes” and “Adrian” and “please.”

“Let go,” he commanded, his voice harsh in my ear. “I’ve got you. Show me you’re mine.”

It was the permission I needed. Something inside me gave way all at once, no slow build, just release, sudden and total, radiating out to my fingertips, my toes, the roots of my hair. I screamed into the pillow, my body convulsing around him, milking his length in long, helpless pulses.

He rode me through it, his thrusts turning brutal, chasing his own release. My spasms hadn’t even finished before his rhythm broke apart entirely—three hard, uneven strokes, and then nothing but a low, wrecked sound against my shoulder blade as he came apart inside me.

We sank forward together onto the mattress, him covering my back, both of us slick with sweat and breathing like we’d run a marathon. He softened inside me, but didn’t pull out, just stayed there, joined, as our heartbeats slowed.

After a long moment, he carefully withdrew, disposed of the condom, and gathered me into his arms. He flipped us so we were lying side-by-side, facing each other on the rumpled duvet. He brushed the damp hair from my forehead.

“Proof enough?” he asked, his voice ragged.

I could only nod, my body humming, my mind blissfully empty.

He pulled the covers over us. “Sleep. There’s more where that came from.”



I woke sometime in the deep night, disoriented. The room was dark, the city lights a silent symphony outside the glass. Adrian was asleep beside me, one arm thrown over his eyes, the sheets pooled around his waist. In sleep, the harsh lines of his face softened. He looked younger, almost vulnerable.

The reality of the situation descended on me, cold and heavy. I was in my billionaire boss’s bed. We’d had sex—twice. Incredible, mind-altering sex. He’d called me “mine” with a conviction that felt both thrilling and terrifying. I thought of the clothes in the guest closet, my exact size. I thought of his warning about people using me against him.

This wasn’t a fling. This was a vortex. And I was already in way over my head.

As if sensing my wakefulness, his eyes opened. They found me in the dim light. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I whispered.

“Don’t lie to me.” He turned onto his side, propping his head on his hand. “Tell me.”

I swallowed. “This is… a lot. You’re a lot.”

He was silent for a moment. “I know.” He reached out, tracing my lower lip with his thumb. “I’ve spent a decade building walls so high no one could get in. And then you show up, with your sharp tongue and your defiant eyes, and you kick a hole right through them.” His thumb stilled. “I don’t know how to do this gently, Hadley. I only know how to claim what I want. And I want you.”

“What happens when wanting isn’t enough?” I asked, the question slipping out before I could stop it. “When the board finds out? When the press gets wind? I’m a liability, Adrian.”

A flicker of anger, or maybe fear, crossed his face. “You let me handle the liabilities. My job is to protect what’s mine. Your job…” He leaned in, his lips a breath from mine. “Your job is to be here. In my bed. Under me. Coming apart for me. Can you do that?”

The part of me that was sensible, that had taken this job to pay off student loans, screamed no. The part of me that was still throbbing from his possession, that felt more alive in his arms than I ever had, sighed yes.

I answered by kissing him. It was a slow, deep kiss, full of the uncertainty and the desperate need that churned inside me. He responded instantly, rolling me onto my back, settling his weight over me. This time, there was no commanding urgency, just a slow, thorough exploration.

He kissed every inch of my skin, as if committing me to memory. He took my nipples into his mouth, sucking and laving until they were pebbled peaks of sensation. He trailed his mouth down my stomach, over my hipbones, and then he pushed my thighs apart and put his mouth on me.

I cried out, my hands flying to his hair. He ate me with a single-minded devotion, his tongue flicking and stroking my clit, delving inside me, reducing me to a writhing, pleading mess. He brought me to the edge once, twice, backing off each time, drawing out the torture until I was sobbing his name.

Only then did he slide up my body, sheathing himself inside me in one smooth, deep stroke. He made love to me then, a slow, grinding rhythm that felt more like a claiming than anything before. Our eyes locked, and in the dim light, I saw not just hunger, but something raw and open, something that looked like need.

“Hadley,” he breathed against my lips, his rhythm faltering. “I…”

He didn’t finish. Instead, he kissed me, swallowing my gasp as his own climax overtook him. He spilled into the condom with a broken groan, his entire body shuddering against mine.

For one unguarded second, with his rhythm faltering over my name, I let myself imagine what he’d almost said. I didn’t dare finish the sentence for him. Not yet. But I held onto the shape of it in the dark, turning it over like a coin I wasn’t ready to spend.

After, he didn’t let go. He kept me pinned beneath him, his weight going slack by degrees, his breath slowing against my collarbone until I felt it more than heard it. Then, he rolled, taking me with him, tucking me against his side.

“Sleep,” he said again, his voice muffled against my hair. “The world can wait.”

I closed my eyes, lulled by the steady beat of his heart. The trouble wasn’t coming. It was curled around me, holding me tight. And as I drifted off, I knew he was right. For now, the world could wait.


