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Chapter 1: Preparation
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Bruce hated this part of the year.

Not the holidays, not the cold, not the flurry of end-of-year project reviews or the fourth-quarter grind. No — what Bruce really hated was the ‘Annual Interdepartmental Winter Gala.’

That was the official name. Internally, everyone just called it “the big, stupid office party.” Or, at least he did. And Bruce had only agreed to go this year because of some unspoken, guilt-laced obligation. Not peer pressure exactly — more like reputation management. If you didn’t go, people noticed. Or worse, they speculated.

This year, it was being hosted downtown, at the glossy new office tower that belonged to the company’s legal and HR divisions — people Bruce never had reason to deal with unless someone somewhere had done something very wrong. Which, truth be told, seemed to be happening more often lately.

His invitation had arrived in the form of a generic email:

“Celebrate another successful year at Archeon Global Corp!”

“Come mingle with fellow team members across all branches!”

“Dress to impress!”

Dress to impress. That part had bothered him the most. It wasn’t a costume party, it wasn’t a wedding, and yet the implication hung in the air like mistletoe at a forced marriage.

Still, there he was — standing shirtless in front of his bathroom mirror, hair damp from the shower, towel slung low on his hips. He squinted at himself.

Bruce Langley, almost-thirty, decent jawline, one stubborn cowlick that refused to obey authority. He'd been with the company for almost nine years, climbing the quiet-but-steady ladder from analyst to Operations Manager for the North Regional Distribution Workflow (whatever that meant). He wasn't flashy, wasn’t a brown-noser, and he didn’t believe in the idea that going to one holiday mixer was going to land him a promotion.

And yet, here he was.

He tugged open the top drawer and pulled out a small tin of pomade. The label had long since worn off, but it still smelled like cedar and vetiver — clean, masculine, faintly expensive. He scooped some into his palm, rubbed it between his hands, and worked it through his hair. He took his time with it, sculpting it just enough to look effortlessly put together. The kind of look that said I don’t care but I still look good. Even though he did care. He just didn’t want anyone to know he cared.

After styling his hair, he moved on to the next ordeal: clothing.

A charcoal grey suit waited for him on the bed, laid out like a uniform. Slim-cut, custom-tailored, worn only twice before — once for a friend’s wedding, and once for a charity auction he’d been tricked into attending. Beneath it: a deep burgundy dress shirt, black belt, and matching pocket square folded with surgical precision. The tie was still rolled up neatly inside his top drawer, navy with a soft diagonal pattern. He considered skipping the tie entirely. Then sighed and grabbed it anyway.

Ten minutes later, he was adjusting his cuffs and giving himself the final once-over in the mirror. Damn, he looked good.

Which made him even more annoyed.

“This changes nothing,” he muttered to his reflection.

Downstairs, he slipped on his shoes — black leather Oxfords, buffed to a shine — and reached for the cologne sitting at the edge of the bookshelf. Two sprays: one to the neck, one across the chest.

“Not going to enjoy it,” he said aloud. “Just showing up. Smile, nod, drink one of those overpriced cocktails, and leave before the DJ starts playing Pitbull.”

He grabbed his coat and keys, and headed out the door.

—-
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THE NIGHT AIR WAS CRISP, bordering on cruel. The sidewalks were glossed with half-melted snow, the wind slicing down from between high-rises. Downtown buzzed with people in velvet dresses and cashmere scarves, cars honking, lights flashing from department stores doing their best holiday impressions.

The Archeon Global Tower rose above the rest — sleek, blue-glass windows and too many stories to count. He spotted the banners as soon as he got close: WINTER GALA – 7PM – PENTHOUSE LEVEL.

Inside, the lobby looked like someone had tried to convince Santa Claus to run a hedge fund. Gold ornaments dangled from minimalist silver trees. A string quartet was posted near the elevators, playing a surprisingly sexy version of "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen."

Bruce stepped into the elevator with two women he didn’t recognize, both deep in conversation about flight delays and ungrateful husbands. He gave them a polite smile and stared at his own reflection in the elevator door as they rode upward.

The doors dinged open.

Warm lights spilled out. Music shifted to some lo-fi remix of a holiday classic. And there, before him, were hundreds of people: suits, heels, ID badges, fake laughter, glittering name tags that would all eventually be forgotten or lost.

Bruce stepped in, exhaled slowly, and promised himself again:

Just one drink. Just one conversation. You’re not here to have fun.

And then he walked into the party, ready to hate every second of it.
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Chapter 2: The Party
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Bruce had done exactly what he said he would.

He made it through the entrance. He smiled at someone in HR whose name he was 40% sure was Debbie. He even picked up one of the little holiday-themed cocktails being passed around on trays by servers in all-black outfits who looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. Just like him.

The drink was something green and terrifying with a cinnamon stick poking out like it was trying to escape. It was called a “Mistletoe Mojito” — because of course it was.

He took one sip. Regretted it. Took another, because he was committed now.

Bruce positioned himself near a decorative column that had clearly been wrapped in fake snow and LED lights by someone who had once said out loud, “This will be festive and elegant.” It gave him the cover he needed to watch the room without being approached. Or so he thought.

“So,” said a voice to his left, “made any resolutions yet?”

He turned to find Jared from Logistics — a guy with three kids, an alarmingly loud laugh, and a tendency to tell “funny” workplace stories that were really just HR violations with a punchline.

“Yeah,” Bruce said flatly. “Fewer conversations that start with so.”

Jared laughed like he’d said the funniest thing all night. Bruce offered a smile that could legally be classified as polite and then pivoted toward the bar.

The crowd had thickened. The music had gotten louder. He suspected it was now a remix of Mariah Carey set to lo-fi beats, which felt like a war crime.

He reached the bar just in time to avoid being dragged into a conversation about golf. Thank God.

“Scotch,” he told the bartender. “Neat. And keep the mistletoe out of it.”

Drink in hand, he did a slow lap around the room, nodding at people he didn’t want to talk to and pretending to recognize people he didn’t know. There were the usual clumps of coworkers who only saw each other at events like this, trying to act like best friends because corporate culture demanded it. There were people showing off engagement rings, vacation photos, new shoes, new boyfriends.

And then — just as he was mentally preparing to fake a phone call and slip out early — he saw her.