Chapter 5 — The Scandal

The Seattle meetings wrapped by Wednesday afternoon. I sat at Adrian’s right hand through two days of due-diligence sessions, correcting a misstated liability figure in front of Vance’s general counsel and watching the man recalculate, in real time, whether the woman he’d dismissed as the CEO’s plus-one was actually the sharpest person at the table. By the final session I wasn’t taking notes anymore; I was fielding questions directly, and Adrian let me. The Vance deal inched forward on schedule, twenty minutes ahead of it, if anyone was counting, and I was. We flew back to New York that night, and I let him take me home to the penthouse instead of Brooklyn, too wrung out to argue. For the better part of a week, since the gala, the world had left us alone with this thing between us. That grace ran out the next morning.

The world did not wait. It kicked the door in at six a.m.

My phone, charging on Adrian’s nightstand, erupted in a cacophony of ringtones and notifications. I jolted awake, disoriented, tangled in sheets that smelled like him. Adrian’s arm tightened around my waist, a low growl rumbling in his chest.

“Turn it off,” he muttered, his voice thick with sleep.

But the damage was done. My brain was online, clawing its way out of the warm, sex-drunk haze of the night. I reached for the phone, squinting against the screen’s harsh light. Missed calls from my mother. Texts from two college friends I hadn’t heard from in months. And a link from my one remaining semi-friendly colleague in HR, Lisa, with a single, ominous message: Holy shit, Hadley. Call me.

A cold, slick dread began to pool in my stomach. I clicked the link.

It took me to The Insider, a glossy, venomous gossip site. The headline screamed in bold, black letters: COLE COLD NO MORE? ICE KING MELTS FOR NEW ASSISTANT. Beneath it was a grainy, long-lens photo. It was us, the night of the gala, on the balcony of his penthouse—shot days ago, sat on, and dropped now for maximum damage. My back was to the camera, my dress a dark smudge against the night, but my face was visible in profile, tilted up towards his. Adrian’s head was bent, his mouth close to my ear, one hand possessive on the small of my back. The angle made it look like we were seconds from a kiss. The intimacy of it was a violation, laid bare for anyone to gawk at.

The article was worse. It painted me as a gold-digging upstart who’d “clawed her way” into the CEO’s bed within weeks. It mentioned my student debt, my “modest” background, and contrasted it with Adrian’s “vast empire.” It dripped with insinuation, questioning my competence, my morals. Then, it pivoted to his ex-wife, Lydia Cole, who was quoted as “saddened but not surprised by Adrian’s predictable lapse in judgment.” It ended with a pointed question about board confidence and “the stability of Cole Capital’s leadership during a sensitive merger period.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. My hands went cold.

“Hadley?” Adrian’s voice was clearer now. He pushed up on one elbow, his bare chest a solid wall beside me. “What is it?”

Wordlessly, I handed him the phone.

His expression shifted from concerned sleepiness to sharp, focused intensity as he scanned the screen. A muscle ticked in his jaw. The soft, vulnerable man from last night was gone, sealed away behind a layer of impenetrable ice. He handed the phone back, his movements precise, controlled.

“Get dressed,” he said, throwing back the covers. “We need to be in the office in forty minutes.”

“Adrian—”

“Now, Hadley.” He was already striding toward his walk-in closet, all business. “My PR team and legal are probably already blowing up my secure line. We contain this from the office.”

The ‘we’ should have been comforting. It felt like a sentence. I scrambled out of bed, my body aching in pleasant, remembered ways that now seemed like evidence. I found my dress in a heap on the floor, my underwear beside it. I dressed quickly, the silk feeling like a costume. When I emerged from the bathroom, he was in the living room, wearing a flawlessly tailored charcoal suit, his phone to his ear.

“I don’t care what it costs, Martin. I want that photographer’s name, the source of the tip, and every communication between Lydia Cole and The Insider in the last seventy-two hours… Yes, defamation is on the table. She implied transactional sex. That’s not just gossip, it’s a legal issue.” He listened, his gaze landing on me. It was unreadable. “We’ll be there in thirty. Have the conference room on sixty-two ready.”

He ended the call. The silence in the penthouse was deafening, broken only by the distant hum of the city below.

“Come on,” he said, picking up his keys. “The car’s downstairs.”

The ride down in the private elevator was a study in tension. He stood beside me, close but not touching, his profile like carved stone. I wanted to reach for him, to break through the wall he’d erected, but my own fear held me back. The shame from the article was a hot, sticky coating on my skin.

In the back of the car, he finally spoke, his eyes fixed on the passing streets. “You’ll say nothing to anyone. Not to HR, not to Lisa, not to the barista in the lobby. You refer all inquiries to Martin in Legal and Evelyn in PR. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice small.

“This is a coordinated attack. Lydia has been looking for leverage since the merger talks with Vance Holdings began. She’s using you to destabilize me, to make me look reckless to the board.”