She was standing near the floor-to-ceiling windows, laughing at something someone had said, one hand wrapped around a flute of champagne, the other tucked casually into the pocket of a white suit jacket that looked like it belonged in a Vogue editorial. Tall. Elegant. All angles and curves in exactly the right places. Her dark hair was pulled into a low twist, like she’d just casually decided to be the most beautiful woman in the building.

Bruce stared a moment longer than was strictly professional. She was taller than him — which never happened. Well, almost never. And she had the kind of presence that made the rest of the room fade into background noise.

He didn’t recognize her. Not even a flicker of maybe. Which was weird. He’d seen most of the regulars over the years. She definitely wasn’t from his office.

Maybe she was a plus-one. A lawyer’s gorgeous wife. A VP’s girlfriend.

Or maybe, just maybe, fate was doing him a solid for once.

He took another sip of scotch. Liquid courage.

“Okay, Bruce,” he muttered. “Just go say hello. Like a normal, functioning adult male.” He coached himself until he thought he was ready. Then, he knew he had to go for it.

He walked over with his best attempt at casual confidence — which in reality was probably more like a determined shuffle.

As he got closer, the people around her peeled off, one by one, until she was standing alone, looking out the window at the city lights. It was as if he had the golden opportunity. Like something out of a movie.

This was it. Now or never.

“Nice view,” he said, stopping beside her. “Assuming you like traffic, capitalism, and blue-lit cranes.”

She turned her head slightly. Her eyes were sharp, amused. Green, maybe hazel — he couldn’t quite tell.

“I do,” she said. “Especially the cranes. So festive.”

Her voice was low, warm. Not flirty exactly, but not disinterested either. He was already enjoying her presence. He’d always liked witty people. They reminded Bruce of himself.

“I’m Bruce,” he said, holding out a hand. “And I’m also regretting that cocktail from earlier. Pretty sure it was made with windshield wiper fluid.”

She laughed, not the fake kind people used in meetings, but the real, surprised kind.

“I’m Amanda,” she said. Her handshake was confident. No hesitation.

“Amanda,” he repeated. “Nice to meet you. You’re not from North Region, are you?” North Region was the team/district Bruce worked for.

“Nope,” she said, sipping her champagne. “I work in compliance. So the Central Region.”

“Ah, maybe that’s why I don’t recognize you,” he said, pretending he wasn’t immediately terrified. Still, he figured there had to be at least some nice people who worked in legal or compliance.

Compliance. That could mean a hundred different things. But none of them were good.

She didn’t elaborate. And he didn’t ask. Not yet, anyway.

“So, what brings a compliance officer to a party like this?” he asked, glancing at her with a half-smile. “Checking to see who violates the open-bar policy first?”

“Something like that,” she said, dryly. “Actually, I’m here for the free drinks and the bad decisions. You?”

Bruce blinked. Then grinned.

“Same.”

They stood there, drinking, watching the room — a moment of quiet in the storm of corporate small talk and glittery name tags. It seemed the two of them had more in common than Bruce had initially thought they would.

Bruce couldn’t quite explain it, but the mood had shifted. He didn’t feel like leaving anymore.

He felt like seeing how long he could keep Amanda smiling like that.

And maybe — just maybe — he’d enjoy the party after all.
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Chapter 3: The Key
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Bruce didn’t know how much time had passed.

Could’ve been fifteen minutes, could’ve been fifty. All he knew was that he was still standing beside Amanda, still somehow not saying anything too embarrassing, and — most importantly — still not feeling the burning desire to fake a family emergency and flee the premises.

A Christmas miracle.

She was witty. Sharp. The kind of woman who didn’t just laugh at his jokes but matched them — occasionally one-upping him in ways that made his drink burn just a little hotter going down.

Somewhere along the way, a bell chimed. Or a microphone screeched. Either way, the room shifted. People shuffled toward the front of the ballroom, where a platform had been set up under an aggressively large “Season’s Greetings” banner.

“Oh God,” Bruce murmured. “Speech time.” He could do little but roll his eyes to prepare himself.

Amanda leaned in. “Think we’ll get the whole ‘challenging yet inspiring year’ speech or the ‘teamwork makes the dream work’ one?”

“If we’re lucky,” he whispered back, “maybe both, back-to-back, with a PowerPoint.”

She smiled over her champagne flute. “Kill me now.”

The two of them stayed where they were — slightly off to the left of the crowd but close enough to be seen pretending to care. The speaker, a silver-haired VP with a voice like decaf coffee, launched into a monotone tribute to company milestones.

Bruce tuned most of it out.

What he did notice was how close Amanda stood to him. Not awkward-close like someone who didn’t know spatial boundaries — but just enough that he could feel the faint brush of her arm every time she adjusted her stance. Just enough to notice how good she smelled. Not perfume exactly, something more subtle. Expensive. Grown-up.

He tried to keep his attention on the speech. He failed miserably.

“You know,” Amanda murmured once the VP hit a paragraph about quarterly performance metrics, “if this goes another ten minutes, I might actually switch careers.”

“To what?” Bruce smirked, attempting to play along.

“Professional cat-sitter,” she deadpanned. “Or hotdog vendor. Something with less jargon.”

Bruce grinned. “I hear cat-sitting has amazing benefits. Full dental.”

She tilted her head slightly, amused. “Do you always do this?”

“Do what?” Bruce asked.

“Deflect with jokes. Play it cool.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Then gave a soft chuckle.

“Only when I’m interested.” Bruce finally stated, a bit surprised he was confident enough to give her that answer.

Amanda looked at him for a moment, eyes glittering. The smile on her face told him she didn’t mind his approach.

The VP wrapped up with an awkward toast and a reminder to “be safe out there.” Applause rippled through the room like a wave of mild relief.

Bruce turned to Amanda. “Now seems like a good time to follow up on those bad decisions you mentioned.”

She arched her brow. “You asking me out for another drink, Bruce?”

He shrugged, playing casual. “I mean, technically, I’m asking you to walk six feet with me to the bar. But yeah. If it leads to a drink, I won’t sue.”

She held his gaze, smiled slowly. “Lead the way.” He did exactly as she’d suggested.

They moved together, weaving through clusters of coworkers now returning to the bar with renewed enthusiasm. The music had picked back up — something with a vaguely tropical beat, as if the DJ had decided festive meant Caribbean Christmas remix.