“So I’m a liability.” The words tasted like ash.

He turned his head, his eyes boring into mine. “You are a target. There’s a difference.”

It didn’t feel different. The office, when we arrived, was a warzone of muted whispers and averted eyes. The usual morning buzz was replaced by a thick, watching silence. We rode the elevator to the executive floor, and the second the doors opened, Adrian’s chief of staff, Mark, descended.

“Board emergency call in twenty, Adrian. Martin and Evelyn are in the conference room. The press line is ringing off the hook.”

“Hadley, with me,” Adrian commanded, not breaking stride.

I followed him into the conference room. It was all cool glass and sharp edges. Martin, a wiry man with glasses, and Evelyn, impeccably dressed and radiating calm competence, were waiting.

“We have a multi-pronged problem,” Evelyn began, without preamble. “One: salacious gossip undermining your authority. Two: a sexist narrative that undermines Ms. Marsh’s professional standing. Three: board nerves. Four: Vance Holdings using this as a pretext to renegotiate merger terms or scuttle the deal.”

“My standing?” I blurted out, then clamped my mouth shut.

Evelyn gave me a sympathetic, but professional, look. “The ‘sleeping her way to the top’ trope is unfortunately potent, Hadley. It doesn’t matter that it’s false. Perception is reality.”

“We issue a statement,” Adrian said, his voice leaving no room for debate. “We confirm a private, consensual relationship. We emphasize it has no bearing on company operations. We threaten legal action against The Insider for the defamatory portions. We do not apologize.”

“Adrian,” Martin cautioned. “Confirming it gives the story oxygen. Denial is cleaner.”

“Denial is a lie,” Adrian stated, his gaze flicking to me for a fraction of a second. “And they have a photo. A weak denial makes us look worse.”

The meeting spiraled into strategy—legal precedents, press release language, board member profiles and their likely reactions. I sat there, listening to my life, my heart, be dissected as a ‘problem’ to be ‘managed.’ I was a variable in a crisis plan. The warmth of his body wrapped around mine, the whispered ‘mine,’ felt like a dream from another lifetime.

After an hour, Adrian stood. “Hadley, stay here. Review the draft statement Evelyn prepares. I have to take the board call.”

He left, followed by Mark. The door clicked shut, leaving me with Evelyn and Martin.

Evelyn slid a laptop toward me. “Your perspective on the language would be helpful. We need to protect you, too.”

I tried to focus on the words on the screen: “Cole Capital affirms the private, consensual nature of the relationship… fully supports the professional integrity of all employees…” They were sterile, corporate bandaids on a gushing wound.

The day blurred into a nightmare. Adrian was sequestered in his office, on call after call. I fielded emails, my hands shaking, following the script Evelyn gave me. The looks in the hallway were unbearable—pity, curiosity, outright disdain. Lisa from HR slipped me a coffee and a whispered “hang in there,” which only made me feel more like a drowning victim.

By 3 p.m., the internal gossip had morphed. A new rumor, likely seeded by Lydia’s camp, was snaking through the company chat rooms: that our relationship had begun before I was hired, that the interview process was a sham. It was the one line that could not only end me, but seriously damage Adrian with the board. Favoritism. Fraud.

I sat at my desk outside his office, a ghost of the woman who’d sat there yesterday, teasing him about his coffee order. I looked at the closed door, behind which he was fighting a battle to save his company, a battle I had now become the central, vulnerable flank of.

The solution crystallized in my mind, cold and simple. If I was the weapon being used against him, I had to remove myself from the arsenal.

I stood up, my legs unsteady. I didn’t knock. I opened his door.

He was at the window, his back to the room, phone at his ear. “…told you, the due diligence is clean. This is a distraction tactic… I don’t care what she told the tabloids.” He heard the door and turned. His face was drawn, the shadows under his eyes pronounced. He held up a finger to me, listening. “Handle it. I have to go.”

He ended the call. “Hadley? What is it?”

“I’m resigning,” I said. The words fell between us like stones.

He went very still. “No, you’re not.”

“It’s the only play, Adrian. They’re saying you hired me because we were already involved. That’s a fireable offense for you, not just me. If I quit, the story loses its teeth. It becomes ‘ex-assistant spills salacious gossip.’ You can deny it more forcefully. You can say I’m a disgruntled former employee. The board calms down. The merger stays on track.”

He crossed the room in three strides, stopping just before me. “I am not throwing you to the wolves to save a merger.”

“You’re not throwing me. I’m jumping.” My eyes burned, but I refused to cry. “This started because I needed a job. Well, this job is now poisoning everything it was supposed to fix. I can’t let you lose your company over me.”

“You think I give a single fuck about this company right now?” The raw fury in his voice shocked me. He grabbed my arms, not hard, but with a desperate intensity. “They attacked you. They called you a whore. They reduced what happened between us to a transaction. Do you have any idea what that does to me?”

“It doesn’t matter!” I shouted, the emotion finally breaking through. “Don’t you see? This is why this was a bad idea! This is the line we weren’t supposed to cross! I’m your assistant. Now, because of that, you’re vulnerable. I am a weakness they can exploit. The only way to make you strong again is for me to leave.”

His grip shifted, his hands cradling my face. “You are not a weakness. You are the only thing that has felt like a goddamn strength in years.” His thumb brushed a tear I hadn’t let fall. “You think I’m letting you walk away? After last night? After you looked at me like I was a man, not a bank account? After you let me…” He stopped, swallowing hard. “No. You are not resigning.”

“Adrian—”

He kissed me. It wasn’t gentle or exploratory. It was a possession, an argument made with lips and tongue and teeth. It was full of anger and fear and a stark, terrifying need. I melted against him, my resolve crumbling. My hands fisted in his shirt, holding on as if he were the only solid thing in a tilting world.

When he broke the kiss, we were both breathless. He rested his forehead against mine. “You listen to me. I have spent my entire life building walls, creating distance, because it was safe. It was control. You…” He pulled back, his eyes searching mine. “You climbed the walls. You looked me in the eye and called me on my bullshit. You saw the man in the monster. And last night, you let me see you. All of you. I am not trading that for a board seat or a merger. I would burn it all down first.”

The confession hung in the air, vast and terrifying. He meant it. I could see the truth of it in the stark lines of his face.

“What do we do, then?” I whispered.

“We fight,” he said, his voice low and determined. “Together. Not you hiding to protect me. We face it. Right now.”

He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine in a grip that was anchor and promise. He led me back to the conference room, where Evelyn and Martin were still working.

“Change of plan,” Adrian announced, never letting go of my hand. “We’re not just releasing a statement. We’re holding a press conference. Tomorrow.”

Evelyn’s eyebrows shot up. “Adrian, that’s extremely high-risk.”

“It’s the only move. We control the narrative directly. No filtered quotes, no spin. Hadley will be there with me.”

All eyes turned to me. My heart hammered against my ribs.

“Me?”

“You,” he said, his thumb stroking the back of my hand. “You are brilliant, and sharp, and you have nothing to be ashamed of. You look them in the eye and you tell them the truth. That this is your job, you’re damn good at it, and who you choose to be with outside these walls is nobody’s business.”

I saw the logic. It was a power play. A defiant, united front. It was also utterly terrifying.

“Okay,” I said, the word feeling too small for the leap of faith it represented. “Okay.”

The rest of the afternoon was a whirlwind of preparation. Evelyn coached me on likely questions. Martin briefed us on legal boundaries. Through it all, Adrian’s hand was either on the small of my back, on my shoulder, or holding mine under the table. A constant, solid touch in the chaos.

We worked late, ordering food that went mostly uneaten. Finally, around nine, Evelyn and Martin left, leaving us alone in the quiet, darkened conference room. The city lights glittered beyond the glass, a panorama of a world that felt both hostile and beautiful.

The adrenaline that had sustained me all day began to ebb, leaving behind a deep, trembling exhaustion. I leaned back in my chair, closing my eyes.

“Come here,” Adrian said softly.

I opened my eyes. He was sitting at the head of the table, his jacket off, tie loosened. He held out a hand. I went to him, letting him pull me onto his lap. I curled into him, my head against his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of his skin and crisp cotton.

“I’m scared,” I admitted into the quiet dark.

His arms tightened around me. “I know. So am I.” He kissed my hair. “But I am not afraid of you. Or of this. That’s what matters.”

He held me for a long time, just sitting in the silence, his heartbeat a steady drum against my ear. The fear was still there, a cold knot in my gut, but it was surrounded by the warmth of him, by the solid certainty of his body and his choice.

His hand slid under my blouse, his palm warm on the skin of my back. It was a simple touch, but it sparked something. The embers of the night before, buried under the day’s panic, glowed back to life. I shifted on his lap, feeling the hard line of his erection beneath me. A shiver ran through me, part nerves, part pure, unadulterated want.

I lifted my head and found his mouth. This kiss was different from the desperate one in his office. It was slow, deep, a rediscovery. A reaffirmation. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of coffee and resolve. My hands went to his hair, messing the perfect style he’d maintained all day.

“Here?” I breathed against his lips.

“Yes,” he said, his voice guttural. He stood, lifting me effortlessly, and set me on the edge of the massive conference table. The cool glass bit through my skirt. He stepped between my legs, his hands pushing my blazer off my shoulders. “I need you, Hadley. I need to feel you, not the mess outside.”

He unbuttoned my blouse with a focused, deliberate slowness, kissing each new inch of skin he exposed. When he reached my breasts, freed from my bra, he took a nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue flicking the peak. I cried out, my back arching, the fear and stress of the day transmuting into a sharp, aching need.

“Adrian,” I gasped, tugging at his belt.