Bruce and Amanda ended up at the far end of the bar where it was marginally quieter. They kept drinking, talking, laughing. Scotch for him. Another round of champagne for her. Then something that was on fire. Then something that probably shouldn’t have been.

He learned she used to work in finance before moving to compliance. That she hated yoga but loved yoga pants. That she could deadlift more than him (her words, not his — though he didn’t doubt it). She found out he was in Operations, and that most of his passions came from outside work. He enjoyed days spent by the lake, bonfires, and occasionally a drink. Especially if it were with someone whose company he enjoyed.

They were leaning in closer now. Jokes flowed easier. Her laugh was warmer. His sarcasm came with a side of hopeful charm.

Somewhere between drink four and five, Amanda reached into her small white clutch.

“You’re fun,” she said.

“That’s what people say right before disappearing forever,” Bruce replied. He knew this night was probably coming to an end, though he didn’t want it to.

She pulled something out and held it between her fingers — a sleek, black hotel key card.

He blinked. “What is this?” Bruce asked, taking a second to realize. “You’re giving me your—?”

“Room 307,” she said, sliding it into his hand. “Maybe I’ll see you there.” She slipped him a confident little wink along with it.

Then she smiled — a slow, devastatingly confident smile — turned on her heel, and walked away, hips swaying like she knew exactly what she’d just done.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to.

Bruce stood frozen, staring at the card in his palm like it had just whispered the secrets of the universe.

“Holy sh—” he started, then stopped himself. He’d never managed to do anything quite like this before. He felt luckier than any of the winners of the upcoming company raffle tonight. Besides, who really needs a new lawn chair?

He looked toward the ballroom entrance, then back at the key.

He knew what he wanted.

And it was waiting for him.
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Chapter 4: Hotel
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Bruce stood outside the hotel elevator, key card clenched between his fingers like a winning lottery ticket.

Room 307. Just across the street.

The lobby was quiet—just the hum of vending machines and the distant ding of an arriving elevator. He’d left the gala without saying goodbye to anyone, not that they’d notice. The party had dissolved into drunken karaoke and HR-approved dancing anyway.

But this? This was not HR-approved.

The elevator doors slid open. Empty. He stepped inside, pressed the button for the third floor, and caught his reflection in the mirrored walls.

Jesus. His tie was loosened, his hair slightly mussed from running a nervous hand through it. He looked like a man who knew exactly what he was about to do—and was still half-convinced he’d hallucinated the whole thing.

The elevator chimed.

Floor 3.

The hallway was dimly lit, carpet thick under his dress shoes. Room 307 was at the end, right next to an ice machine that hummed like a drowsy bumblebee.

He hesitated.

What’s the protocol here? Knock? Just walk in?

He knocked—three firm raps, then immediately regretted it. Too formal. This wasn’t a job interview.

The door swung open before he could spiral further.

Amanda stood there, leaning against the doorframe, one eyebrow arched. She’d shed her white suit jacket, revealing a sleeveless black top that dipped just low enough to make his throat dry. Her hair was down now, spilling over her shoulders in dark waves.

Oh. It turned out she could look even better than she did at the party.

“You knocked,” she said, amused. “How polite.”

Bruce held up the key card. “Figured I’d give you a chance to change your mind.”

She plucked it from his fingers, her nails grazing his palm. “I never change my mind, Bruce.” Just the way she said it turned him on.

Then she stepped back, leaving the door open behind her.

An invitation. Once again.

He followed.

The room was sleek, modern—king-sized bed, floor-to-ceiling windows showcasing the city lights. A half-empty glass of wine sat on the nightstand.

Amanda strolled toward the minibar, hips swaying just enough to hold his attention. “Drink?”

“Depends.” Bruce shut the door behind him. “Is this the part where you poison me and harvest my organs?”

She laughed, the sound light and giggly. “If I wanted your organs, I’d have taken them at the bar.” She pulled out a mini bottle of whisky, tossed it to him. “Relax. I don’t bite.”

Liar.

He caught the bottle, twisted the cap off. “So, compliance officers don’t follow rules after hours?”

“Oh, we do.” She poured herself another glass of wine. “We’re just very good at bending them.” She shot Bruce another proud little wink.

Bruce took a swig, the whisky burning down his throat. “You bring a lot of men up here?”

“Would you be disappointed if I said yes?”

“A little.” Bruce laughed as he said it, unable to stop himself.

She smirked. “Good.”

Silence. The kind that stretched, electric. It was a beautiful moment... Bruce just didn’t know what to do next.

Amanda set her wine down, stepped closer. “You’re overthinking this.”

“Am I?” He figured she was probably right, but he didn’t want to seem awkward.

“Yes.” She reached up, straightened his tie—then tugged him down to her level. “Stop it.”

Her lips brushed his ear as she spoke, warm and teasing. He felt something surge inside of him.

Bruce exhaled, hands finding her waist. “You might be trouble.”

“You have no idea,” Amanda responded.

Then she kissed him.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t hesitant.

It was hungry.

Amanda’s mouth was hot against his, her fingers tangling in his hair, pulling just hard enough to make him groan. Bruce backed her against the nearest wall, hands sliding under her top, tracing the smooth curve of her spine.

She broke away, breathless. “You’re good at this.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I shouldn’t be.” She nipped at his lower lip. “You’ve got ‘operations’ written all over you.”

Bruce laughed against her mouth. “That’s the worst corporate pun I’ve ever heard.”

“You love it,” she insisted.

He did.

Somehow, they made it to the bed.

Amanda pushed him onto his back, straddling his hips with the kind of confidence that made his pulse spike. She undid the last button of his shirt, palms sliding over his chest.

“You’re younger than me,” she mused, tracing his collarbone.

“Age is just a number,” he teased. Amanda followed up, questioning him on it, and they managed to figure out there were roughly eight and a half years between them.

She hummed. “I like it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She leaned down, lips ghosting over his jaw. “Means I can teach you things.”

Bruce flipped her over, pinning her wrists above her head. “Try me.”

Amanda’s eyes flickered with excitement.