He obeyed, unfastening his trousers, freeing his cock. It was thick and hard, jutting proudly from his body. He reached between my legs, pushing my skirt up, his fingers finding the damp silk of my underwear. He stroked me through the fabric, his eyes locked on mine.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured, a dark heat in his gaze. “Even after today. Even with all of it.”

“Because of you,” I said, the truth of it undeniable. “Only you.”

With a growl, he hooked his fingers in my underwear and pulled them down my legs, letting them drop to the floor. He settled at my entrance, hot and blunt against my slick folds.

“Don’t look away from me,” he said, low. “Not tonight. I need you here, with me. Not out there with them.”

I didn’t. I held his stormy gray gaze as he pushed inside, filling me in one long, slow, ruinous stroke. I gasped, my nails digging into his shoulders. The table was hard and unyielding beneath me, a stark contrast to the perfect, claiming heat of him buried deep.

He began to move, a rolling, deliberate rhythm that had none of the frantic pace of our first time. This was a reclamation. Each thrust was a punctuation mark against the chaos of the day. Mine. Each withdrawal a promise. Still mine.

He leaned down, bracing his hands on the table beside my head, his body covering mine. “They don’t get this,” he gritted out, driving into me. “They don’t get to have any part of this. This is ours.”

“Yes,” I moaned, my legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him deeper. The tension, the anger, the defiance of the whole terrible day fused into one white-hot current, spreading outward from where we were joined until I couldn’t tell fear from want anymore.

One of his hands slid between us, his thumb finding my clit. He pressed and circled, his touch expert, unhurried, almost cruel in its patience. The dual sensation—the deep, full penetration and the precise friction on my most sensitive spot—was overwhelming. The world outside, the scandal, the flashing cameras, it all dissolved into the feel of him, the scent of him, the sound of our ragged breathing and skin meeting skin.

“Give it to me,” he urged, his voice rough against my ear. “Let go of all of it. Just feel me.”

I went under all at once, a convulsive wave of pleasure that tore a scream from my throat and left me clenched around him, my vision whiting out, my body shaking with the force of it.

His control went with mine. He drove in hard, once, twice, a third time that stole the air from both our lungs, and then he simply stopped, every muscle locked, his whole body shuddering as he came apart inside the condom he’d somehow managed to put on. He sank down over me slowly, boneless, his mouth finding the curve of my throat, breathing me in like he needed the oxygen of it.

We stayed like that for long minutes, tangled together on the boardroom table, our breathing gradually slowing. The city lights continued to blink, indifferent.

Finally, he lifted his head. He brushed the sweat-damp hair from my forehead, his gaze softer now, but no less intense. “No more talk of leaving,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument.

I reached up, tracing the line of his jaw. “No more talk of leaving,” I agreed.

He helped me sit up, then gently righted my clothes before seeing to his own. We were a mess—rumpled, spent, marked by each other. We didn’t speak as we gathered our things and took the private elevator down to the garage. His driver was waiting.

In the back of the car, he pulled me close, my head resting on his shoulder. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we end this.”

I nodded, closing my eyes. For the first time all day, I believed him. The fear was still there, but it was no longer alone. It was partnered with a fierce, defiant hope, forged in the heat of his body and the steel in his voice. We were in the storm, but we were in it together. And for now, that was enough.


Chapter 6 — The Merger

The press conference happened exactly as Adrian promised it would: brief, unapologetic, and airtight. He told the cameras that who he loved was not a shareholder matter; I told them I was good at my job and had no plans to stop being good at it. By the six o’clock broadcast, The Insider had already moved on to someone else’s ruin. It turned out to be the easy part.

The board meeting was scheduled for ten a.m. I woke at six, tangled in Adrian’s sheets and Adrian’s arms. He was already awake, watching me in the gray dawn light filtering through his penthouse windows. His expression was unreadable, a return of the ice I’d spent the last week melting.

“Regrets?” he asked, his voice a low rumble against my ear.

I shifted to face him fully. “Only that we didn’t do this sooner.” I let my hand trace the hard planes of his chest. “You’re thinking about the meeting.”

“I’m thinking about leverage,” he admitted. “My ex-wife is on the board. She holds seventeen percent. She’s been a silent partner for years, but this… this gives her a stage. She’ll use you as a cudgel.”

The fear from yesterday was a cold, hard stone in my stomach again. “And your play?”

He caught my wandering hand, brought it to his lips, kissed my palm. A gesture so tender it contradicted everything about him. “My play,” he said, “is you.”

An hour later, we were in his home office, a sleek space of glass and dark wood. He’d laid it out for me. The proposed merger with Vance Tech was the crown jewel of his quarter, a move that would solidify his empire for the next decade. The board’s objections were twofold: the potential volatility of Vance’s AI division, and now, the ‘distraction and liability’ of his relationship with his assistant.