Game on.
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Chapter 5: Forbidden
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Amanda’s lips curved into a wicked smile as Bruce pinned her wrists above her head. Her breath hitched, and she arched her back slightly, testing his grip. His hold was firm, but not painful—just enough to make her feel like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. She loved the way his eyes darkened, the way his chest rose and fell with the same hunger she felt burning inside her.

“You’re full of surprises,” she whispered, her voice low and sultry.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Bruce murmured, leaning down to capture her lips again. This kiss was slower, deeper, more deliberate. His tongue brushed against hers, and she moaned softly into his mouth, her hips shifting beneath his.

Amanda’s hands twisted free from his grip, her nails scraping lightly down his arms as she pushed herself up to meet him. She was in charge now, her lips trailing down his jaw to his neck, where she nipped at the sensitive skin just below his ear. Bruce groaned, his hands sliding down her back to grip her hips, pulling her closer.

“You’re going to kill me,” he muttered, his voice thick with desire.

“Not yet,” she teased, her lips finding his collarbone. Her hands worked quickly to rid him of his shirt, and once it was off, she took a moment to admire the lean muscles of his chest. She traced the lines of his abdomen with her fingertips, feeling him shiver under her touch.

Bruce’s hands were just as eager, sliding under the hem of her top and pulling it up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and the sight of her bare chest made his breath catch. He cupped her breasts in his hands, his thumbs brushing over her nipples, and she let out a soft, breathy moan.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, his voice rough.

“Tell me later,” she countered, leaning in to kiss him again. Her hands were already working at the button of his pants, and within moments, his boxers joined the growing pile of clothes on the floor. She took him in her hand, stroking him slowly, watching his eyes flutter closed as a low groan escaped his lips.

Bruce’s hands moved to her waist, pulling her closer until she was straddling him. He could feel the heat of her against his skin, and it drove him wild. His hands slid down to grip her hips, guiding her as she positioned herself over him. When his tip brushed against her, she let out a soft gasp, her eyes locking with his.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Do I look unsure?” she replied, her voice steady despite the way her heart was racing. She didn’t wait for an answer before she lowered herself onto him, taking him inch by inch until he was fully sheathed inside her. The feeling was incredible—hot, tight, and perfect. She let out a long, shuddering breath, her head falling back as she adjusted to the sensation.

Bruce’s hands tightened on her hips, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. “Jesus, Amanda,” he muttered, his voice strained. He wanted to move, to thrust into her, but he forced himself to wait, to give her the time she needed.

Amanda didn’t make him wait long. She began to move, rocking her hips slowly at first, testing the rhythm. When she found it, the pace quickened, her body meeting his with a delicious friction that made her gasp. Bruce’s hands slid up her sides to cup her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her nipples again as he watched her.

“You feel so good,” he groaned, his hips finally rising to meet hers.

Amanda’s hands braced against his chest, her nails digging lightly into his skin as she rode him. She could feel the tension building inside her, the pleasure coiling tighter and tighter with every thrust. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps, and she could hear Bruce’s voice, practically a deep growl, as he murmured her name.

“Bruce,” she moaned, her voice trembling. “Don’t stop.”

“Never,” he promised, his hands gripping her hips and ass tighter as he thrust into her harder, deeper. The sound of their bodies coming together filled the room, mingling with their gasps and moans. Amanda’s head fell forward, her eyes closing as the pleasure threatened to overwhelm her.

Bruce could feel himself getting closer, the pressure building in his lower abdomen. He wanted to hold on, to make this last, but the way she felt around him—hot, tight, perfect—was too much. He reached between them, his fingers finding the sensitive bundle of nerves at her core, and she let out a sharp cry as he pressed against it.

“Come for me,” he whispered, his voice rough with need.

Amanda’s body tensed, her nails digging into his chest as the wave of pleasure crashed over her. She cried out his name, her body trembling as she came, her inner muscles clamping down around him in rhythmic pulses. The sensation was too much for Bruce, and with a low groan, he followed her over the edge, his release spilling inside her as he thrust into her one last time.

For a moment, they were both still, their bodies trembling with the aftermath of their passion. Bruce’s hands slid up her back, pulling her down to rest against his chest. Amanda’s breath was still coming in short, sharp gasps, her heart pounding against his as she lay there, her body still tingling with the echoes of her climax.

Bruce’s hands moved slowly, soothingly up and down her back as they both caught their breath. His lips brushed against the top of her head, and he murmured, “You’re incredible.”

Amanda let out a soft laugh, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his chest. “You’re not so bad yourself.”
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Chapter 6: Leaving
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The first thing Bruce noticed was the sunlight.

It spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows of Amanda’s hotel room, painting stripes of gold across the rumpled sheets. The second thing he noticed was the silence—no alarm, no city noise, just the quiet hum of the air conditioning and the faint rustle of fabric as Amanda shifted beside him.

She was already awake.

Bruce turned his head, blinking against the brightness. Amanda sat on the edge of the bed, her back to him, pulling her hair into a loose twist. The white suit jacket from last night was gone, replaced by a sleek black blouse and trousers. Professional. Polished. Like she hadn’t spent half the night with her nails digging into his back.

“Morning,” he said, still sounding about half asleep.

She glanced over her shoulder, offering a small, closed-lipped smile. “Morning.”

The air between them was thick with something unspoken. Not regret, exactly—but not the easy warmth of last night, either.

Bruce propped himself up on one elbow. “You’re up early.”

“Meetings,” she said, standing to fasten her watch. “The downside of being in compliance—someone’s always waiting for a report.”

Her tone was light, but there was a stiffness to her movements, a careful distance in her gaze. Bruce sat up fully, the sheet pooling around his waist. “Right. Yeah, of course.”

Amanda busied herself with her clutch, tucking loose items inside. A tube of lipstick. A hotel key card. Her phone, which she checked with a quick tap of her thumb.

Bruce watched her, trying to ignore the gnawing sense that something was off. “Coffee?” he offered. “There’s gotta be a place downstairs.”

She hesitated. Just for a second. “I’d love to, but I’m already running late.”

He could tell right away that this was a lie.

Not a cruel one, not even a cold one—but a lie all the same. He knew it. She knew he knew it. She didn’t want him to know it. But it was already too late for that.

Still, Bruce nodded. “No problem.”

Amanda paused, then turned to face him fully. “Last night was...” She trailed off, searching for the right word.