“They’ll claim I’m compromised,” he said, standing by the window, a silhouette against the waking city. “That my judgment is clouded. They’ll vote down the merger unless I… rectify the situation.”

“Meaning fire me,” I said, my voice steady. I was dressed in my sharpest black suit, my armor.

“Or publicly denounce you. End it.” He turned, his eyes like flint. “They underestimate two things. One, how much I want this merger. And two, how much I want you.”

A thrill shot through me, hot and sharp. “So what’s the move?”

“We give them a show,” he said, a predatory smile touching his lips. “But not the one they’re expecting.”

The boardroom at Cole Industries was a temple of money and power. A thirty-foot slab of black marble served as the table, surrounded by chairs that cost more than my annual salary. The wall was a single, curved pane of glass overlooking the financial district.

I took my usual seat against the wall, laptop open, ready to take minutes. My heart was a frantic bird against my ribs. Adrian stood at the head of the table, pouring himself a glass of water. He was in a charcoal suit that fit him like a second skin, his tie a perfect knot of midnight blue. He was the picture of controlled, untouchable authority.

The board members filed in. Older men in expensive suits, a few sharp-eyed women. And then, her.

Lydia Cole entered like she owned the air in the room. She was stunning in a way that was calculated—a sharp bob of platinum blonde hair, a sheath dress that screamed Parisian atelier. Her eyes, the same cold gray as Adrian’s, swept over me. A flicker of disdain, then dismissal. She took the seat to Adrian’s immediate right.

“Shall we begin?” Adrian said, his voice cutting through the murmured greetings. He didn’t sit.

The merger discussion started. Numbers, projections, risk assessments. I typed, my fingers flying over the keys, falling into the familiar rhythm of work. Adrian was magnificent. He dismantled concerns with surgical precision, his voice calm, his logic unassailable. He wanted this deal, and he made every person in the room see its inevitability.

Then Lydia cleared her throat. “This is all very compelling, Adrian. But there’s an unaddressed risk factor. Personnel.” She didn’t look at me. Everyone else did. “A CEO’s judgment is paramount. When personal entanglements enter the executive suite, it raises… questions. The Vance team is conservative. A scandal, even a whisper of one, could spook them.”

Adrian didn’t flinch. “Are you referring to something specific, Lydia?”

“Don’t be coy,” she said, a smile playing on her lips. “Your assistant. Ms. Marsh. The… closeness… is noted. It’s a vulnerability. The press would feast on it. I move that we table the merger vote until the CEO’s office is brought back to a state of professional propriety.”

A few heads nodded. An older gentleman, Mr. Greer, spoke. “Adrian, you know we admire your work. But Lydia has a point. Perception is reality. Is there any truth to these… rumors?”

The room held its breath. I stopped typing, my hands frozen above the keys.

Adrian finally moved. He walked around the head of the table, not towards Lydia, but towards me. Every eye followed him. He stopped beside my chair.

“Hadley,” he said, his voice soft but carrying. “Stand up, please.”

My legs felt like water, but I stood. I faced him, the board a blur in my periphery.

“The rumors are true,” Adrian announced, his gaze locked on mine. “I am involved with Hadley Marsh. Deeply. Irrevocably involved.”

A ripple of shock went through the room. Lydia’s smile turned triumphant.

Adrian continued, raising his voice slightly. “Which is why, as of this moment, I am appointing her Vice President of Strategic Integration, effective immediately. She will be the lead point on the Vance merger, reporting directly to me.”

My breath caught. What?

Lydia’s smile vanished. “You can’t be serious. She’s an assistant!”

“She’s a graduate of a top law school who was working as an assistant to pay off her family’s medical debt,” Adrian said, his tone glacial. “She identified the flaw in the Kettering deal that saved this company twenty million dollars last month. She’s been running the projections on the Vance merger alongside me for three weeks. Her insights on their R&D pipeline are the reason our offer is as aggressive as it is.” He turned to the board. “The ‘risk’ isn’t my relationship with her. The risk is losing her to a competitor who can see past an org chart to her actual value.”

He was throwing me into the deep end. But he was also handing me a life raft made of steel.

Mr. Greer leaned forward. “Is this true, Ms. Marsh? About the Kettering flaw?”

I found my voice. It was steadier than I felt. “Yes. The due diligence team overlooked a non-compete clause in the subsidiary’s founding documents. It was buried on page forty-seven of the original partnership agreement.”

“And the Vance AI assessment?” another board member asked.

“Their predictive models are industry-leading, but their data sanitation protocols are two years behind. It’s a massive vulnerability we can help them fix, and a point of leverage in the final valuation,” I said, the words flowing from weeks of late-night work with Adrian. “I’ve prepared a memo.”

Adrian’s hand came to rest on the small of my back. A simple, possessive touch. “The motion was to table the merger until my office was brought to a state of professional propriety. I believe promoting the most competent person for the job is the very definition of professional propriety. I call for a vote on the merger. Now.”