“Compliant?” he suggested, half-smirking.

That earned him a genuine laugh. “Something like that.” It felt good, even for a second, to see that same Amanda from last night.

She took a step closer, her heels clicking softly against the hardwood. For a moment, Bruce thought she might kiss him goodbye. Instead, she reached out and straightened the collar of his discarded shirt where it hung over the armchair. A strangely intimate gesture, considering how badly she seemed to want to leave.

“You’re not staying in the city?” he asked.

“I am. Just at my place. I only got the hotel room because the company offered to pay for it,” she explained with a small smile. She smoothed a hand over her blouse. “You?”

“Just gotta catch the train. I live in the suburbs, so it’s not too bad.”

“Right,” she responded with a nod.

A beat of silence.

“Well,” Amanda said, finally slinging her purse over her shoulder. “This was fun.”

Fun. Indeed it had been.

The word hung in the air between them, weightless and meaningless. Bruce forced a smile. “Yeah. Fun.”

She hesitated again, then leaned down, pressing a quick kiss to his cheek. Her perfume was different today—sharper, less sweet. Like she’d already put last night behind her.

“Take care, Bruce.” Amanda said, looking back for one last glimpse before grabbing her carry on bag.

And then she was gone. It was early and Bruce was a bit confused.

The door clicked shut. The room felt suddenly too big, too quiet. Bruce stared at the empty space where she’d stood, the sheets still warm where she’d slept.

What the hell just happened?

Last night had been electric. This morning? A polite handshake in the form of a conversation.

He also wondered why she’d left HIM in HER hotel room. Was she that desperate to get out of here? He knew he’d better take off fairly soon. He didn’t want any awkward interactions with housekeeping. One awkward chat was enough for this morning.

He flopped back onto the pillows, rubbing a hand over his face. Maybe it was just how these things went. Maybe she really did have meetings.

Or maybe—just maybe—he’d done something wrong.

The thought nagged at him as he reached for his phone. No messages. No missed calls. Just the time, glaring back at him in bold numbers.

8:17 a.m.

Plenty of time to shower, grab coffee, and overanalyze every second of that awkward goodbye.

Bruce sighed.

Yeah. This’ll be a great train ride.
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Chapter 7: Ethics
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Bruce’s Monday morning coffee tasted like regret.

Not the warm, fuzzy kind of regret that came from staying out too late or eating an entire pizza by yourself—no, this was the sharp, acidic kind that clawed at the back of your throat and reminded you that some decisions have consequences.

He’d barely sat down at his desk when the calendar notification popped up:

URGENT: All-Staff Meeting – 10:00 AM – Compliance & Recordkeeping Review

Fantastic. Just fantastic.

He’d forgotten all about this planned meeting, first discussed with him about two weeks ago. He shouldn’t have been surprised. But he was. And something else felt off about it, too. Why was it urgent, and declared at the last minute? Usually when that occurred here, it meant bad things were happening. Bruce was immediately apprehensive.

Bruce clicked the Zoom link with the enthusiasm of a man walking into his own audit. The screen filled with faces—most familiar, some not—all arranged in neat little squares like a corporate version of The Brady Bunch. His department director, Martin, was mid-sentence, his greying eyebrows knitted together in what Bruce liked to call "disappointed dad" mode.

"—which is why we’re addressing this now, as a team," Martin said, his voice tinny through the speakers. "This isn’t about blame. It’s about accountability."

Translation: Someone’s about to get fired.

Bruce muted himself and took a long sip of coffee. Now he really didn’t want to be here.

Then the screen shifted. A new face appeared in the grid.

Amanda.

His coffee went down wrong. Bruce nearly choked.

She was seated in what looked like a sleek, glass-walled office, her hair pulled back into that same no-nonsense twist she’d worn the morning after. Her expression was neutral—professional, detached—but Bruce could’ve sworn her face froze for half a second when she spotted his name in the participant list.

Oh, fuck.

"Now, I’ll hand it over to our Compliance team," Martin said. "They’ll walk us through the next steps."

Amanda’s colleague—a balding man with the energy of a man who’d rather be anywhere else—started explaining the "routine review process." Bruce barely heard a word. His entire focus was on Amanda, who was now scrolling through something on her screen, her lips pressed into a thin line.

Did she know I’d be here?

Does she care?

Is she going to pretend we never—

"Bruce?"

He unmuted so fast he nearly knocked over his coffee. "Yeah. Here."

Martin gave him a look. "We need you to pull the Q3 distribution logs. Compliance is requesting them by end of day."

Bruce’s throat went dry. "Right. No problem. Can do."

Amanda’s eyes flicked up—just for a second—before returning to her notes.

The call dragged on. Bruce nodded when he was supposed to nod. He took notes he’d never read. And the entire time, his brain was stuck on a loop:

She’s right there.

She’s acting like I don’t exist.

This is bad.

It is bad right? It must be bad.

When the meeting finally ended, Bruce closed his laptop with a quiet click. His palms were sweating.

This wasn’t just about records. At least, not for him. This was about her.

And if Compliance was digging into his department...

What the hell did she know? And would anyone find out about the two of them?
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Chapter 8: Ignored
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He would have texted her. Not from his work phone, of course. His own cell. But he couldn’t do that. Because he’d been too stupid to ask for her number.

It was Tuesday morning now, and Bruce was really kicking himself. He was used to beating himself up about things. But this? It could cost him his job.

He did in fact realize that he didn’t have an organic moment to ask for it the morning she’d left. But why hadn’t he got it the night before? Perhaps because the room key was an even greater win than a simple phone number would have been. And he’d wanted to keep his cool.

Bruce stared at his work computer, fingers hovering over the keyboard.

He would have texted her. It would have been so much simpler. He should have gotten her number when he had the chance. But all he had now was this stupid corporate email system and a growing sense of desperation.

The cursor blinked in the empty subject line like it was mocking him.

He typed carefully, deleting and rewriting each line three times:

Hi Amanda,


Following up on the Q3 records review. Need to clarify a few items from my end - would appreciate a quick call when you have time. My cell is 647-555-0324.



Thanks,

Bruce

He read it six times. Added a period. Removed it. Added it back.

It was sterile. Professional. The kind of email you'd send to any colleague about any audit. Nothing that would raise flags if Compliance monitored their messages. Nothing that hinted at hotel rooms or tangled sheets or the way she'd whispered his name.