The vote passed. Seven to three. Lydia was one of the three.

As the rest of the board gathered their things, Mr. Greer paused by my chair on his way out. “That memo on Vance’s data protocols,” he said, without preamble. “Send it to my office tomorrow. I want my people to see how it’s done.” It wasn’t warmth, exactly. But it wasn’t pity, either, and after a day of being talked about like a scandal instead of a person, it was worth more than an apology would have been.

As the board filed out, Lydia lingered. She walked up to Adrian, her voice a venomous whisper I wasn’t supposed to hear. “You think you’ve won? Promoting your whore won’t stop the talk. It’ll get louder.”

Adrian’s face went cold, a mask of pure, terrifying fury. “You will never speak of her that way again. You will cash out your shares, and you will leave this building. If you so much as whisper her name to a reporter, I will bury you in litigation so deep you’ll never see daylight again. Are we clear?”

Lydia paled, nodded once, and strode out.

The door clicked shut, leaving us alone in the vast, silent boardroom. The adrenaline crash was immediate. My knees buckled. Adrian’s arms were around me in an instant, holding me up.

“You were… you were incredible,” I breathed into his chest.

“We were incredible,” he corrected. He pulled back, cupping my face. “I meant what I said. The VP title isn’t a ploy. You’ve earned it ten times over.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll have dinner with me. To celebrate.” His thumb stroked my cheekbone. “My place. Eight o’clock.”

It felt like a beginning, not an end. “Yes.”

Somewhere between the boardroom and the elevator, I thought of my mother—of the calls I used to dread making, the ones where I had to explain, again, why this month’s payment on her hospital bill would be late. I hadn’t told Adrian much beyond the bare fact of the debt. Standing there in my armor of a black suit, his hand still warm at the small of my back, I let myself believe I might finally be done dreading those calls.

I called her from the back of the car, before I could talk myself out of it. She picked up on the second ring, breathless in the way she always was when she thought a call might be about money. “It’s good news,” I said first, before she could brace for the opposite. I told her about the promotion—left out the board fight, the tabloids, the parts that would only make her worry—and when I said the new number, the salary, she went quiet so long I thought the call had dropped. “Hadley,” she finally said, my name cracking on her voice in a way I’d never heard before. “Hadley, baby.” I promised to send money for the next round of bills before she could ask. “And the man?” she asked, careful, the old warning still sitting between us. “He’s not free,” I admitted. “But I don’t think I want a refund.” She laughed, wet and surprised, and told me to bring him to dinner sometime so she could look him in the eye. I said I would. I meant it.

His penthouse was different that night. Softer. He’d dimmed the lights. Candles flickered on the dining table, which was set for two. The smell of garlic and herbs came from the kitchen—he’d cooked, himself.

We ate. We talked. Not about the board, or the merger, or Lydia. We talked about stupid things. My obsession with terrible reality TV. His secret love of building model ships, a habit he confessed with genuine embarrassment, admitting there was a half-finished nineteenth-century frigate under a sheet in a closet three rooms from where we sat. He’d started the first one at nineteen, he told me, the summer his father died and left him a company he was too young to run and a boardroom full of men waiting for him to fail. Building something with his hands, something with no shareholders and no ticking clock, had been the only hour of the day that had felt like his own. He hadn’t told anyone that in over a decade. I threatened to find it. He threatened, without much conviction, to fire me if I did. We laughed. The sound of his laugh, deep and unguarded, was a treasure I stored away.

After dinner, we moved to the massive living room sofa. I curled into his side, a glass of wine in my hand, watching the endless city lights.

“You chose me,” I said quietly. “Over the easy path.”

He took my glass, set it aside. “There was no choice.” He turned me towards him, his gaze burning. “You are the merger. You are the deal. The only one that matters.”

Then he kissed me. It wasn’t like the kisses in the office, fevered and desperate. This was slow. Deliberate. A claiming that was also a giving. His tongue traced my lips before slipping inside, tasting of wine and dark promise. I melted into him, my hands coming up to tangle in his hair.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against mine. “I need you, Hadley. Not in the boardroom. Not as my VP. Here. Now. Just you.”

“Yes,” I whispered.

He stood, pulling me up with him. He led me not to the bedroom, but back towards his home office. The room where we’d plotted our victory hours before. He stopped in the center of the room, on the thick, plush rug.

“Here,” he said, his voice thick with intent. “I want to see you, surrounded by everything I’ve built, and know you’re mine.”

He began to undress me with a reverence that stole my breath. His fingers made quick work of the buttons on my blouse, pushing it from my shoulders. He unhooked my bra, letting it fall. The cool air, and his hot gaze, pebbled my nipples. He knelt before me, removing my shoes, then my stockings, his hands sliding up my calves, my thighs. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my trousers and panties and drew them down in one smooth motion.

I stood naked before him, in the heart of his domain, exposed and utterly unafraid.