Bruce hit send before he could overthink it further.

The notification popped up instantly: Your message has been delivered.

Now came the waiting.

He minimized his email and tried to work. Checked his phone every thirty seconds. Walked to the break room for coffee he didn't want.

By the end of the day, there was still no reply.

By Wednesday morning, his inbox remained stubbornly empty. That is, it didn’t contain any emails from Amanda

Bruce told himself she was busy. The audit was big. She was probably swamped.

But when he saw her name pop up in the company-wide compliance update that afternoon - when he watched her respond instantly to Martin's question in the group thread - the truth became unavoidable.

She was ignoring him.

And worse - she was doing it perfectly. Professionally. Giving him absolutely nothing to call her out on.

Bruce closed his email and rubbed his eyes. The number still sat there in his sent folder, staring back at him. 647-555-0324.

His last shot, hanging in digital limbo.

She never did answer him.
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Chapter 9: The Meeting
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The summons came at 7:03 a.m. on a Thursday—an email marked URGENT: MANDATORY ON-SITE MEETING with enough red flags in the subject line to make Bruce’s coffee taste like ash.

“Fuck. Me.” Was Bruce’s only thought to himself.

Location: Archeon Global Tower, 32nd Floor Boardroom

Attendees: All Compliance, HR, and Operations Leadership

Subject: Q3 Records Investigation – Legal Implications

Bruce read it twice, then a third time, his thumb hovering over the tiny, pixelated OSC buried in the meeting notes. The Ontario Securities Commission didn’t get name-dropped in company memos unless shit was very real.

9:45 a.m. – Archeon Global Tower Lobby

The elevator ride up was a study in corporate dread. Bruce stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Martin from Operations and a trio of grim-faced HR reps, all of them avoiding eye contact like they’d been caught embezzling. The air smelled like expensive cologne and panic.

The 32nd floor was all glass and muted lighting—the kind of space where bad news got delivered by people in $3,000 suits. A receptionist with a practiced smile directed them toward the main boardroom, where a polished mahogany table stretched long enough to land planes on.

Bruce’s pulse kicked up a notch when he spotted her.

Amanda.

She sat near the front, beside a silver-haired man Bruce recognized as Archeon’s General Counsel. Her posture was perfect, her blazer crisp, her fingers tapping a steady rhythm against her legal pad. If she was nervous, it didn’t show.

But Bruce knew. He knew the way her left eyebrow twitched when she was stressed. Knew the way she was chewing the inside of her cheek right now, just enough to feel the sting.

He took a seat near the back.

10:00 a.m. – Meeting Start

The CEO, a razor-sharp woman named Diane Cho, didn’t bother with pleasantries.

“We have a problem.”

A PowerPoint slide lit up the screen behind her: Potential OSC Violations – Q3 Financial Discrepancies.

Bruce’s stomach dropped.

For the next two hours, the room spiraled through spreadsheets, timelines, and increasingly dire hypotheticals. Stock price impacts. Regulatory fines. The phrase criminal negligence got tossed around like a grenade with the pin half-pulled.

Through it all, Bruce stole glances at Amanda. She never looked back.

12:30 p.m. – Lunch Break

The crowd spilled into the adjoining lounge, where sandwiches and bottled water had been laid out like props at a wake. Bruce waited until Amanda broke away from the Compliance huddle, then intercepted her near the espresso machine.

“So,” he murmured, pretending to fiddle with the settings, “this is fun.”

Amanda’s hand froze mid-reach for a cup. “Bruce.” Just his name. Nothing more.

“You ignoring me again? Did I do something wrong?” he asked.

Her eyes flicked toward the crowd. “Not here.”

“Then where?”

“Mr. Langley!” Martin’s voice cut through the space like a foghorn. It caused Bruce to jump up, shocked slightly by the loud, booming voice behind him. “You’re needed at the CFO’s table.”

Amanda grabbed her coffee and vanished into the sea of suits.

“Sure thing.” Bruce said, as he made his way over to join the CFO.

2:17 p.m. – Meeting Resumes

The afternoon was worse.

Legal outlined potential scenarios in clinical detail. Compliance dropped phrases like willful misconduct. Bruce’s department got named more than he’d like.

But as the hours dragged on, a strange realization settled over him:

This isn’t my fault.

The errors—whoever had made them—were buried in pre-audit adjustments. Bruce’s team had just processed the paperwork. And Bruce himself was not directly implicated, at all. The relief was so sudden he nearly laughed. He felt tremendously joyous. It meant that, if the Universe were just, he’d get to keep his job!

Then he caught Amanda’s eye across the table.

For the first time all day, she almost smiled.

5:45 p.m. – Meeting Adjourned

The crowd dispersed in exhausted clumps. Bruce lingered near the elevators, watching Amanda exchange final notes with the General Counsel. When she finally broke free, he fell into step beside her.

“Coffee,” he said. “Let’s get actual coffee. Not that boardroom swill.” Bruce pestered her, determined to get what he wanted.

She hesitated. Glanced around. Then nodded.

“Alright, let’s do it.”

Just hearing those words, and not an outright rejection, was enough to make a smile finally return to Bruce’s face. Today was somehow a good day, after all.

6:12 p.m. – Ground Floor Café

The place was nearly empty, just a few stragglers nursing late-day lattes. They took a corner table, Amanda’s back to the wall, Bruce angled toward the door.

“So,” he said.

“So,” Amanda replied.

“We’re not getting fired.” Bruce beamed from ear to ear.

Amanda exhaled, her shoulders dropping for the first time all day. “No. We’re not.”

Silence. The good kind, this time.

Bruce stirred his coffee. “You gonna tell me why you ghosted me?”

Amanda’s fingers tightened around her cup. “I panicked. The audit got flagged, and I—I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t sleep for three days.”

“You could’ve answered my email.”

“And say what? ‘Hey Bruce, sorry I bolted, also don’t worry about the investigation’?” She shook her head. “Every email we send gets archived. Every Teams and Zoom call is logged. I couldn’t risk it.”

Bruce studied her—the faint shadows under her eyes, the way her thumb rubbed absent circles against her wrist. The Amanda who’d handed him a room key was still in there, just buried under layers of corporate armour.

“Fair enough,” he said. “But since we’re both miraculously still employed...” He leaned forward. “Let me take you to dinner. A real one. Somewhere with no company logos or compliance paperwork.”

Amanda blinked. “You’re asking me out?”

“I am.”

“After all this.”

“Especially after all this.”

She laughed then, sudden and bright, and for a second, it was just them again—no audits, no OSC, just two people who’d somehow survived the corporate gauntlet.

“Okay,” Amanda said, her smile softening. “Okay, yes.” A slight blush returned to her cheeks.

Bruce grinned. “Good. Because I already made reservations.”

It wasn’t true, but it still put a smile on Amanda’s face. Exactly as Bruce had intended.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 10: One More Date
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Bruce checked his reflection in the restaurant window for the third time in five minutes.

Relax, he thought to himself. It’s just dinner.

Except it wasn’t. It was the first time they’d been alone together since the hotel. The first time without audits or compliance or the threat of unemployment hanging over them. The first time they could just be Bruce and Amanda, whoever the hell those two were.

The hostess led him to a corner booth—low lighting, privacy, a single candle flickering between two wine glasses. Romantic, but not trying-too-hard romantic. The kind of place where you could have a serious conversation or make terrible decisions, depending on how the night went.

Bruce had hopes for the latter. Although he never felt Amanda was a terrible decision.

He’d barely sat down when Amanda appeared at the entrance, her eyes scanning the room until they landed on him. She wore a deep green dress that clung to every curve, her hair loose around her shoulders for once. No blazer. No corporate armour. Just her.

Bruce stood so fast he nearly knocked over his water glass.

“You clean up nice,” Amanda said as she reached the table, her lips curling into that familiar smirk.

“You don’t,” Bruce deadpanned, making it obvious he was teasing her. “You look terrible. Absolutely ruined my appetite.”

She laughed, low and throaty, and slid into the booth across from him. “Liar.”

“Prove it.”

The waiter appeared before she could retaliate, and they ordered drinks—a Malbec for her, an old fashioned for him—before falling into easy, familiar banter.

—-
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THE REMAINS OF THEIR meal—seared scallops, a shared chocolate torte—sat between them as the restaurant noise faded into background hum. Amanda twirled her wine glass by the stem, watching the liquid swirl.

“So,” she said, “was this your plan all along?”

“Which part?” Bruce leaned back, stretching his arm across the booth. “The part where I impress you with my impeccable taste in restaurants? Or the part where I finally get you to admit I’m the best date you’ve ever had?”

“Neither.” She took a slow sip. “The part where you somehow convinced me to break every professional boundary I’ve ever had.”

Bruce grinned. “That was just a happy accident.”

Amanda set her glass down with deliberate care. “You’re impossible.”

“You love it.”

She didn’t deny it.

—-
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THEY LEFT THE RESTAURANT in a bubble of quiet laughter, the night air cool against Bruce’s skin. Amanda’s hand brushed his as they walked, once, twice—then stayed, her fingers threading through his with surprising certainty.

Bruce squeezed gently. “So. Where to now?”

Amanda stopped beneath a streetlamp, its glow casting gold across her cheekbones. “My place is only a few subway stops from here.” She nodded down the street, in the general direction of her home.

Bruce raised an eyebrow. “You gonna abandon me there this time?”

She stepped closer, close enough that he could smell her perfume—something dark and floral, nothing like the crisp, professional scent she wore to work.

“I hope not,” she murmured, and kissed him. Bruce leaned into it.

It was nothing like their first kiss—no urgency, no desperation—just slow, deliberate heat that curled low in Bruce’s stomach. When she pulled back, her lips were slightly parted, her breath warm against his skin.

Bruce swallowed. “Lead the way.”

Hand in hand, they disappeared into the darkening night.
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Chapter 11: Romance
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The elevator ride up to Amanda’s condo was its own special kind of torture.

Bruce stood beside her, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin, to catch the faint floral notes of her perfume mixed with the crisp night air still clinging to her hair. The mirrored walls of the elevator offered no mercy, reflecting back the hunger in his eyes, the way his fingers flexed at his sides like he was already imagining them on her.

Amanda kept her gaze fixed on the ascending numbers, but the flush creeping up her neck betrayed her. When the doors slid open on her floor, she led him down the hall with purposeful strides, her heels clicking against the hardwood.

Her keys jingled as she unlocked the door.

“Welcome,” she said, stepping aside to let him in, “to my humble abode.”

Bruce crossed the threshold, his eyes adjusting to the dim light. The space was sleek but lived-in—a charcoal grey sofa piled with plush cushions, shelves lined with books and the occasional framed photo, a balcony offering a glittering view of the city skyline.

Amanda closed the door behind them, then turned to help him with his coat. Her fingers brushed the nape of his neck as she lifted it from his shoulders, and Bruce sucked in a breath.

“You okay?” she murmured, hanging it neatly in the closet.

Bruce caught her wrist, pulling her gently toward him. “Better now.”

The first kiss was slow—a rediscovery. Amanda’s lips were soft, yielding, then insistent as she deepened the contact, her tongue sliding against his. Bruce groaned, his hands finding her hips, pulling her flush against him.

He could feel every curve through the thin fabric of her dress, the heat of her skin burning through. When his fingers found the zipper at her back, Amanda arched into his touch.

“Eager,” she breathed against his mouth.

“You have no idea.”

The zipper gave way, the dress pooling at her feet in a whisper of fabric. Bruce’s breath caught. She stood before him in nothing but a lace bra and matching panties, the city lights painting her skin in gold and shadow.

“Your turn,” she said, reaching for his buttons.

Bruce let her undress him, her fingers deft and unhurried, her lips following the path of each newly exposed inch of skin. When his shirt hit the floor, she traced the planes of his chest with her nails, then pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the hollow of his throat.

“Amanda—”

She silenced him with another kiss, backing him toward what he assumed was the bedroom. They stumbled through the doorway, laughing between breaths, until the backs of Bruce’s knees hit the bed.

Amanda pushed him down, then climbed over him, her thighs bracketing his hips. “Tell me what you want,” she whispered.

Bruce’s hands skimmed up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts. “You. Just you.”

She smiled—that wicked, knowing smile—and reached back behind herself to unhook her bra.