“Beautiful,” he breathed. He leaned forward and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to my stomach, his tongue dipping into my navel. I gasped, my fingers sinking into his hair.

He stood then, and I returned the favor. I undid his tie, pulled it slowly from his collar. I unbuttoned his shirt, revealing the sculpted chest I knew so well now. I unbuckled his belt, the sound loud in the quiet room. I pushed his trousers and boxer briefs down, freeing his cock, already fully erect, thick and straining.

I wrapped my hand around him, stroking once, twice. He hissed, his eyes slamming shut. “Hadley…”

“My turn,” I murmured. I dropped to my knees before him, mirroring his position. I didn’t tease. I took him into my mouth, swallowing him deep. He groaned, a sound of pure surrender. I loved the weight of him on my tongue, the taste of him, the way his hips jerked instinctively. I loved the power I had in this moment, the billionaire brought to his knees by my mouth. I sucked him, my hand working his base, until his thighs trembled.

He pulled me up roughly. “Enough. I need to be inside you. Now.”

He guided me down onto the rug. He lay beside me, his hand roaming my body as his mouth found mine again. His fingers trailed down my stomach, through my folds. I was wet, aching for him.

“Tell me what you want,” he commanded against my lips.

“You. Inside me.”

“How?”

“Any way. Every way. Just… now, Adrian. Please.”

He shifted over me, bracing himself on his arms, and for a moment he simply looked at me—the fireplace long since gone cold, the desk lamp the only light left burning, his whole architecture of control laid open on his face. Then he sank into me in one long, unbroken slide, and I felt the fullness of it everywhere at once, in my throat, in the soles of my feet. We both went still, foreheads together, breathing like we’d surfaced from deep water.

He began to move, a deep, rhythmic pace that had me seeing stars. Each thrust brushed a spot inside me that sparked lightning through my veins. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper, meeting him thrust for thrust.

There was no sound in that room but us—the give of the rug under his knees, his breath breaking apart above me, the small helpless noise I made every time he bottomed out. The city glittered beyond the glass, indifferent, the way it always was, the way I’d long since stopped minding.

I didn’t wait for him to tell me to look at him this time. I found his eyes on my own and held them there, and something in his expression cracked open—unguarded, almost frightened, entirely certain. “This is mine,” he said, barely a whisper now. “You are mine.”

“Yours,” I choked out. “Always.”

His pace increased, growing harder, faster. Everything in me drew up toward one single point, taut as wire, humming. One of his hands slipped between us, his thumb finding my clit, rubbing tight, frantic circles.

That was all it took.

The orgasm didn’t build so much as arrive, a single note struck and held, spreading outward until there was no part of me left untouched by it. My back arched off the rug; my scream came out as his name, muffled against his shoulder, as I convulsed around him, my walls fluttering wildly around his cock.

The feel of me undid whatever was left of his control. He buried himself one final time and stayed there, every muscle drawn tight, a broken sound tearing loose from somewhere low in his chest as he came. I felt the pulse of him through the condom, the hot rush of his release, and then the slow unraveling of his weight settling over me—not crushing, just there. The only anchor I had ever actually wanted.

We lay there for a long time, on the floor of his office, a tangle of limbs and spent passion. Our hearts hammered against each other, slowly syncing, slowing.

Eventually, he rolled to his side, taking me with him, holding me close. He pressed a kiss to my sweat-damp temple.

“I love you,” he said, the words quiet, sure, and utterly devastating.

I pulled back just enough to see his face. The ice was gone. All that was left was a raw, vulnerable truth. My own heart, so full it hurt, answered.

“I love you, too.”

A slow smile spread across his face, the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. “Good.” He kissed me again, softly. “Then it’s settled.”

“What is?”

“The merger,” he said, his smile turning wicked. “The terms are non-negotiable. You get me. I get you. Forever.”

I laughed, the sound bubbling up from a place of pure, unshadowed joy. “I suppose I can live with those terms.”

He stood, then scooped me up into his arms as if I weighed nothing. “The negotiation,” he said, carrying me towards the bedroom, “is just beginning.”

And as he laid me on his bed, as his body covered mine again, as we loved each other into the small hours of the morning, I knew he was right. This wasn’t an ending. It was the closing of one deal, and the thrilling, permanent start of another.

Somewhere around three in the morning, half-asleep with my head on his chest, I thought about that first morning: the coffee I’d had to remake until it hit one hundred and eighty-two degrees exactly, the girl in the thrift-store blazer praying nobody could smell the mothballs. She’d had no idea what she was walking into. I still didn’t, not really. I only knew I had no intention of watching this from a safe distance ever again.

Adrian stirred, tightened his arm around me without quite waking, and murmured something against my hair that might have been my name. Out there the city kept doing what it always did—closing deals, breaking hearts, minting new ice kings by the hour. Let it. I’d found the one version of Adrian Cole nobody else ever got to see, and I was keeping him.
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