As the lace bra fell away, Bruce's eyes widened at the sight of her full, D-cup breasts. He sat up slightly, capturing one nipple in his mouth, his tongue swirling around the sensitive peak. Amanda gasped, throwing her head back, her fingers tangling in his hair. He lavished attention on each breast, alternating between gentle sucks and firm nibbles, driving her wild with desire.

Amanda's hips began to grind against him, seeking friction. Bruce's hands roamed down to her panties, hooking his fingers into the waistband and slowly pulling them down. She lifted her hips to help him, and soon the lace was discarded on the floor. Bruce's fingers found her wet and ready, sliding easily inside her. Amanda moaned, her body shuddering as he teased her clit with his thumb.

"Bruce," she panted, "I need you inside me."

Bruce obliged, quickly shedding the rest of his clothes. He lay back, pulling Amanda on top of him. She resisted slightly, wanting to tease him just a bit further. Bruce had been thinking about having Amanda on top of him, like the last time. But she had other ideas in mind.

Amanda turned around, her knees on the bed, her elbows resting on the mattress. She looked back at him, her eyes filled with lust and anticipation. Her giving him this look nearly caused Bruce to melt. He lay still, wanting to see exactly what she’d do next. Then, she guided his erection to her mouth, and she took him in eagerly, her lips wrapping around him, her tongue swirling.

Bruce groaned, laying back and relaxing while Amanda showed him her talent. His head fell back onto the pillow, his gaze averted towards the ceiling. He couldn’t help but close his eyes for a moment.

The room filled with the sound of their moans and the wet slapping of their bodies coming together. The audible moans and groans, combined with the sexy visual, made Bruce feel as if he were in heaven. Tonight was going even better than he’d imagined.

But then, the pleasure she was giving him caused him to want more. Like the greedy man he was, Bruce’s hips began moving in a slow, steady rhythm. He could feel her mouth, warm and wet, her tongue working its magic. He couldn’t stop himself from gently grabbing her head with both hands. He gripped her hair tighter, his body tense with pleasure. He could feel his orgasm building, his body on the edge.

But he didn't want to finish in her mouth. He wanted to be inside her, to feel her tight around him. He pulled out, his body shaking with need.

Bruce sat up, wrapping his arms around Amanda, his mouth finding hers in a passionate kiss. He flipped them over, pinning her beneath him. Before she was even sure what was happening, Bruce was mounting her from behind.

He slid in easily, both of them moaning at the sensation. He started to move, his hips thrusting against her ass, his hands gripping her cheeks and hips tightly. It wasn’t long before he began to pound into her, hard and fast, their bodies slapping together. Amanda began screaming. Calling out to Bruce, urging him deeper.

"Fuck, Bruce," she cried out, her nails digging into the bedsheets. "Like that! Don't stop!"

Bruce's hips moved faster, his breath ragged. He could feel her tightening around him, her body on the edge. He reached between them, his fingers finding her clit again, rubbing in tight circles. Just how she liked it.

The thrusting and pounding continued. So did the moans. Bruce stuffed her from behind, just as she’d asked. He didn’t slow down. Didn’t pull out. He continued to go deeper and faster, doing his best to massage her clit as he entered her repeatedly.

Then, Amanda's body convulsed, her orgasm ripping through her with a scream.

“Oh God! OH GOD YES!” she cried out, her body shaking with pleasure.

The sight of her coming undone sent Bruce over the edge. He thrust into her just a few more times, his body beginning to tense up as he felt himself begin to release. Quickly, he pulled out of her, moaning.

“Oh fuck! Oh fuck! Fuck, Amanda, you feel amazing!” he said as he rapidly stroked himself. He was overcome by his own orgasm, shooting it all over her back as he lost control of himself.

Moments later, after he’d made his full mess, he collapsed beside her, both of them panting and slick with sweat.

Amanda turned to him, a satisfied smile on her face. "That was... incredible," she whispered.

Bruce leaned over, kissing her gently. "You're incredible," he replied, his fingers tracing patterns on her skin. They lay there for a moment, basking in the afterglow, their bodies entwined.

—-
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EVENTUALLY, BRUCE PROPPED himself up on one elbow, looking down at Amanda. "I want more of this," he said, his voice low and serious. "More of you."

Amanda's smile widened, her eyes soft. "Then take it," she whispered, pulling him down for another kiss. Their lips met in a tender, passionate embrace, the promise of more to come.

Later, when the city outside had quieted and the sheets were tangled around their legs, Bruce traced idle circles along Amanda’s bare shoulder. She lay curled against him, her head on his chest, her breathing slow and even.

“So,” he said, pressing a kiss to her hair, “still planning to kick me out?”

Amanda laughed, the sound vibrating against his skin. “Not a chance.”

Bruce grinned into the dark. Somehow, this had all worked out for them.

––––––––
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If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review! It really helps small artists and creators like me better understand my customers. I sincerely appreciate your time reading this book, and humbly ask you for an honest review. Thank you <3

-Ms Naughtee
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        Cougar: Single & Ready to Mingle
A Steamy Age-Gap Romance by Ms Naughtee
Vivienne had it all—a husband, a mortgage, and the soul-sucking dullness of a life lived for everyone but herself. But at 43, newly divorced and deliciously free, she's ready to trade beige suburbia for bold choices, bad decisions, and men who make her forget how to behave.
One drunken night and a dangerously flirtatious dating app bio later, Vivienne's inbox explodes—with shirtless twenty-somethings who don't just want to chat. They want her. They see her. And one of them? He's not just hot—he's the whole package: a 25-year-old architect with wicked hands, a wicked smile, and the kind of slow-burning charm that makes her want to break every rule she's ever followed.
What starts as an impulsive swipe spirals into late-night texts, dangerous flirtation, and a night she'll never forget. Vivienne swore she wasn't looking for love—but the way Sebastian kisses her, holds her, worships her body like she's the only woman in the world... it's addictive. Irresistible. And it might be more than just a fling.
If you love hot, hilarious, and heartfelt age-gap romances with confident women, charming younger men, and explosive chemistry that jumps off the page—Cougar: Single & Ready to Mingle will leave you breathless, laughing, and begging for one more night.
Download now and meet the woman who's finally ready to play—and the man who dares to keep up.
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